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For my Dad, who taught me to love stories.

For my Mom, who taught me to stand up for good.

You will always be my heroes.
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Introduction

 


Thousands of years ago, before televisions, printed
books, and widespread literacy, people would gather to hear tales
of heroes. Humans have always sought to understand and explain
their world through mythology and epics. We told the sagas of gods
and magical lands as a way to dream of what could be and cope with
what was. Fast forward to the 21st century and we still partake in
these epic tales—the heroes are just a little more super now. And
instead of sitting down to listen a poet, we fire up Disney+ for a
movie marathon.

The sprawling story of the Marvel Cinematic Universe
is unlike anything else in modern pop culture. It’s more than a
movie franchise, it’s an entire interconnected world of heroes and
stories that’s constantly expanding. And it’s that epic mythic
quality, the sheer volume of stories that make the MCU perfect for
a binge. But what makes it worth truly caring about? The final
piece of the puzzle is that these stories are full of relatable
characters we love, engaging in adventures that capture our hearts
and imagination.

But how did these stories begin? How are they
connected and what do they have to say about the world? Is there a
single character we can follow from the first movie to the last
with a moral arc? What works about these movies and what could be
improved? As we embark on this epic saga, we will try to answer
those questions, and get into the nitty gritty of topics ranging
from intellectual property rights and Norse mythology, to quantum
physics and time travel.

This book will delve into three main questions as we
go through The Infinity Saga. What makes these movies wonderful?
What are the characters doing and how are they changing? And
finally, what is each movie saying beyond the surface. Along the
way we’ll also track how these movies were made, how Marvel evolved
as a studio, and how the Marvel Cinematic Universe itself came to
be and expanded. So suit up, we’re going to have a truly super
time.


 



The Zeitgeist

 


What makes a Marvel movie work? Why do we love these
films? The answer seems simple—they’re fun and entertaining! They
have great characters and archetypal stories that resonate with us.
But it takes a lot to make a great Marvel film, and as we go
through this book you’ll see that not all MCU movies are created
equal, especially those early in the history of the franchise.

After the MCU launched with Iron Man, it took
a while for Marvel as a creative entity to coalesce, to figure out
the formula that worked, and for the right people to move into
control. Iron Man was great, we all know that, but The
Incredible Hulk and Iron Man 2… were not.

Marvel knew with Iron Man that they had
something special on their hands—they just had to learn how to use
it in the right way. That meant being open to new ideas and
bringing on creative collaborators from unexpected places. It also
meant being willing to admit when things were becoming stale, or if
a movie just didn’t work. Marvel also honed in pretty quickly on
what made a movie great: a director with a vision, a good cast, and
an interesting villain. When we watch these movies as one big
binge, we can see that pretty clearly.

But as we go through this saga, we also have to ask
what it all means. The story of Marvel as a creative force is also
the story of the movies themselves, and it’s a story they have been
telling since before a single camera rolled on Iron Man.
It’s the simple maxim “with great power comes great
responsibility.”

These mythic stories that we delight in and the
character arcs of the heroes in them are, for the most part, about
power. But what is power? Who gets or deserves it? How does power,
or the lack of it, affect us and the people we love? How can it be
used ethically and who defines those ethics? On whose behalf should
power be used? Our family? Our country? Our planet? What happens
when those interests are in conflict?

These are truly “action” movies in the sense that
they are about people whose actions have major consequences. And
they force us to ask if those people were right or wrong.

These films are also products of their time, of the
power structures and social norms surrounding them. It sounds weird
to say that about contemporary movies, but a lot changed in the
world between Iron Man and Avengers: Endgame. Think
about it, these films began in the Obama years as we were grappling
with issues of government surveillance and the conflict in the
Middle East. And when the Infinity Saga ended, focus had shifted to
how America was the land of the free and opportunity for only some
people—hate and prejudice in our own country was more of problem
than we had admitted for a long time.

And the world changed the MCU and our relationship
to it. It changed our awareness of how stories are told, who gets
to be in them and tell them, and the effect that they have. It
started out with a rich, straight white dude (though it can be
argued that Tony Stark is disabled). And the franchise continued to
be about that same sort of person long after fans had started
asking for better representation.

Throughout this book we will be looking at what
makes these movies work and why we like them, but we’ll also look
at the ways they failed. Sometimes that means a boring villain or
trite plot device, but oftentimes it means that the film, just like
the world, could have done better to portray a more diverse story.
And yes, we’ll also talk about plot holes.

These movies, like the myths of old, are a way for
us as a culture to grapple with bigger ideas. We live in a world
where few people have a lot of money and power, so the initial
stories are almost fantasies of how we would like to see those
people use that power. But as things progress, the franchise begins
to interrogate the power structures that create such individuals
and the disaster that can strike when one person decides what’s
best for everyone. But what’s the endgame (pun fully intended) of
all this contemplation?

It’s for us to realize that anyone can, and should,
be a hero.


