
[image: image]


David Lavery is Professor of English and Popular Culture at Middle Tennessee State University. He is author and editor of over 20 books, including Joss Whedon: Conversations, The Essential Cult Television Reader, The Essential Sopranos Reader, as well as Reading The Sopranos and Reading Deadwood (both I.B.Tauris). Dr Lavery is co-founder of the Whedon Studies Association, founding co-editor of its journal Slayage, and one of the founders of Critical Studies in Television. He has lectured around the world on the subject of television and taught at Brunel University in London from 2006 to 2008.


[image: image]


Published in 2014 by I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd

6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010

www.ibtauris.com

Distributed in the United States and Canada Exclusively by Palgrave Macmillan

175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010

Copyright © 2014 David Lavery

The right of David Lavery to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book, or any part thereof, may not be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

ISBN: 978 1 84885 030 9

eISBN: 978 0 85773 450 1

A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library

A full CIP record is available from the Library of Congress

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: available

Typeset in Adobe Caslon Pro by www.freerangeproduction.com


CONTENTS

List of Figures

List of Tables

Acknowledgements

Preface by Nancy Holder

Prologue – Michael Bay vs. Joss Whedon, Weapons to Be Determined

In which two Wesleyan alumni square off, caveman vs. astronaut, for the future of the imagination.

Introduction – From the Mind of Joss Whedon

An overview of the book’s approach, like Whedon’s work a hybrid, a fusion of Howard Gruber’s case study method for understanding the nature of the creative process with a neo-auteurism.

Part I: Apprentice

1.    Television Son

In which the offspring of two generations of television writers, John Whedon and Tom Whedon, enters this dimension.

2.    Fan Boy

In which the young Joss Whedon grows up, here and in the UK, under a variety of high and popular cultural influences.

3.    Film Studies Major

In which a creator-in-the-making goes to college and falls under the influence of the movies and mentors like Jeanine Basinger and Richard Slotkin.

4.    Television Writer

In which the college grad goes West in hope of realizing his dream of becoming a filmmaker and discovers television.

5.    Buffy Goes to the Movies

In which his first film script (and greatest creation) is ruined by others and disillusionment sets in.

6.    Script Doctor/Screenwriter

In which Whedon tries his hand, with some success, at saving the work of others and writing for the movies.

Part II: Creator

7.    Buffy Does Television

In which a botched movie becomes a TV masterpiece.

8.    Creator of Angel and Firefly

In which the Whedonverses expand and the pains of cancellation are known.

9.    Creator of Serenity

In which a cancelled, cult television series becomes a shiny movie.

10.  Visiting the Dollhouse

In which yet another promising Whedon television series proves both controversial and cancellable.

11.  Not Making Wonder Woman

In which Whedon fails at his potentially greatest challenge.

12.  Networks of Enterprise

In which Whedon’s many collaborative endeavors, inside and outside the system, are chronicled.

13.  Marvel’s The Avengers

In which Whedon finally has the opportunity to make a blockbuster, smashes box office records, and becomes a major filmmaker.

14.  Joss Whedon, Auteur

In which Whedon’s writing and directing come into clear focus in an examination of his major stylistic and thematic signatures.

Epilogue – “You think you know, what you are, what’s to come. You haven’t even begun”

In which speculations are offered about the future of Joss Whedon.

 

Appendix A: A Joss Whedon Filmography

Appendix B: A Joss Whedon Timeline

Appendix C: The School of Whedon

Notes

Bibliography

General Filmography


LIST OF FIGURES

 

Figure 1:    Whedon Succeeds George Lucas – on a T-Shirt

Figure 2:    Teenage Joss Whedon and Brian Krakow (Devon Gummersall) in My So-Called Life

Figure 3:    The Chapel at Winchester College in the UK

Figure 4:    Angel Reads One of Joss Whedon’s Most Influential Books in “Lovers Walk”

Figure 5:    Joss Whedon and Jeanine Basinger

Figure 6:    Richard Slotkin

Figure 7:    Darlene (Sara Gilbert) and Roseanne (Roseanne Barr) in Roseanne

Figure 8:    Whedon’s Creation: The T-Rex with an Inferiority Complex in Toy Story

