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Introduction

Xena means many things to many fans.
It’s a show about a warrior woman – one of the first ever made.
There’s lesbian subtext enough to crowd the bars with eager fans
enjoying “Xena Nights.” Hong-Kong cinema fight scenes abound,
similar and yet different to the punching and throwing on its
companion show, Hercules: The Legendary Journeys.
With action for some viewers and girl power for others, it aired in
115 countries and held the interest of many different segments of
the population, from children to adult heterosexual men.

Beyond these aspects, memorably, was an
enormous amount of camp.

In fact, with the goofy disguises, pie
fights, squealing lice, self-hurling breast dagger, and highly
unlikely chakram physics, the show is beyond fantasy into flat-out
goofy. Paired with these are the historical anachronisms, as
Genghis Khan, Homer, Julius Caesar, Caligula, Xerxes, the Trojan
War, and Hippocrates all show up in a six-year period. The show
throws in the I Ching, Beowulf, Abraham and Isaac, David and
Goliath, the Ring saga, the knights of the Round Table, Krishna,
vampires, Cinderella, and Santa Claus for good measure. Adding
modern slang and rock music is just icing on the cake.

Renée O’Connor notes: “It was absolutely brilliant
of the producers to bring in an element of levity to almost
distract people into watching the show. You had all these crazy
costumes, you had all these crazy characters and centaurs running
around, and it was so absolutely absurd that you couldn’t help but
watch it for a few minutes” (Abrams).

 


First of all,
Xena is a camp television show, which immediately makes it
carnivalesque. It is in the tradition of John Waters’
Hairspray and Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead trilogy, which
take comedy and special effects to their absurdist ends. It is not
enough in the camp tradition to have Xena beat her opponents the
old-fashioned way, toe-to-toe with a sword, staff, or other
available weapons, but she must be able to walk up her opponent’s
body, do a flip off of their chest, and kick them in the face on
their way down, as seen in “Intimate Stranger” (#31). The whole
premise of Xena lies in the sensational execution of
special-effects, and all of them are generally executed by female
characters. Therefore, it is expected that Xena and/or the other
characters in the show will make a spectacle of themselves. If Xena
has not defied gravity at least once during the episode, it is
considered an unusual occurrence. (Meister)

 


However, all this silliness serves to
emphasize Xena’s place – no one like her ever existed (historical
warrior women did not jump twenty feet in the air or wear leather
minidresses). The show creates one of the strongest fictional women
ever made, yet, as happened with Wonder Woman, Buffy, and many of
Xena’s spiritual sisters, an added campiness reassured the more
sexist viewers. This was fantasy, a reimagining of the world to
allow a woman to be so strong, a harmless yet inspiring dream
rather than threatening reality. As Xena ironically competes in a
beauty pageant and belly dances, she seems fully aware of the irony
of her position, deliberately flaunting it to succeed in the world
of men.

This book examines the costumes, bad physics,
and straight up parodies within the episodes, the historical
inversions and anachronisms. Within all of them, it uncovers the
secret feminism that the creators offered – hidden and understated
but nonetheless clever and instructive. Xena: Warrior
Princess shows new ways to be strong – through a subversive
cleverness women have employed through all of history.

 


 



 


The Creation

Xena: Warrior Princess was created by Sam
Raimi and Rob Tapert as a companion show to their Hercules: The
Legendary Journeys. Friends since their days at Michigan
State University, where Tapert roomed with Raimi’s older brother
Ivan, they formed Renaissance Pictures and made their dream
project, the horror film The Evil Dead before moving on to
their New Zealand based fantasy adventures.

Bruce Campbell recalls meeting Sam Raimi in eighth
grade while he was making a film, his favorite pastime. This was a
partnership that lasted a lifetime. With a few friends, they formed
the Metropolitan Film Group and made such early short attempts as
“It’s Murder” and “Shemp Eats the Moon.” Special effects abounded
as the team experimented with dummies, stunts, and even pie fights
(Campbell 28-29).

His first year in college, Sam shot the film The
Happy Valley Kid, starring Rob Tapert. As Sam described
it, “He was a student just like you. His roommate abused him, his
girlfriend dumped him, and his professor hated him. Then the week
before finals, his mind snapped. He became – the Happy Valley Kid”
(Campbell 41). The team shot the film at Michigan State University
with teachers playing themselves. It was a hit as they showed it on
Friday and Saturday nights on campus. Though they retired it before
the film completely fell apart, they went on to make more
projects.

 


By January 1979, Raimi,
a sophomore, and Tapert, just several months from graduation, felt
ready for bigger projects, and dropped out of college to write,
direct, and produce a horror movie. They soon discovered that
attempting this without money or prior feature-film credits could
make for a real-life horror story.