 



How to Watch

 


Doing a binge watch of the entire MCU is more
complicated than you would think! Since these movies were made by
different companies over the years—even after Marvel was acquired
by Disney—watching them all is not as simple as turning on Disney+.
And then there’s the tricky question of which movies to include in
our binge and, most controversial of all, what order to watch them
in. So let’s break all of those questions down right now.

 


Where to Watch

 


Lucky for us, most of the Marvel Cinematic
Universe movies are available for streaming on Disney+. The
platform has an entire dedicated section for Marvel and it’s even
divided into different “phases.” But there are two movies discussed
in this book that aren’t on Disney+.

The first is The Incredible Hulk. It was made
by Marvel in partnership with Universal, so Disney has not been
able to buy those rights. Or maybe they just haven’t wanted to,
because let’s be honest that movie is not very good. To watch it,
you can rent it on platforms like Apple movies or Amazon Prime
Video. As of this writing it’s also available on HBO Max, but
renting is your best bet. Though, if you don’t want to pay extra
money in the name of completeness… this is the most skippable entry
in the bunch and no one will judge you for passing on it. But you
should still read the chapter.

The next missing hero is Spider-Man. As you’ll
learn, Marvel and Disney were able to bring Spidey into the MCU
thanks to a deal with Sony, who owns the rights to the webslinger.
But because of this rights issue, there are no solo Spider-Man
movies on Disney+! So to watch Spider-Man: Homecoming,
you’ll need to either rent or catch it in one of the limited
windows available on other platforms.

 


What to Watch: Movies

 


“But Jessica,” you say, “what about Spider-Man:
Far from Home. Kevin Feige says that’s part of Phase 3, why
does this book end with Endgame?” Well, dear reader, I’ll
tell you. I think that Far From Home is pretty great, and
it’s very connected to Phase 3, but I think it serves much better
as the opener to a post-Endgame MCU. The events in that
movie are more important to what comes after, so it functions
better as the start new chapter. Also, I think Endgame has
such a strong ending that it’s weird to keep going after.

But don’t worry, there are still 23 movies covered
in this book! That’s because I’ve replaced Spidey with a different
arachnid and put Black Widow smack in the middle of Phase 3
where she properly belongs. Black Widow is set directly
after Captain America: Civil War and watching her solo film
(which should have been made then, not in 2020, come on) makes more
sense, making Natasha’s story so much better. So let’s call it
even.

 


What to Watch: Series

 


There’s the Marvel Cinematic Universe and then
there’s the Marvel Television Universe, and we only have room for
one, sad to say. After Avengers, a separate division of
Marvel created two television shows on ABC: Marvel’s Agents of
SHIELD and Agent Carter. Both built on the movies and
were connected to them, but you don’t need to watch them to
appreciate the films. But I will mention them when they’re relevant
or when there would be good moments to watch them. As time went on,
Agents of SHIELD became less and less connected to the MCU
proper and there is debate if the stories are even canon or not.
So, take that for whatever it’s worth.

Even less connected to the Infinity Saga are the
Netflix Marvel series, namely: Daredevil, Jessica
Jones, Luke Cage, Iron Fist, The Punisher,
and The Defenders. While all these characters exist in the
same universe, they don’t come up in the movies, so I won’t really
be mentioning them much, if at all.

And finally, there are the series that we really
don’t know if they’re canon: Runaways, Cloak and
Dagger, and Inhumans. They’re Marvel, yeah, but they
aren’t MCU. The multiverse has, of course, messed all this up, but
for now we’ll just acknowledge them, and I’ll say you don’t need
them for your binge.

The big change since Agents of SHIELD
premiered was that the Marvel television division went away, and
now everything is made and overseen by the same people who made the
movies. So the Disney+ series that have come out since are a
different beast. And after Endgame, you may want to keep
going with the Disney+ shows that are indisputably part of the
MCU’s larger story, like WandaVision, Loki, What
If… and The Falcon and the Winter Soldier. Most of these
shows are great and follow characters we love, so I’ll shout them
out accordingly.

 


What to Watch: Shorts

 


There is a whole category of Marvel Shorts that
played mainly as DVD extras when DVDs were a thing, and they’re all
technically canon to the MCU, continuing the story in various ways.
I’ll mention when it’s time to watch them and if they have bearing
on any plot. They’re all on Disney+ as well, so they’re easy to
find and fun to include.

 


What Order to Watch In…

aka the Captain Marvel Problem

 


There are a lot of movies in the MCU, and the order
in which they occur in the timeline is not the order in which they
were released. Like, at all. So what order do we watch them in?
I’ve already told you that our Infinity Saga binge watch is going
to include Black Window and not Spider-Man: Far from
Home. Which means that I am not in favor of watching in release
order, but I’m also not in favor of chronological order either.
Through trial and error, and the writing of this book, I’ve come up
with what I think is the most satisfying order to watch these films
in, but before I get to that let’s just look at the other two.