Figure 9:    Whedon Cameos in Veronica Mars

Figure 10:  Dr. Horrible Hears About His Application to Join the Evil League of Evil

Figure 11:  Another Whedon T-shirt

Figure 12:  Joss Whedon introduces Much Ado About Nothing at the Toronto International Film Festival (September 2012). Photo courtesy of Nikki Stafford

Figure 13:  He Saved Our Imaginations a Lot


LIST OF TABLES

 

Table 1:    Joss Whedon/Michael Bay Timeline

Table 2:    Michael Bay Box Office

Table 3:    Bay/Whedon Productivity

Table 4:    Box Office for Whedon Doctored/Scripted/Directed Films

Table 5:    Contemporary Script Doctors

Table 6:    The Betting Board in The Cabin in the Woods


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

On 5 October 1999, I was teaching a course on film history at Middle Tennessee State University. One of my students asked before class began if I would be watching the season premiere of Buffy the Vampire Slayer that evening. I responded with disdain. I had hated the movie and was barely cognizant of the TV show, although I had just noticed with surprise that my new copy of Entertainment Weekly featured “The Ultimate Buffy Viewer’s Guide” as though it were worthy of careful attention. Two other students in the class chimed in, insisting that it would be a show I would love – that it was my “kind of show.” I agreed to check it out and that evening watched “The Freshman” (4.1). I was instantly hooked, even though, in retrospect, it was not an especially strong episode. I was not aware then that Joss Whedon had written and directed, nor did I even know who Whedon was. Since one of my students had taped the first three seasons, I caught up quickly. Within a month, I had seen all of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Soon thereafter I had begun working on a book on Buffy (Fighting the Forces: What’s at Stake in Buffy the Vampire Slayer) with Rhonda Wilcox. The book you are about to read began that day as well.

Its road to publication has been long and winding. I wrote the original draft in a London flat while teaching in the UK. Originally, back when my subject was supposed to write and direct a Wonder Woman movie, it was to have been called Wonder Boy and would track Whedon’s career arc from television writer to blockbuster filmmaker, but that never happened (as I chronicle in Chapter 12). Then it was revised to tell the new and very different story of a brilliant cult creator who aspired to become mainstream but failed to make the leap. But the spring of 2012 – which saw the release of the long-on-the-shelf, ingenious horror flick The Cabin in the Woods and, less than a month later, the record-setting, billion-dollar-grossing The Avengers – dramatically overwrote that story and demanded a new, happy ending, the present one, in which Whedon makes the leap and sticks the landing.

Without the worldwide community of Whedonians who have listened to and inspired many of the ideas in these pages, it could never have been written (I name but a few; they are legion): Gerry Bloustien, Angela Ndalianis, Trisha Pender, Patrick Porter, Katy Stevens and Sue Turnbull in Australia; Tuna Erdem and Selim Eyuboglu in Turkey; Stacey Abbott, Dee Amy-Chinn, Viv Burr, Bronwen Calvert, Janet Halfyard, Matt Hills, Christine Jarvis, Lorna Jowett, Roz Kaveney, Ewan Kirkland, Tanya Krzywinska, Matt Pateman, Zoe-Jane Playdon and Milly Williamson in the UK; Jes Battis, Stan Beeler, Michele Byers, Francis Early, Cynthea Masson, Erma Petrova, Douglas K. Rabb, J. Michael Richardson, Nikki Stafford and Sharon Sutherland in Canada; Barbara Maio and Giada da Ros in Italy; Marcus Recht in Germany; Michael Adams, David Bianculli, Alyson Buckman, Tamy Burnet, Jeff Bussolini, Tanya Cochran, AmJo Comeford, Agnes Curry, Kevin Durand, Lynne Edwards, Greg Erickson, James Francis, Sherry Ginn, Jonathan Gray, Dale and Ensley Guffey, Nancy Holder, Alysa Hornick, Linda Jencson, David Kociemba, Neil Lerner, Bill Lund, Gordon Melton, Joyce Millman, Mary Alice Money, Ananya Mukherjea, Deborah Overstreet, Beth Rambo, Jana Riess, Lawrence Rosenfeld, Suzie Siegel, Jim South, Sarah Swann, Greg Stevenson, Tamara and Jim Wilson, and Stephanie Zacharek in the USA.