Just after resolving to
pour all their time and money into their new production company,
Renaissance Pictures, Raimi and Tapert were evicted from their
apartment when neighbors complained of the noise from their
artistic endeavors. They persevered and were able to lure enough
investors to finance four months of filming, but ran out of money
midway through their movie. Brushing off these disasters as
temporary nuisances, they completed their film in 1981, handling
ever more tasks themselves as the crew dwindled during the last
five weeks of production to the star, the soundman, and the cook.
Finding a distributor added more than another year’s frantic
effort. But in 1983 The Evil Dead at last began to haunt
audiences across the country, and brought Raimi and Tapert a cult
following among horror fans, critics, and fellow moviemakers.
(Weisbrot 2)

 


Director Sam Raimi, producer Rob Tapert and actor
Bruce Campbell teamed up with composer Joseph LoDuca. The movie is
considered one of the greatest horror films of all time for its
amount of gore, execution of terror, visual storytelling and
gripping performances…despite the incredibly low budget.

Bruce Campbell starred (since “he was the one that
girls wanted to look at”). He describes “doing anything that nobody
was doing or would do,” and seeing Tapert doing the same (Campbell
95). In fact, Sam Raimi and Rob Tapert play the fishermen that wave
to the car as it passes them near the start of the film. Sam Raimi
also plays the Evil Force, and Rob Tapert is a local yokel. As an
in-joke, they named stand-ins and extras Fake Shemps and listed
“Shemping” as an official credit. One of the Shemps was Sam’s
younger brother Ted Raimi – Ted got enough credits to get into the
Screen Actors Guild in Evil Dead II, playing a
“heinous horror hag” in a foam suit (Campbell 172). He played four
roles in Army of Darkness. Dorothy Tapert, sister of
Rob Tapert, was another Shemp. Everything was rough and homemade.
“When all else failed, we just taped the damn camera to Sam’s hand.
The opening shot of Evil Dead consisted of me pushing Sam in
a rubber raft across a swamp while he leaned out, skimming the
camera across the water and swooping over decaying branches,”
Campbell comments (Campbell 104). Though it was very low budget,
the relationships and visceral terror inspired a fervent fandom. “A
tongue-in-cheek supernatural thriller, The Evil Dead winked
at audiences even as it jolted them with outrageous violence”
(Weisbrot 2). Two sequels followed – Evil Dead II (1987) and
Army of Darkness (1993) – which were even more violent and
also more polished than the original. By the third one, Bruce
Campbell had to take up sword fighting, which would aid him later.
As Campbell relates:

 


The character Ash, now
elevated to full-blown hero, also had to know his way around
medieval combat. This required fighting lessons, which included
hand-to-hand techniques as well as staffs and swords. The main
reason for this was because Sam wanted the climactic sword fight to
play out as elegantly as a Fred Astaire movie and he wanted it all
in one crane shot. (Campbell 209)

 


Bruce Campbell went on to star in the 1993–1994
western series The Adventures of Brisco County, Jr, where he
was always doing stunts “from struggling in quicksand and fighting
underwater to running from burning buildings and being lashed on a
railroad track” (Campbell 226). Sam Raimi, meanwhile, found himself
producing The Quick and the Dead then American
Gothic. The former film stars a female gunslinger in the
classic Western role. “Though women are not generally associated
with frontier masculinity, nor do they often play the lead in the
Western genre, The Lady played by Sharon Stone, is an exceptional
protagonist…This hero does not bother with makeup on the trail.
Like her male compatriots, she wields symbols of power: her cowboy
hat, her horse, and her gun” (Knight 84). Thus in many ways it sets
up Xena.

Meanwhile, Raimi and Tapert’s admirers included Dan
Filie and Ned Nalle from Universal Pictures.

 


By
late 1993, when Filie proposed the
Hercules project, Sam Raimi
was preparing to direct an offbeat
Western, The Quick and the Dead, with Sharon Stone doing a Clint Eastwood turn as a
mysterious gunfighter out for revenge.
But fortunately for Filie, Rob
Tapert started to get the itch to
make Hercules. He’d taken the
“Nestea Plunge” into the myths, started to feel hooked on the idea
of retelling them…and he was seeing the possibilities.”
(Weisbrot 2)

 


All his influences began to come together: Raimi
describes Hercules as “the formula for Army of
Darkness – a funny hero who speaks kind of modern in
ancient times” (Campbell 276). Desperate Remedies, a New
Zealand movie, introduced the creators to Kevin Smith, Lisa Chappo,
Michael Hurst, and Cliff Curtis.