The release order of the MCU films included in this
book is as follows:

 



	
Iron Man (May 2008)



	
The Incredible Hulk (June 2008)



	
Iron Man 2 (April 2010)



	
Thor (May 2011)



	
Captain America: The First Avenger (July
2011)



	
The Avengers (May 2012)



	
Iron Man 3 (May 2013)



	
Thor: The Dark World (November 2013)



	
Captain America: The Winter Soldier (April
2014)



	
Guardians of the Galaxy (July 2014)



	
Avengers: Age of Ultron (May 2015)



	
Ant Man (July 2015)



	
Captain America: Civil War (May 2016)



	
Doctor Strange (November 2016)



	
Guardians of the Galaxy, Vol. 2 (May 2017)



	
Spider-Man: Homecoming (July 2017)



	
Thor: Ragnarok (November 2017)



	
Black Panther (February 2018)



	
Avengers: Infinity War (April 2018)



	
Ant Man and The Wasp (July 2018)



	
Captain Marvel (March 2019)



	
Avengers: Endgame (April 2019)



	
Black Widow (July 2021)





.

That order just… isn’t the best way to watch this.
It leaves too much time between certain stories and messes up the
chronology. And what is the timeline of the MCU? Well, barring some
flashbacks in the Thor films, here’s how you would watch the
saga if you wanted to do it in order. For clarity’s sake, I’m not
including the shorts and series here, but I am including the years
these movies take place.

 



	
Captain America: The First Avenger
(1942-1945)



	
Captain Marvel (1989-1995)



	
Iron Man (2008)



	
Iron Man 2 (2010)



	
The Incredible Hulk (2010)



	
Thor (2010)



	
The Avengers (May 2012)



	
Iron Man 3 (December 2012)



	
Thor: The Dark World (2013)



	
Captain America: The Winter Soldier (2014)



	
Guardians of the Galaxy (2014)



	
Guardians of the Galaxy, Vol. 2 (a few month
later, 2014)



	
Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015)



	
Ant Man (2015)



	
Captain America: Civil War (2016)



	
Black Widow (2016)



	
Black Panther (2016)



	
Spider-Man: Homecoming (2016)



	
Doctor Strange (2016-2017?)



	
Ant Man and The Wasp (2018)



	
Thor: Ragnarok (2018)



	
Avengers: Infinity War (2018)



	
Endgame (2018-2023)





 


So, that order isn’t great either, because starting
with the two Captains is just a weird place to work from in
terms of what the saga is working towards. All the cosmic stuff
only works after being introduced in Thor. Also you have two
Guardians flicks back to back, then don’t see them for 10
movies and that’s no fun! So how do we work this out? Where the
heck do we watch Captain Marvel? Where do we start? What’s
the best post-Civil War movie? I’ve got ya.

Here’s my method. I think that for Phase 1 release
order is fine. And after that, I think going in order is fine to a
point. But then I’m mixing it up, because here is where I
think Captain Marvel goes—right before Winter
Soldier. I think it works if you consider it a flashback for
Nick Fury, whose story resolves in a major way there. And because
there are a few characters in Captain Marvel that show up in
Guardians of the Galaxy, it serves to introduce Ronan,
Korath, and the Kree, making them slightly more interesting.

I do think it’s doable to watch Captain
Marvel after Captain America: The First Avenger—looking
at the two films as the whole story of the Tesseract prior to
The Avengers—but I think the momentum works better with
Captain Marvel after The Dark World because we need
some fun after that movie.

Oh, and when you watch without putting Captain
Marvel between Infinity War and Endgame, just
pretend that final mid-credits scene isn’t there. Or think of it
like some of the other mid-credits scenes that just don’t pay off
for years, like Age of Ultron’s which when you think of it…
probably happens right before Infinity War.

Okay, that’s Captain Marvel handled. What
next? From here, I like to keep things mostly chronological. I
think Black Widow flows best from Civil War, then
into Black Panther (you can switch these two honestly) but I
think after all that drama—and before we get into the teen hijinks
of Spider-Man: Homecoming—I think it’s good to take a
break and slip Guardians of the Galaxy, Vol. 2 in there.

To finish the run we have Doctor Strange,
which covers the most time between Civil War and Infinity
War, and transitions us back to all that stuff with the stones
and the cosmos. Then we’re back to chronological with Ant Man
and the Wasp and Ragnarok. This works best given that
Infinity War picks up directly after the end of
Ragnarok.

But this is just my suggestion, and how I’ve laid
out the book. The great thing about this is that you can binge
however you like! These chapters are your companions to watching,
giving critiques, insight, trivia, and pointing out the
inter-connected nature of it all.

I’m also assuming you’re using this book while
watching, or having watched, the movies, so I’m not going to get
deep into plot summaries. I’m also not listing the entire cast,
especially in the bigger ensembles, or when someone just shows up
in an end credits scene. Speaking of…

 


What to Watch: End Credits Scenes

 


Marvel made mid-credit and after-credits scenes an
essential part of superhero movies, and for a good reason. But not
all end credits scenes are created equal. Some are essential and
some are a bit skippable, so I’ll be reviewing those in their own
small section.