I am indebted as well to many of my MTSU students: to Chris Peltier, Erin Gonzalez, Becky Short, and Brian Loggins, who originally introduced me to the Whedonverses; and to the wonderful seminarians in my 2005 and 2012 Joss Whedon courses: Byron Brown, Joe Gualtieri, Cindy O’Malley, Cynthia Burkhead, Hillary Yeager, Melissa Lamb, Becky Bobbitt, Nicholas Bush, Erica Marsh, Michelle Herr, Sara Hays, Sarah Gray-Panesi, Luke Patton, Tom Cruz, Dan Copp, Lisa Jass, Dawn Schock, Tori Warenik and Cori Mathis.

A special thanks to Nancy Holder for the Preface, Hillary Yeager for her tombstone, and Alison Raines for the index.

Jeanine Basinger and Richard Slotkin, Whedon’s professors, were willing to answer some of my many questions.

Without the late Howard Gruber and his brilliant life’s work on the nature of creativity, this book would have been a shallow endeavour indeed.

My debt to Philippa Brewster at I.B.Tauris is immense. She is the kindest and most astute of editors. Thanks, too, to my agent Uwe Stender for helping to make this book (and several others) a reality.

The Lavery women, my wife, Joyce, and daughters, Rachel and Sarah, have nurtured me and put up with my obsessions more than I deserve. And now we have Addy, our wonderful grandchild, as well. I love you all so much.

Most of all, my thanks to Rhonda Wilcox, mother of Buffy Studies, a critic and scholar whose brilliance constantly humbles (though she is herself the most modest person I know) and the finest of friends. This book is dedicated to her.


PREFACE

 

The first time I interviewed Joss Whedon (during the filming of the Buffy the Vampire Slayer season two finale), I asked him if he considered himself an auteur. He blinked and laughed, looking flattered, and told me no. But I think it’s pretty clear to many of us that he is. In this fascinating book, David Lavery explores Joss’s artistic development, juxtaposing his findings with the work of Harold Gruber, whose field is the nature of creativity. What were the forces and influences that informed Joss as an innovator capable of such a body of quirky, beloved work, versus those that produced a skilled, more “commercial” director such as Michael Bay? David begins at the beginning – Joss’s boyhood – and tracks the elusive “X” factor with a keen scholar’s eye. The result, this book, is a must-have for anyone who is interested either in the matter of Whedon or the artistic life, or both.

I met David Lavery and Rhonda Wilcox, the father and mother of Buffy Studies, at the first Slayage Conference in Nashville, in 2004. As one of the few attending non-academicians, I was moved to tears by the rigour and brilliance of hundreds of Buffy scholars presenting papers and holding erudite discussions of the show I loved above all others. David and Rhonda have become my friends, and through them, I have met many of the authors of the vast scholarly canon about Joss and his work. Because of our association, I have joined the ranks of academia and now teach at two universities. I look forward to presenting this book to my students. It’s an irreverent and dead-on case study of a brilliant auteur who has changed the shape of the pop-culture landscape, And if that weren’t enough, it’s a great, fun read.

Astronauts, definitely.

Nancy Holder, author of Buffy: The Making of a Slayer, co-author of The Watcher’s Guides, and Bram Stoker Award-winning novelist

What we will find, I think, is not some little component part here and there, like this person has photographic memory or some terrific inborn ability that nobody else has, but a different organization of the system, an organization that was constructed by the person himself in the course of his life, in the course of his work, as needed in order to meet the tasks that he encountered and that he set himself.

(Howard Gruber, “From Epistemic Subject,” 177)

If you’re running a footrace against someone and a person gets across the line just ahead of you, you might get jealous. But if they’re like 600 yards ahead, you can’t get jealous. I was so in awe of what Joss could do that all I could do was marvel. Nobody’s jealous of Superman. You just gape.