The New Zealand adaptation of Hercules,
starring American actor Kevin Sorbo, launched with five
made-for-television movies in 1994 – one starred Renée O’Connor as
love interest Deianeira, and one had Lucy Lawless playing a
man-hating Amazon named Lysia. “Diana
Rowan, the casting director on location, immediately suggested two
New Zealanders for key roles: the eminent stage actor and director
Michael Hurst as Hercules’ best friend, Iolaus (he became the first
actor hired), and Lucy Lawless as Hippolyta, the Amazon queen”
(Weisbrot 7). Lucy Lawless got sidelined for Roma Downey, but
dominated all her sidekick scenes nonetheless, as she dragged
Hercules around on a leash: “I’m sure you’re used
to having your way with women, I bet they just fall at your feet
wherever you go. Well, not here. Here ... you
fall at our feet.” She emphasizes her comment by kicking Hercules in the
groin and dropping him to his knees.

Kevin Sorbo was sensitive and charming as well as
mighty, with exciting action scenes and exotic mythological
creatures. The films’ success inspired Universal to launch
Hercules: The Legendary Journeys as a weekly series, which
arrived in January 1995. The showrunners asked
Lawless back to play the seductive
Lyla in the episode “As Darkness
Falls” (H106). Lyla was much gentler and
also manipulative as she fell for a centaur but blinded Hercules to stop his interference. This new
character showed off her range and impressed the producers. “We all
noticed her,” Filie recalled, “We
absolutely said she is really something. Who is that? Wow! But we
weren’t smart enough to figure out that Lucy was our star
character” (Weisbrot 9).

Bruce Campbell directed the ninth episode, then was
offered the part of Autolycus, the King of Thieves. Campbell
smilingly relates that Tapert called him and “felt that this
character, a despicable rogue, was just right for me” (Campbell
285).

As Filie urged a spinoff, Tapert wanted to revolutionize
onscreen action by blending Hollywood fisticuffs with Asian martial
arts.

 


Tapert explains, “I’ve
always been impressed with the Hong Kong cinema style of action, so
with Hercules, we initially tried to emulate that style. In
fact, when we pitched the idea for Xena, I made a demo reel
of four Hong Kong movies to show the syndicators the kind of action
sequences we wanted to do in the show. We also weren’t afraid to
break the rules of fight realism and go for action that’s
entertaining and something that the American television audience
has never seen before. (“What Puts”)

 


He was especially a fan of Hong Kong actress
Brigitte Lin (Lin Ching Hsia), star of the classic action film
The Bride with White Hair (1993). In this film, the
chivalrous Zhuo Yi-Hang is raised by his master Tzu Yang to lead
their clan. However, Yi-Hang soon meets Lien Ni Chang, a warrior
adopted by wolves and then raised by the evil magic twins Ji
Wushuang, who want to create the perfect killing machine. When
soldiers attack starving peasants for stealing food, Lien, Wolf
Girl, defends the peasants, wielding a whip with such power that
she cuts people to bits. Yi-Hang is struck by Wolf Girl, despite
his flirtation with Lu Hua, a more civilized warrior-woman.
Meanwhile, Wolf Girl threatens to kill him for discovering her
bathing, insisting that any man who sees her face must be
blinded.

They fight in the trees and when Wolf Girl decides
to kill him, he throws down his sword and tells her to do it,
leaving himself wide open. She hesitates, and Lu Hua strikes her
with a poisoned dart. Yi Huang whisks her away and sucks out the
poison. In the ruins of an ancient city, they fall in love, and she
asks if he’ll still feel this way when she’s old and her hair has
turned white. In response, he tells her of a flower that can make
someone immortal. They part, with Lien returning to the evil twins
and asking to leave their cult. They reluctantly allow this, but
she is forced to walk a gauntlet barefoot. Though she glares at
those who would move against her, she’s attacked from behind and
the cultists begin beating her cruelly and throwing rocks. Through
it all, she’s forbidden to use her kung fu. Still, she manages to
walk out proudly.

When Yi Lang reaches his home, he finds Tzu Yang’s
head hanging from the roof and Hsien Chang mortally wounded. The
latter tells him that the Wolf Girl and her men attacked. When Wolf
Girl arrives, Yi Lang doesn’t believe she’s innocent. His men
attack her, and she starts killing them with her whip. She begins
to strangle Li Hua, Yi Lang intervenes and slaps Wolf Girl, and Li
Hua stabs her. When she recalls all she’s endured to be with her
lover, her hair turns white with the betrayal. She stabs Li Hua,
then strangles the soldiers with her mighty hair. At last, she
holds a sword to Yi Lang’s throat, but flees rather than kill him.
Back in the frame story, ten years later, Yi Lang sits in the
mountains, waiting for the flower to blossom and his lover to
return to him.