That should take care of everything in order to
start our binge, so fire up your streaming device or DVDs and let’s
get watching!


 



Iron Man

 


Released: May 2, 2008

Written by: Mark Fergus, Hawk Ostby, Art
Marcum, Matt Holloway

Directed by: Jon Favreau

Cast: Robert Downey Jr.
(Tony Stark/Iron Man), Gwyneth Paltrow (Pepper Potts), Terrence
Howard (Lt. Col. James “Rhodey” Rhodes), Jeff Bridges (Obadiah
Stane/Iron Monger), Clark Gregg (Agent Coulson), Jon Favreau (Happy
Hogan), Samuel L. Jackson (Nick Fury), Paul Bettany (Voice of
Jarvis), Leslie Bibb (Christine Everhart), Shaun Toub (Yinsen),
Faran Tahir (Raza)

 


Overview

This is the movie that started it all. It’s the
story of a man with everything, but like the Tin Man, Tony Stark
lacks a heart. The billionaire genius is kidnapped, disabled, and
forced to confront the sins of his past. From the crucible of
captivity and pain, he emerges as a new man—well, an Iron Man. But
he still has to face his own demons to get anywhere or make any
change. Plus, there’s the problem of a mentor who wants to keep the
world as it is.

Iron Man was the first movie financed by
Marvel Studios and no one was sure what that meant, or if it would
work. But this funny, exciting, and surprisingly realistic super
hero movie opened up a whole new world for Marvel and fans.

 


Off-Screen Context

Here we are, the place where it all began. And what
a fantastic place it is! Looking back now, it’s easy to see why
this movie worked and how it launched one of the most popular and
profitable movie franchises of all time. At the time of its
release, Iron Man felt so new and exciting—and it still
does.

What’s important to understand is that Iron
Man wasn’t created in a vacuum. It came out of a very specific
set of circumstances and exists thanks to some great successes in
the comic book movie world, as well as some big failures.

The modern superhero on the big screen was born in
1978 with Richard Donner’s Superman. In the decades after,
comic book movies had many highs (Like Tim Burton’s Batman)
and lows (like Joel Schumacher’s Batman & Robin) but
while they could get big audiences, cape and cowl flicks weren’t
seen as serious cinema. And it was DC Comics that had the most, if
not all, of the big screen successes.

Both those things changed at the turn of the century
with two movies: Bryan Singer’s X-Men in 2000 and Sam
Raimi’s Spider-Man in 2002. Both showed that costumed heroes
could have real dramatic weight while being portrayed in a way that
made them somewhat plausible in a world that looked like our own.
And both launched hugely profitable franchises, where the second
installment was even more successful and emotionally satisfying
than the first with X2: X-Men United in 2003 and
Spider-Man 2 in 2004. Both fantastic films, but the
franchises went down in flames in the third installments, with the
terrible X-Men: The Last Stand in 2006 and the equally awful
Spider-Man 3 in 2007. In the meantime, DC tried for a new,
darker, and more realistic tone in 2005 with Batman
Begins.

When Iron Man began development, this was the
general state of things. Marvel movies were on a downswing with
Marvel comics’ most popular and well-known characters having
achieved huge success, only to be followed by critical and audience
failure, while DC was getting very serious. Marvel as an entity
wanted to control their own characters—at least the ones they still
had the rights to—and make a movie with the gravitas of
X-Men with some of the fun of Spider-Man. And maybe
the realism of Batman Begins.

Then came Kevin Feige, who had worked on many of
those films and had this crazy hope that, if Marvel made their own
movies, rather than licensing their characters to other studios,
they could create a franchise that brought all them all together as
The Avengers.

To assemble the team and make the dream work, Marvel
needed money and their own studio, which they secured via a loan in
2005. This loan was for $525 million and covered a promised 10
films, including Iron Man and Captain America. The
collateral for the loan was the right to, well, Marvel. To create
Marvel Studios, the company essentially mortgaged their entire
character catalog! That’s right, if Iron Man hadn’t worked,
Marvel would have lost everything. But they believed in the idea
and set up a deal to make their movies with two different studios
in partnership. And they eventually made a deal with Paramount
pictures to distribute five movies. Now they just needed to figure
out which hero’s movie they would make first.

There were a lot of films in development at this
time, many of which eventually became part of the MCU. The idea of
an Iron Man movie had been around Hollywood for years—at one
point with Tom Cruise mentioned as Tony Stark—but this character
was a great choice to build this world on, if such a world was to
be built.

Tony Stark is a regular human being. Sure he’s a
genius and a billionaire, but he’s not a mutant, he’s not a
super-soldier—he’s just a guy. And he’s a really flawed guy as
well. He’s made mistakes and possesses more than his fair share of
vices. He’s at once an inspirational figure and a cautionary tale.
However wild his story is, he’s a hero who does things that seem
just plausible enough that this movie is believable and engaging.
While other heroes were considered, Iron Man seemed like the
best bet to establish the new Marvel Studios brand.