(Jane Espenson [quoted by Rogers, “With The Avengers Joss Whedon Masters the Marvel Universe”])

I am the fan that gets to have the most fun. I get to walk the set every day. I totally get to be there when the story’s broken. I get to do all of the fun bits. Every day is fan day for me. That’s who I am. I’m the fan that got the closest.

(Joss Whedon, “Pop Culture Q & A”)


PROLOGUE

Michael Bay vs. Joss Whedon, Weapons to Be Determined

In which two Wesleyan alumni square off, caveman vs. astronaut, for the future of the imagination.

[image: images]

[Bay] has his collar up. The collar on his light-tan jacket. You find yourself wishing he didn’t have his collar up … But soon you are past the collar-up thing. Because now you’re wishing he didn’t park in the handicapped spot. Oh, you wish he didn’t just pull up here to the production office and, without so much as a blip of hesitation, pull his car into the handicapped spot. But he did. And there’s nothing you can do. There really is no defense you can give to a healthy thirty-seven-year-old man parking his $200,000 Ferrari in a handicapped spot. And why do you wish he wasn’t this way? Because you are a generous human being with a regular heart and you like your main character to be sympathetic? Maybe. [my italics]

(Jeanne Marie Laskas, “Bay” [Esquire 2001])

In an early scene of “A Hole in the World,” the fifteenth episode of the final season of Angel – the one in which Fred died, her body commandeered by the ancient god Illyria – we find the ever-contentious Angel (David Boreanaz) and Spike (James Marsters) in mid-argument:


Spike: It’s bollocks, Angel! It’s your brand of bollocks from the first to last.

Angel: No, you can’t ever see the big picture. You can’t see any picture!

Spike: I am talking about something primal. Right? Savagery. Brutal animal instinct.

Angel: And that wins out every time with you. (in Spike’s face) You know, the human race has evolved, Spike! (walks away from Spike)

Spike: (follows Angel making mocking gestures) Oh, into a bunch of namby-pamby, self-analyzing wankers who could never hope to –

Angel: We’re bigger. We’re smarter. Plus, there’s a thing called teamwork, not to mention the superstitious terror of your pure aggressors!

Spike: You just want it to be the way you want it to be.

Angel: (yelling) It’s not about what I want!1


Wesley (Alexis Denisof) interrupts the heated colloquy and asks if the subject at hand is one the entire leadership of Wolfram and Hart should be discussing, and an embarrassed Angel answers in the negative, insisting that the subject was “theoretical.” As usual, Spike is more forthcoming:


Spike: (calmly) We were just working out a b – (passionate again) Look, if cavemen and astronauts got into a fight, who would win?

Wesley: Ah. You’ve been yelling at each other for 40 minutes about this?


Wesley does have a question, however: “Do the astronauts have weapons?” In unison, Spike and Angel reply: “No.”2


Figure 1: Whedon Succeeds George Lucas – on a T-Shirt
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The subject of this book, and one half of the title of this prologue, is the writer and director of “A Hole,” Joss Whedon (1964–), the fan boy, script doctor, librettist, writer, actor, television auteur and movie director who created Angel (WB, 1999–2004), spinning it off from his legacy series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (WB, 1997–2001; UPN, 2001–3). Emblazoned on a T-shirt now for sale on the Internet we find the words, in an imitation of the font used in Star Wars, “Joss Whedon Is My Master Now.”3 Among his enthusiastic fans, Whedon, even before the tremendous commercial success of Marvel’s The Avengers, has acquired unprecedented allegiance, the sort a pre-Phantom Menace George Lucas once inspired, or a Darth Vader demanded.