 


“I had always wanted to
make a movie with her,” Tapert said of Brigitte Lin, “but she
doesn’t speak English, she’s in her forties now, so her chances of
breaking into American cinema aren’t good.” Instead he proposed to
John Schulian, the co-executive producer and head writer on
Hercules, doing “a story about a female warrior,” modeled
on Lin’s character in The Bride with White Hair,
“that would let us do Hong Kong action.” Schulian replied that he,
too, wanted to focus an episode on a woman, but of a different sort
– a beauty who comes between Hercules and his best friend, lolaus.
So Tapert said, “What if you made her a Warrior Princess and
combined the two?” (Weisbrot 6)



Xena is born from this story – not only the gauntlet
scene, but also the romantic betrayal of Iolaus. Tapert adds, “I
have no idea how [Schulian] came up with the name Xena. But an old
sales agent who helped us tremendously in the film business and was
very much our mentor told us, ‘Anytime there’s an X in the title,
it gets people’s interest!’” (Weisbrot 6).

 


A single actress would
have to project beauty and sensuality, to suit Schulian’s image of
Xena, and power, ferocity, and implacable will, to match Tapert’s
vision. She must be charismatic, to warrant devoting the final
three episodes of Hercules’ first season to her character.
For good measure, she must have the ability – and availability – to
carry a series should Xena win over viewers and studio
executives. Remarkably, a New Zealand actress surfaced with all
these qualities – and more. Equally remarkable, she nearly missed
getting the part. (Weisbrot 7)

 


The showrunners offered it to Vanessa Angel, who had
American star power, though not much experience with stunts. She
was busy with the Universal show Weird Science, so there was
talk of giving her the three-episode arc on Hercules without
a spinoff show to follow (Abrams). The studio put
her through a month’s training in martial arts and horseback
riding; however, she caught the flu in England, and wasn’t able to
come back and film her episodes. The studio despaired.

Lawless notes, “Rob and Sam had always wanted to do
a female hero and just didn’t know where, when or who...And it was
me. Here and now!” (Ventura). Lucy Ryan had grown up with lots of
brothers and did lots of gymnastics and horseback riding as a
child. She was a show-off and loved all types of performing. She
describes falling for acting while performing a play version of the
Prodigal Son at school when she was ten (Stafford 70). After this
she took the lead in several musicals. She began
training in opera, but soon decided she didn’t
have an overwhelming passion for it. “I had a certain rough talent
for it, but I never developed it because I simply didn’t have
enough love for music and
the kind of boring life that you have to have.” She and Garth
Lawless fell in love while she was touring
Europe. They were married when she was
nineteen and soon had a daughter,
Daisy. After, Lawless got
roles in commercials and was crowned Mrs. New Zealand
in 1989. In 1990-1991 she acted wirh a comedy troop
called Funny Business.
After attendingthe William Davis Centre for Actors
Study in Vancouver, Lawless co-hosted
Air New Zealand Holiday. In 1995, she played a
bisexual woman in Peach
“a short film that has been watched and analyzed many
times by the ardent Xena subtext fans”
(Stafford 21). In 1995, Lucy and her husband
divorced.

With Vanessa Angel suddenly gone, the team decided
to bring back Lawless, but the actress was camping in the outback
with her family and completely unreachable. The studio began
considering other actors. However, it was the murky time between
Christmas and New Year’s when no one was available.

 


“Well, I decided that
nothing ever went on in New Year’s,” Lawless said. “Everyone
went away, nothing happened, certainly no work comes up. So we had
gone off together on this jaunty holiday to give our daughter the
camping experience, traveling the length and breadth of New Zealand
in a tiny French Beetle type of car that you could wind down the
roof on, and stopping at various relatives’ on the way. The
producers tracked us through the relatives. ‘No, she went to
so-and-so, she’s not here but...’” (Weisbrot 11)

 


The studio called her parents out of desperation,
and Lawless’s brother, who happened to be stopping by for five
minutes and picked up the call, guessed which relatives his sister
might visit next. The call finally got through, and within two days
she was at the studio, getting the costume altered and her hair
dyed. Her naturally light brown hair had already been dyed auburn
to play Lyla. This time, the producers went with black, to
emphasize her dark nature. The Xena Trilogy – “The Warrior
Princess” (H109), “The Gauntlet” (H112), and “Unchained Heart”
(H113) – aired to brilliant reviews.

 


By early 1995 the only
Universal Action Pack entry besides Hercules to become a
weekly series, Vanishing Son, was fast vanishing in the
Nielsen ratings. Rob Tapert recalled, “After seeing a rough cut of
“The Gauntlet,” the studio came to us about a replacement for
Vanishing Son. So we said, “What if we do one on the
“Warrior Princess”?’ So we saved her life, because we were going to
kill her at the end of the third episode.”(Weisbrot 18)

 


Tapert adds, “When [Universal] saw the dailies of
that episode, they thought, ‘Yeah, we should do a spin-off’”
(Abrams). Thus the show was born. Bruce Campbell sums up, “Lucy, as
Xena: Warrior Princess, was a female hero, and she
wasn’t afraid to kick ass and take names. It made her character
more extreme and intense than Hercules and it inspired a loyal
following outside the Herc fan base” (Campbell 289).