To start this franchise, Marvel went with director
Jon Favreau, which was at the time a pretty wild move. Favreau was
best-known for comedy, with his biggest success at that time being
the Christmas family comedy Elf. An unorthodox decision, but
Marvel did something else that was a bit out of the ordinary: they
cast award-winning thespians in nearly every role, many of them
Oscar winners and nominees. Some of them, like Robert Downey Jr.,
were at a lower point in their careers which made them more
affordable. Producers initially resisted the idea of casting
someone who had faced a very public battle with substance abuse,
but when word that Downey was being considered for the role leaked,
fans agreed he was perfect.

Downey worked well with director Favreau, riffing
and improvising so much that it gave the film a very unique tone.
The mix of fun, action, heart, drama, and cool suits all worked.
The only thing that wasn’t working was the key villain, who was
supposed to be The Mandarin, based on the problematic comic book
character. Favreau and company thankfully realized they didn’t want
such a racist caricature in the film and dropped him in favor of
making Obadiah Stane the final big bad. It was a good decision.

 


What Works

The film works because everything and everyone was
selected perfectly, especially the character of Tony Stark. In
terms of grander designs of the MCU, the importance of starting
with this relatively small-scale story cannot be overstated.
Iron Man works because Tony is someone the audience can see
themselves in, and the stakes of his story aren’t
world-in-peril-huge. Tony saves people he cares about, and we, as
the audience, care too. He’s not fighting to save a city or the
planet yet, he’s fighting the demons of his past and the people who
were empowered and emboldened by his previous actions. But this
character only works because of the man who portrayed him, Robert
Downey Jr. The absolute brilliance of this performance is really
incredible and I don’t think we can praise it enough.

Maybe we forget now why Tony Stark is so iconic, how
new and refreshing Downey Jr’s take on this character was. Perhaps
it was because he was so clearly playing a version of himself, but
he also brought a fire to Tony. We believed this guy’s
intelligence, and his arrogance, and his vulnerability and moral
awakening. If Tony is Iron Man, the character on which this whole
franchise really rests, then we can’t forget that Tony is also
Robert, and the MCU wouldn’t be the same without him.

That’s not to say the entire cast doesn’t shine too.
Gwyneth Paltrow is so charming as Pepper, and Jon Favreau steals
his scenes as Happy. Terrence Howard is also good fun as Rhodey,
and Shaun Toub is truly wonderful as Yinsen. I love that character.
Yinsen’s humility and courage are pretty incredible, and we
understand how such a man could change Tony’s point of view. Then
there’s Stane, played by Jeff Bridges.

Marvel starts a pattern here of casting an elder
statesman actor in nearly all their films to connect to an earlier
era and give it gravitas. Jeff Bridges is so good as the ultimate
old white guy, setting the template for the many, many old white
guys we’ll see representing the worst tendencies of the patriarchy,
the government, capitalism, and the military industrial complex.
But because Bridges is so charming, and so, well, Jeff
Bridges, his turn at the end is a shock.

Now, let’s talk bad guys. As you read further in
this book, a theme is going to emerge that the best Marvel films
are often the ones with the best and most complex villains. A
hero’s story is only as good as the bad guy and in this movie there
are multiple, but they all work because they are deeply related to
Tony. Besides, the real villain is Tony’s own demons.

Raza and the Ten Rings were created by the world
that Stark weapons allowed to exist. They are a natural consequence
of the military industrial complex that Tony thrived in and fueled.
And so too is Stane, the quintessential good ol’ boy. He’s the kind
of man who is used to power, has always had it, and doesn’t care
about the collateral damage even if people die.

One might criticize Stane as an antagonist because
his motivation seems silly. All he wants is money and power, does
he really need to start killing people for it? Is he really
arrogant enough to think no one will notice the giant robot fight
and the cars full of people getting hurt? But I think we’ve seen in
the last few years of American history that there are and always
have been men like him. In fact, a callous CEO willing to let
people die while he profits from war is a far more believable
character than a genius billionaire who develops a conscience.
That’s why this movie is so compelling, because we all would love
to see corporate power used for good. Yet, when you look at this
movie as a fantasy of how we want billionaires to really act, Stane
is there to remind us of who they actually are.

From a thematic point of view, this balance of fun,
fantasy, and grim reality shows the great strength of this movie.
Its balances the fun and the functional perfectly. I mentioned that
this movie came out in the shadow of Batman Begins, but it
also came out just a few months before The Dark Knight hit
theaters in July of 2008. While both films build on the idea of a
“realistic” superhero and draw on awards-bait talent, the two films
have incredibly different tones. Jon Favreau was, and is, a comedy
director, and Iron Man doesn’t just succeed because it’s
relatable, it succeeds because it gives us some humor and fun.
Despite being about, ya know, war crimes and an alcoholic
narcissist with major daddy issues.