In the period of relative dormancy during which much of this book was written, adherents were so ardent for a crumb of Whedon that even the master’s supposed grocery list, an Onionesque parody propagated by Dateline Hollywood could create a flurry of activity. Later republished in the official Buffy magazine as if it were “true,” it tells the story of growing fan obsession with the “Master’s” leaked-to-the-web personal shopping inventory, said to exhibit “that trademark Whedon wit” in its word choice (“diet moo juice,” for example, not “skim milk”). “Devoted fans,” we learn, “signed petitions and raised $2.5 million demanding that a network turn ‘Joss’s Grocery List’ into a television series,” thus making up for previous sins like the cancellation of Angel and Firefly. Dateline Hollywood reported that the leader of a petition campaign to get Whedon back on the small screen finds it, even after 148 readings, “smarter, funnier, and more compelling than anything currently on TV.” We also learn that (1) “sales of the items on Whedon’s leaked list have shot up 173% since it began spreading on the Internet” – for obvious reasons, as one fan explains: “I can only hope that by eating what Joss eats, I’ll get one-one thousandth of one percent of his genius” and (2) fears of blowback have spread: what if the run on Whedon favourites leads to their absence at his own grocery store – could that not hamper the Master’s creativity? Dateline also reports news of Whedon’s own second-hand response: “Through a publicist, Whedon said he ‘appreciates all my fans’ support,’ but asked that ‘Joss’s Grocery Shoppers’ members ‘go bother [cult favourite Veronica Mars creator] Rob Thomas for a while and give me a breather.”4

No doubt about it: Joss Whedon has become a “force” to be reckoned with. If critical interest is any indication of merit – no other film and television auteur of comparable age – he just turned 49 – has inspired so much investigation.5

Until the Spring of 2012, however, Whedon was thought of almost exclusively as a cult figure, a designation with which he was completely comfortable. In the CHUD interview he told Fred Topel that “the highest compliment I’ve ever gotten paid was in the first year of Buffy when a woman came up to me at Comic-Con in line and said that Buffy was her favorite show, in full Klingon makeup.”

In perhaps the most oft-quoted response from all of his many interviews, Whedon explains his cultish intentions in the creation of Buffy:

I designed the show to create that strong reaction. I designed Buffy to be an icon, to be an emotional experience, to be loved in a way that other shows can’t be loved. Because it’s about adolescence, which is the most important thing people go through in their development, becoming an adult. And it mythologizes it in such a way, such a romantic way – it basically says, “Everybody who made it through adolescence is a hero.” And I think that’s very personal, that people get something from that that’s very real. And I don’t think I could be more pompous. But I mean every word of it. I wanted her to be a cultural phenomenon. I wanted there to be dolls, Barbie with kung-fu grip. I wanted people to embrace it in a way that exists beyond, “Oh, that was a wonderful show about lawyers, let’s have dinner.” I wanted people to internalize it, and make up fantasies where they were in the story, to take it home with them, for it to exist beyond the TV show. And we’ve done exactly that.

(JWC, 28)

For personal and professional reasons, Whedon will have none of the widely held belief that obsessive fans should get a life: “I have never had any particular life of my own, so I don’t see any particular reason why anyone should run out to get one,” he tells Sci Fi Weekly.6 As the maker of shows “designed to foster slavish devotion,” Whedon feels it is only natural for him to “entirely respect it in others” (JWC, 16) – in that Klingon Buffy fan, for example. And in his dialogue with Neil Gaiman, he records his curiosity at Hollywood’s “marginalization” of the larger-than-given-credit-for cult market (Grossman): “It’s not like Star Wars – which came out when I was eleven – was a tiny art house flick,” Whedon reminds us.

Which brings us to the other half of our title – the caveman, or is it the astronaut? – Michael Bay (b. 1965), a commercially successful but critically reviled movie director, who, like Whedon, graduated from Wesleyan University, where both studied under legendary film historian Jeanine Basinger. Despite a common alma mater and mentor, Whedon and Bay remain polar opposites, as different as, well, a caveman and an astronaut: each an explorer of one pole of the contemporary media axis, each with his own “weapons” at the ready.

As Table One makes clear, Whedon and Bay have more than just an education in common. Whedon came from a family of television scribes who wrote for a variety of shows in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s. Bay may have showbiz genes as well; he claims, after all, to be the bastard son of John Frankenheimer (1930–2002), a go-to director of early live American television drama, famous for The Manchurian Candidate (1962).

After Wesleyan (about which more later), both Whedon and Bay followed Horace Greely’s injunction and went West. Despite a natural desire to avoid becoming ensnared in the family business, Whedon would end up writing for
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