Steven L. Sears, one of the writers and producers of
Xena: Warrior Princess, had begun on the show
Riptide with a female showrunner excellent at writing
characters. Fully half the people who wrote on Xena were
female, including one who went on to write Marvel’s Jessica
Jones and Orange is the New Black. Sears adds that Xena
was fully syndicated. “Our network backed off and let us do
whatever we wanted to do” in contrast with Buffy on the WB.
Sears also reports that the team described Xena as “Hitler in a
skirt,” emphasizing her original savagery (Buffy and Xena Companion
Panel).

Renée O’Connor notes of her own arrival, “I remember
auditioning for Rob Tapert and [co-executive producer] Eric
Gruendemann. They recognized me from an Australian TV movie…I was
hired out of L.A. I moved to New Zealand and met Lucy at our first
table read” (Abrams).

 


The Texas-born O’Connor
actually began studying acting at age 12, at Houston’s Alley
Theater and High School of the Performing and Visual Arts. She made
her professional acting debut in 1989 in the “Teen Angel” serial
featured on the Disney Channel’s Mickey Mouse Club, followed
by the “Match Point” serial. That same year, O’Connor moved to Los
Angeles and quickly landed a role in the Tales From the
Crypt episode “The Switch,” which also marked Arnold
Schwarzenegger’s directorial debut. “It’s so long ago, but I
remember his thick accent and the line readings he would give me,
and I would try to control myself and not mimic him as I said my
lines. I was playing this young girl on the street, selling flowers
to William Hickey, so it was a small part, but I found it all so
amusing. Arnold had such a good sense of vision, of people’s
movement and physical action, and the flow of the camera. I guess
from working on so many different action films. (Nazzaro
34)



Still Tapert adds, “The studio was so
concerned it would be perceived as a lesbian show, they would not
allow Xena and Gabrielle in the same frame of the opening titles.”
Sears notes that the one caution they had was worrying long-haired
Draco was a girl in the opening credits – when they found Xena was
seducing a man they were fine with it (Buffy and Xena Companion
Panel).

 


Spin-offs


	
Hercules: The Legendary Journeys began with
the 1994 films, then had six seasons (two of them partial ones)
from 1995-1999. Xena: Warrior Princess had six full seasons,
from 1995-2001. The two shows often appeared back to back, with
some crossover characters and plots.



	
The Young Hercules spinoff for kids lasted
from 1998-1999 with fifty episodes, starring Ryan Gosling. It was
aired on Fox Kids Network, and the Hercules/Xena executive
producers handled this project, which was also filmed in New
Zealand. The gods reprise their original roles in many cases and
establish some of the relationships seen in Hercules: The
Legendary Journeys. The storyline has Hercules attending
Cheiron’s Academy, with buddies Prince Jason (Chris Conrad) and
former bandit Iolaus (Dean O’Gorman). Hercules: The Legendary
Journeys did some direct crossovers, framed as flashbacks,
though Xena did not.



	
Hercules and Xena – The Animated Movie: The
Battle for Mount Olympus was a direct-to-video cartoon in 1998.
The four main stars contributed their voices, as did several of the
gods. In this story, Hera invites the Titans to take over the gods’
realm, and Xena, Iolaus, and Gabrielle (who’s been turned into an
eagle) must fight them…and also remind Hercules where his
responsibilities lie.



	
Xena: Warrior Princess: The Talisman of
Fate is a 1999 fighting game designed by Steven H. Taylor,
Walter Park, and Alan Tew; developed by Saffire; and published by
Titus Software for the Nintendo 64. (Hercules: The Legendary
Journeys was another action adventure game for Nintendo 64 and
Game Boy Color.) 3D characters and locations resemble their show
counterparts reasonably well and the game allows four players. The
player fights many other characters, finishing with Despair, an
original game character and a lieutenant of Dahak.



	
Another game, simply called Xena: Warrior
Princess, is a hack-and-slash adventure developed by VU Games
and published by Electronic Arts for the PlayStation in 1999. Game
Boy and Playstation 2 versions followed. The supreme antagonist
here is the sorceress Kalabrax, who escapes after centuries of
imprisonment and plots revenge against the gods. Her magic requires
the sacrifice of a queen, so she captures Gabrielle, impelling Xena
to go on a rescue mission. Through the twenty-one levels, Xena
solves puzzles and actually receives positive karma for not killing
the villains.



	
Other computer games include Hercules & Xena:
Alliance of Heroes from Simutronics, later called Alliance
of Heroes with the trademarked characters removed. There was a
Xena game for the Game Boy Color (2000), and the multi-path PC
games Xena: Warrior Princess: Death in Chains and Xena:
Warrior Princess: Girls Just Wanna Have Fun – both adapted from
episodes.