Iron Man is just so funny, thanks to deft
comedic work from Downey Jr. as well as Favreau, Paltrow, and more.
It’s the humor and effervescence that makes it so successful.
There’s a lightness to Iron Man that balances action with
quips, and tragedy with slapstick. Favreau, Feige and company
remember that this is still a comic book at its heart and that it’s
supposed to appeal to our inner kid, as well as our inner idealist.
That’s why the bits with Dummy and the fire extinguisher, and
Tony’s personal humor are so important. They keep things light as
the film deals with some very heavy subjects. Sometimes even
romance.

On romance, the fact that Tony doesn’t “get the
girl” at the end is interesting and hints that Marvel is in it for
the long haul. Pepper is an incredible character on her own with
vulnerability and quirks, but she’s not a prize at the end for
stopping the bad guy—she’s along for the whole ride. We also see it
in Rhodey’s “next time” moment with the Mark II suit, and of
course, in the after-credits scene.

And the Nick Fury scene works because it’s not out
of the blue. Throughout the film, Clark Gregg’s deadpan delivery
sets up Coulson as something special. He’s a cypher, an
interchangeable white guy in a suit, but he represents something
much bigger. Again, he’s part of a long game, delivered with the
utmost confidence. The casting of Samuel L. Jackson as Nick Fury
works perfectly in that way too, because he’s exciting and
compelling in all the ways Coulson is not, and his mere presence
hints at a much bigger world.

And the scope of this movie makes us believe
that.

The effects in the film are really top-notch, and
look pretty darn good even 15 years on. Some of this realism comes
from the fact that many of the Iron Man suits Tony wears are
practical costumes. CGI was used to enhance them sure, but they
still look solid and real. Similarly, the action is fast-paced and
fun, though there’s actually not that much of it when you think
about it. This movie is heavy on the character and emotional
moments, and pretty light on the battles. That’s refreshing when
you consider how many giant CGI battles of indistinguishable pixels
we’ll get later on down the line. As I said, this movie is small in
scale and stakes, and that’s a good thing as it leaves it so much
room to grow, leaving the audience wanting more.

 


What Doesn’t Work

As you can tell from the praise above and the very
existence of this book and the MCU, Iron Man is an
incredibly film. Entertaining, engaging, and just plain good. But
that doesn’t mean it doesn’t have its flaws.

One way that Iron Man is different from
subsequent Marvel movies is the level of sexiness and general adult
content, which on its own isn’t a bad thing but is a point against
the movie in a larger context. The initially adult tone is actually
a bigger deal when you consider it within the larger context of the
MCU, because despite Iron Man’s raunchy start, the MCU is
now a family franchise and flagship property for Disney. The PG-13
aspects of this film make it harder to start the MCU when you want
to watch with younger kids. My solution was to just skip the
Christine Everhart one night stand bits when watching with my young
one. It’s not that I have problems with the sex, it just tonally
doesn’t fit with most of the MCU after this.

Except Incredible Hulk and Eternals…
and well, those movies are not very good so I guess we can at least
skip them with a clear conscience.

But it’s not just that there’s sexuality—there’s
also a lot of sexism in this movie. Tony constantly objectifies
women and uses them as props. It’s misogynist and gross, and a
problem that unfortunately sticks around for a while in the MCU,
especially when he’s involved. Even Pepper calls a confident woman
enjoying her sexuality trash, which is kind of icky. Also, Tony’s
jokes about Rhodey accidentally sleeping with a man are homophobic,
transphobic, or both.

We also can take a minute here to talk about race in
this film. It’s not an entirely white cast, which is great. But we
do have to note that both major characters of color exist only to
support and guide Tony and that one of them dies to provide
character motivation. That’s dangerously close to the trope of the
‘woman in the refrigerator,’ where a female character exists and
then is killed, only to further a male character’s story. Yinsen is
male, but he still dies for Tony’s plot, and all the other Middle
Eastern characters are terrorist stereotypes, so… that loses this
film a few points as well.

Rhodey doesn’t get a lot to do on his own either,
with his role as the Black friend setting up what will be a pretty
grating trope in the MCU of most of their white heroes having
sidekicks of color who aren’t given much to do. And this movie also
sets up the general trend of Marvel to throw one woman in the mix
and call it good. Pepper is great, yes, and the franchise grows, of
course, but it’s still sad that they had to start from so far
behind to catch up.

 


Further Watching

Usually a Binge Watcher’s Guide ends with
recommendations of what to watch next, but in this case we’re going
to note related MCU properties and stories that tie into the movie
or other things that might interest you if you like this movie in
every chapter.

In this case, we don’t have much of a larger
universe to point towards yet so, if you need a break from action
go ahead and watch the movie that brought together Paul Bettany and
Jan Favreau—Wimbledon! It’s a really fun, underrated little
comedy.