	
West End Games published the Hercules & Xena
Roleplaying Game in 1998.



	
A short series of licensed tie-in novels, mostly by
Ru Emerson, were released. There’s a short story collection by top
fantasy authors (The Further Adventures of Xena by Martin H
Greenburg) and several insightful guides. Also thousands of
unlicensed fanfiction stories, of course.



	
Xena was introduced in the 1996 Topps Comics series
Hercules: The Legendary Journeys, issues #3-5. Several
limited series of Xena followed, mostly in three-episode arcs.
These included Xena: Warrior Princess/ Joxer:
Warrior Prince; Xena: Warrior Princess and The Original
Olympics; and The Marriage of Hercules and
Xena.



	
In 1999, Dark Horse took over and produced a
fourteen-issue series from 1999 to 2000, following Xena after her
crucifixion then pregnant and having adventures. These were written
by John Wagner (#1–8) and Ian Edginton (#9–14) and drawn by various
artists.



	
At one point a particularly Amazon crossover was
planned between Xena and Wonder Woman in the comics, but the
project fell through. In 2007, the license went to Dynamite
Entertainment. Comics include two mini-series crossovers with
Army of Darkness: “Why Not?” and “What, Again?” The
first of these begins:





 


This is a BIG story. A
chronicle of legendary heroes and heroines and their loyal friends
and companions – as they face impossible odds, fantastic creatures,
diabolical villains, and powerful evil. It’s an epic narrative,
which recounts an adventure that eventually grew to mythic
proportions and panned the ages.

 


A copy of Ash casts a spell and falls through a
portal to another world. There, Xena is battling a cyclops named
Ogg, with Gabrielle nearby. The women discover that Autolycus,
who’s also there, stole the cyclops’s brooch. Tiny Ash looks just
like Autolycus (for some reason) only much smaller. Meanwhile, in
the future, the “funny old wizard dude from Medieval Times” comes
to Ash and tells him the world is in danger from the Book of the
Dead again. He must go back in time and retrieve it. This
begins Ash’s epic quest through the Pixy Woodlands, complete with
an evil little Ash taking charge of a group of fairies. For the
sequel, Xena and her friends are thrown to the future, reversing
the storyline of the first miniseries.


	
Amazon High, starring Selma Blair,
with Karl Urban as the romantic lead, and Michael Hurst directing,
was the pilot for a proposed third show set in the
Hercules/Xenaverse, in which a modern teen travels back in time to
meet the prehistoric Tretomlec tribe. She is the “Atma,” the chosen
one, and ends the episode guiding them to be a female-only tribe
called the Amazons. As he explains in the commentary for
“Lifeblood,” Tapert thinks that show would have been lost among so
many medieval series. “I got cold feet. It just wasn’t covering new
enough ground.” His futuristic Cleopatra 2525 and
alt-history Jack of all Trades were created instead.



	
Xena Live! Xena Lives: The Musical
opened April 3, 2002 and ran through June 2, 2002 in Chicago’s
About Face Theatre. In a story a bit reminiscent of “Send in the
Clones,” a group of devoted Xena fans in modern times team up with
Alti to resurrect their heroine after “A Friend in Need.” It’s
goofy with lots of modern songs and self-aware humor.



	
A new Xena comic followed by ex-Catwoman
writer Genevieve Valentine, with artwork by Ariel Medel. The series
follows Xena and Gabrielle 25 years after the “Twilight of the
Gods” arc, with both heroes returning to discover the Roman Empire
is rising in power. Meanwhile, Xena must confront her past against
a rogue band of women warriors called the Harpies, and Gabrielle’s
secret visions are beginning to come true. Valentine comments:
,





 


One of my favorite
things about Xena has always been that no matter how alternate that
history got, or how goofy the comedy, there was a sense of weight
and substance from the characters at its center that we could come
back to…I think some of Xena’s best storytelling has been the
things that cost them, and the show always made great use of both
the gods and the Caesars in that way; power corrupts no matter how
long you’re going to live. But there’s also that sense that Xena
was more comfortable in the realm of the singular battle than in
dealing with the ways large groups of people give in to power; it
was actually easier to fight the gods than it was to outmaneuver
Julius Caesar. And that weight of the characters’ history is so
present after Gabrielle and Xena deal with young Octavius and then
meet him after being gone a lifetime and seeing that, sure enough,
he’s as fallible as any other Caesar when it comes to the lure of
power. The wake of this very eventful return to the timeline felt
like a great place to explore some of the chaos of this Empire.
(Davidson)

 





 


On Feminism

 


How was Xena a female
pioneer? Let me count the ways. She had no male support or regular
romantic interest. She didn’t, unlike Wonder Woman or the Bionic
Woman, have a conventionally feminine day-to-day alternate
identity, though on a mission she could pose as a Roman matron, a
virgin priestess or an exotic dancer. Xena was not “strong but
feminine”; she was unapologetically strong and unapologetically
female, sexy and powerful, unafraid to get sweaty and dirty on the
job, and all the more beautiful for it. Nor did she care about
pleasing anyone: In one memorable exchange, a slick opportunist
seeking to enlist Xena as an ally says, “I like you,” and she
shoots back, “Don’t. I’m not a likable person.” (As Lawless once
said, Xena is “a good person who doesn’t think she is.”)
(Young)

 


Many critics celebrate Xena as a mass-culture
moment feminists have been dreaming of “since feminism came into
being” (Minkowitz 74). Innes celebrates the show for offering
positive, proactive woman who is “strong and heroic and [doesn’t]
need a man to rescue her…a hero who makes viewers recognize that
women can be just as tough as the boys, while questioning what it
means to be tough” (176).

Writer Chris Manheim thinks it’s the heroine’s
believable femininity that drives the show. As the show’s first
female staff writer, she’s provided lots, though she adds, “And
I’ve never had to say a woman wouldn’t do this or that to something
they wrote. I probably do bring a certain woman thing to it. But we
really do try to make Xena more than a woman. We try to make her a
human being, and that probably heightens the show’s appeal”
(Sherwood).

Tapert describes the audiences separating, with more
kids watching Hercules and adults watching Xena (“Warrior Tales”).
Perhaps the latter understood how rare and valuable it was to see
action women just being themselves…and being heroes to boot.

 


While she is certainly
not the only ethically complex hero in contemporary popular culture
(comic book heroes Batman, Sandman, and the Crow come to mind,
among others), there are potential feminist implications in
offering such an ambiguous ‘hero in female form. Xena’s
“sophisticated discussion of morality” (Minkowitz, 75) can invite
audiences to challenge gender essentialism, to separate
(socialized) gender from (biological) sex. Specifically, we may
come to see beyond equations of femaleness with moral perfection
(woman as goodness incarnate). In other words, in this fantastic
world in which female characters are “unique, multifaceted
individuals,” never “implied to be inherently moral or tender”
(Pozner, 13), women can be recognized as complex beings unconnected
to any ‘ “natural” (feminine) attributes. (Helford, “Feminism” 136)

 


On her many adventures, Xena empowers other women,
emphasizing that they should make their own choices. Xena
strengthens the Black Wolf by telling her to have faith in herself.
Flora comments, “Why you never gave me your hand to climb the tree.
You told me to have faith. And I always thought you meant to have
faith in you. But it was me you were talking about, wasn’t it?”
(“The Black Wolf,” 111). Xena asks Helen of Troy what she wants,
while the startled heroine responds that no one has ever asked her
that. She also defends her wimpier doppelganger, Princess
Diana.

 


PHILAMON: “When she
returns, the wedding will go as planned.”

XENA: “Only if you let
it. Tell Diana you love her.”

PHILAMON: “My brother is
first-born. Diana is rightfully his.”

XENA: “Diana belongs to
no one but herself, and the sooner you both realize that, the
better off your kingdoms will be.” (“Warrior…Princess,”
115)

 


Gabrielle memorably enters the show by rejecting her
parents’ choices for her and leaving for a life of adventure.

As the series goes on, Xena has (rare) affairs as
she pleases, and a memorable past affair that resulted in a child.
Gabrielle goes from chaste to married to largely celibate, with a
few rare romantic sparks. The story supports their decision to
remain together rather than succumbing to conventional marriage
with Joxer, Ares, Hercules, etc. Only Xena’s mother tries to marry
her off (as a knee-jerk reaction to her pregnancy) and Xena must
teach her mother that being single and pregnant is an acceptable
lifestyle.

 


Indeed, the series
provides an important critique of glorifications of women’s sexual
innocence and of attacks on women’s sexual experience because it
makes no judgments about the characters’ sexual activities –
neither Gabrielle’s virginity (see Minkowitz, 75) nor Xena’s
promiscuity (see Meister, “Xena: Warrior
Princess”). (Helford, “Feminism” 137)

 


Xena and Gabrielle’s special relationship (not
overtly stated as lesbian, but coded as such), is feminist in
several ways – first and foremost, they live happily without
needing men. They don’t campaign for lesbianism, they simply love
and support each other and their child, Eve. Meister explains:

 


Xena and Gabrielle’s
sexuality is not an issue on the show. They don’t…have long, drawn
out conversations about what it’s like to be with another woman.
They simply are what they are, and we love them for it. They show a
comfortable, loving relationship between two women that doesn’t
have to be justified, questioned, or explained. (“Academic
‘Theorisms”)

 


In the 1970s, there was a dominant belief that
lesbianism “offered the purest and highest ideal to which women
could aspire in ridding themselves of patriarchal oppression and
living an egalitarian life” (Helford, “Feminism” 147). Further, the
women don’t bother with lipstick, high heels, or their ancient
equivalents to please men (unless in disguise) but just hang out in
the forest as themselves. To Pozner, what is important is not
whether Xena’s outfit is “brief’ but that “you won’t catch her
fumbling with frills or teetering on the stilts so many women have
accustomed themselves to from nine to five” (13). “The friendship
between Xena and Gabrielle is arguably feminist, whether lesbian or
not, for they reject hyperfeminine norms of behavior in their
interactions” (Helford, “Feminism” 143). They are not angels,
vamps, or damsels in distress – simply people.