 


Character arc reactor

Tony: Obviously this is Tony’s movie and he’s
got a lot going on. He grows from a selfish, snide jerk into
something of a hero, but it’s not a smooth ride and it’s not
supposed to be. Tony’s biggest enemy is himself—his selfish
impulses, his failure to care about others, to work or communicate
with them. He thinks he can do it all, and wants to have it all.
And his moral awakening doesn’t change his world view in that way.
He’s not accountable, and he’s arrogant, but at least now that
arrogance is on the side of right. He’s still got a ways to go and
this movie sets Tony up as the guy defined by selfishness, whose
selfish impulses will bite him in the ass. He has a long way to go
before he grows up.

Pepper: Pepper’s arc here is all about seeing
Tony and finding a way to turn the faith she’s always had in him to
do the right thing, into faith in him as a hero. Does she grow as a
person outside of Tony? Somewhat, as we see her become braver and
more defiant. But she was the most competent person around before
Tony, so she was already ahead of him in emotional maturity and
always will remain so.

Rhodey: Of all the main characters, Rhodey is
perhaps the least successful. Terrence Howard is fine in the part,
but we don’t quite get that he’s a person who can truly reign Tony
in or hold him accountable. He doesn’t grow much as things
progress, only going from annoyed with Tony and disappointed, to
annoyed with Tony and optimistic.

SHIELD: The boys from Shield, Coulson and
Fury, aren’t really characters yet and that’s fine. They are there
to serve the plot and be mysterious and cool.

 


Trivia


	
Astonishingly, Tony’s “I am Iron Man” line at the end
was an ad lib. It was kept because Marvel liked the idea of heroes
in this universe generally being known to the public (aside from
Spider-Man) and doing away with secret identities.



	
In some clever foreshadowing, the piano piece Stane
plays when he visits Tony’s house is by Antonio Salieri, who was
famously portrayed as a lesser contemporary and murderously jealous
rival of Mozart in the play and movie Amadeus.



	
Rhodey’s ringtone is the theme from the 1960s Iron
Man cartoon.



	
Paul Bettany, the voice of Jarvis, did the role as a
favor to Jon Favreau, who he’d worked with on Wimbledon. He
wasn’t quite sure what the movie was about and allegedly recorded
the entire role in two hours.



	
Stan Lee’s cameo is the man mistaken for Hugh
Heffner. Though Lee’s cameos in the MCU will become iconic, the
tradition of having a Lee cameo in all Marvel movies began with him
appearing in X-Men. But he also showed up as a jury member
in the TV movie The Trial of the Incredible Hulk in
1989.



	
Nick Fury was redesigned in the Marvel Ultimates
comics in 2000 and was specifically based on Samuel L. Jackson.
Marvel requested permission from Jackson to do this, and it was
granted with a caveat that he would receive the first offer to play
Fury if the character was ever used on screen. It seems to have
worked out.



	
In the comics, Christine Everhart works for the Daily
Bugle, not Vanity Fair. The Daily Bugle could not be mentioned in
this movie because Sony held the rights to Spider-Man.



	
Robert Downey Jr. was initially paid $500,000 for his
role in this movie and earned more on the back-end from the gross.
Not bad, but by the time he finished playing Tony in
Endgame, his take home from that movie was $75,000,000.





 


Connections


	
Everything connects from here, all the seeds of the
MCU that will bloom in Avengers and beyond, from SHIELD and
Fury, to Rhodey’s future as War Machine.



	
The audience will learn later that most people in
this world are familiar with super heroes thanks to Captain
America’s exploits in the 1940s, and Howard Stark was part of that
history. A version of Cap’s shield was even visible in a deleted
scene.



	
There is a building visible in one of the fights with
a logo for the corporation Roxxon, which shows up throughout Marvel
comics and the MCU.



	
While the Mandarin doesn’t show up in this movie, the
Ten Rings organization does. We won’t meet the real Mandarin or
find out what the ten rings are until after the Infinity Saga, when
Shang Chi joins the MCU.





 


Plot Holes:


	
Just how fast does Tony’s suit fly? He seems to get
to the Middle East and then back to LA at speeds that I think might
kill someone.



	
Rhodey hands Tony awards but Tony doesn’t like to be
handed things.



	
Why does Tony start dying when Stane takes out the
arc reactor? It’s not powering him or his heart, it’s powering an
electromagnet that’s keeping shrapnel out of his heart. It’s a
power source, not a pacemaker. How does he have a whole giant, uh,
hole in his chest?





 


What’s it all mean?

I’ve told you already that the grand theme of the
MCU is power. That story starts here, with a man who was given all
the power in the world by winning the genetic lottery. He uses that
power selfishly—as a lot of people in his position do—but discovers
the consequences of that. And so he has to reckon with the whole
responsibility part. Tony’s moral crisis is fanciful, but hopeful.
It’s something we hoped for in 2008 and hope for ever more now, for
the powerful to accept accountability and work for the world’s
greater good, not just their bottom line.