Tapert describes a massive web following who
responded to the relationship simply “because they were good
friends” (“Warrior Tales”). Simply having two women adventuring
without a man is unusual in itself. O’Connor notes, “In ‘Callisto,’
there was a scene with us sitting next to a campfire just talking.
Seeing two strong women being close and intimate, as friends, is a
nice change in television” (Nazzaro 33).

Far too few shows have two female-centric characters
bonded in friendship. The Bechdel test (named for comic strip
creator Alison Bechdel) questions whether a film or show includes
at least two women who have at least one conversation about
something other than a man or men. Far too many movies and shows
only offer women who spend their entire lives helping their
husband, son, or love interest succeed on his quest, or getting in
catfights with the bad girl who tries to take their man. It’s a
sexist male perspective on women, who in some tales apparently
cease to exist without men in the room.

Many shows with butt-kicking women, like the
original Star Wars, actually do not pass this test, because
Princess Leia is almost the only female in the film. These stories
show a world of mostly men, with perhaps one significant female
sidekick/love interest, as in Harry Potter. This
brings up another issue – the Smurfette Principle.

Katha Pollitt, who wrote an essay of this name,
protests that women and girls become token minorities in many
stories. Teams mean plenty of boys and one girl in the Muppets, the
Ninja Turtles, and of course, the Smurfs. The first Marvel
superhero teams (The Fantastic Four, The Avengers, and the X-Men)
also operated this way. Thus women are a third to a fifth of the
main characters (or less), instead of getting fifty percent of the
screentime. As Pollitt adds: “The message is clear. Boys are the
norm, girls the variation; boys are central, girls peripheral; boys
are individuals, girls types. Boys define the group, its story and
its code of values. Girls exist only in relation to boys.”

Xena is one of the rare shows to reverse the
Smurfette Principle. Two women are central, and Joxer is the
minority sidekick. The weak, even emasculated, Joxer, Salmoneus,
and Autolycus need Xena to fight on their behalf. Other men, like
Ares and Draco, spend all their time obsessing over the heroines
more than pursuing their own agendas. This (along with Buffy
and a few shows that followed) demonstrates that while many action
shows star men as central and women as sidekicks… another way to
see the world exists.

 


Postfeminism

Glaphyra of “The Dirty Half Dozen” (303) is a
man-hater, likely a nod to second-wave feminism from the sixties.
Darnelle, a gladiator also recruited by Xena for her crew, is all
macho. He calls himself “a man – a red-blooded, two-fisted,
‘we-rule-the-world-whether-you-like-it-or-not’ man.” Early in the
story they have a gender debate:


GLAPHYRA: “Boys and
their toys.”

DARNELLE: [Laughs]:
“I’ll take that as a compliment. This is essential
equipment.”

GLAPHYRA: “To your ego!
And a spear, no less! Could you be a bit more
obvious?!”

DARNELLE: “Actually –
it’s a javelin. Now, do I sense more than just a little anger
toward me – ‘cause I’m a man?”

GLAPHYRA: “And why not?
Men are all the same. They use you; they betray you; and they spit
you out! They’re only as good as what you can get out of
them.”

DARNELLE: “Oh – as
opposed to the sweet, ungrateful creatures of the earth that women
are. We protect them; we feed them; we clothe them; we – give them
a purpose for being. And this is the gratitude?”

GLAPHYRA: “You were born
of a woman!”

DARNELLE: “I was born of
a man. I was delivered by a woman. How would you like those apples,
sweetcheeks – huh?” [Laughs] “I only meant it as an observation,
not as an insult. And, uh – as for the apples – how’d you like
one?” She licks his hand sensually, then shoves the apple in his
mouth.

GLAPHYRA: “Men are so
easy.”

 


Darnelle comes across as a chauvinist clod, but
Glaphyra, irrational in her contempt for the other sex. This was an
image many women sought to escape.

Postfeminism was “characterized in the 1980s in
responses to New Right backlash against feminism and liberalism”
(Helford, “Postfeminism” 293). While second wave feminism in the
sixties to seventies had produced militant women claiming their
rights, the
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