Tony’s story is about corporate accountability as
much as it is about morality. And it applies to anyone living in a
position of privilege. Iron Man is telling us, quite
plainly, that as Americans and industrialists, as corporations and
more, that we all need to serve the highest moral good and not
merely the values associated with money and violence. That’s not an
uncommon thread in movies, but it’s worth noting here. Also of note
is that Tony isn’t saved or fixed by becoming a hero. Personal
growth is a constant process and what matters more, what truly
makes him a hero we can relate to, is that he constantly tries to
do the right thing when given a choice. It’s the trying that
matters.

 


End Credits

The end credits scene of this movie is what launched
the entire franchise, though there were obviously other clues. The
idea of including Nick Fury and having him mention the Avenger
Initiative was a late addition to the film, but it ended up being
perhaps the most important scene in the early MCU.

The absolute audacity of this scene cannot be
overstated. For a studio that wasn’t even a full studio to call a
shot like that, to tell audiences one movie into this new world
that THE AVENGERS of all things was going to happen is almost
unbelievable. It works so well and you can’t help but sit in awe at
the fact that everything that came later after actually happened.
There are so many franchises out there that sputter out or never
make it past one movie, but Iron Man is a movie with plans.
It’s the seed that started something incredible. It stands on its
own very well, but as the corner stone of a universe that would
change movies forever, it’s a masterpiece.


 



The
Incredible Hulk

 


Released: June 8, 2008

Written by: Zak Penn, Edward Norton
(uncredited)

Directed by: Louis Leterrier

Cast: Edward Norton (Bruce Banner/Hulk),
Liv Tyler (Betty Ross), Tim Roth (Emil Blonsky), William Hurt
(Thaddeus “Thunderbolt” Ross), Tim Blake Nelson (Dr. Samuel
Sterns), Ty Burrell (Leonard), Robert Downey Jr. (Tony Stark/Iron
Man)

 


Overview

Marvel studios started out strong, but their second
bite at the apple was, let’s say, not even half as successful as
Iron Man—both as a film and with audiences. Ditching the
idea of another origin story, we meet Bruce Banner while he’s
already on the run from the US Government. He’s a man who doesn’t
want to be anything but normal. He’s sick and in need of a cure,
but trying to find that cure while staying out of sight only leads
to more trouble. It turns out that running away from your problems
makes bigger problems, and sometimes all the problems get together
to destroy Harlem. It’s not good… and neither, sadly, is much of
this movie.

 


Off-Screen Context

It’s wild to remember that this movie came out just
a month after Iron Man and was developed at almost the same
time. Like Iron Man, it was meant to lead to something
larger, but had the disadvantage of trying to convey a longer and
more complicated history on screen for a character with a director
who couldn’t quite manage the right tone.

Let’s go back a while. Of the many superheroes who
graced the small screen in the ’70s and ’80s, few were as iconic as
The Hulk played by Bill Bixby and Lou Ferrigno. In over 80 episodes
from 1978 to 1982, the show made a serious cultural impact, but
just like many comics properties of the time, was just popcorn
entertainment. Fast forward to 2003 and Ang Lee’s Hulk. That
film starred Eric Bana and Jennifer Connelly and, self-serious and
over-complicated, it aped the look of a comic book in disconcerting
ways while also telling a completely new and rather depressing
story. It also had special effects that we can generously call less
than incredible.

Hulk has many problems, but perhaps the most
distracting is the Hulk himself. The character is entirely CGI and
the performance was created mostly using computers with very little
motion capture. Motion capture at this point wasn’t unheard of and
had been used in films like The Two Towers to great effect.
The lack of it in Hulk, and the limits of technology at the
time, gave us a Hulk that was more like an angry balloon animal
bouncing around the desert. Not a believable creature. Audiences
agreed and Marvel decided that the planned sequel to the movie
would be a reboot and that it would integrate with the larger
Marvel universe they were trying to build. But that was slightly
difficult as well, given that Universal had the rights to Hulk, so
this film fell outside the multi-film deal Marvel had with
Paramount studios at the time.

The Incredible Hulk does away with the
strange plot in Hulk involving Bruce’s father and other confusing
stuff (like Hulk dogs. Just why?) using the opening credits to
return Dr. Banner’s origins to those familiar with the comics. Are
the results great? Well, we’ll get to that. But they are better
than Hulk. A low bar, yes, but worth noting.

Director Louis Leterrier was an initial candidate to
direct Iron Man, but the French action auteur who was best
known at the time for the visceral Transporter films was assigned
to Marvel’s attempt to rehabilitate what they saw as the most
commercially viable character in their stable, given that other
studios owned all the big names like the X-Men and Spider-Man.

It’s important to note that The Incredible
Hulk was made at the same time as Iron Man, with intent
to create a shared reality for both films, but not in a
particularly thoughtful way. It didn’t help that screenwriter Zak
Penn left the project before filming started, leaving Edward
Norton, the star, to help with a rewrite he wasn’t credited
for.

Speaking of the star, while Leterrier lobbied to
cast the then-lesser known Mark Ruffalo as Banner, Norton won due
to his bigger name. He seemed like a good fit, given that he’s
already sort of played a Bruce Banner/Hulk character in Fight
Club if you squint. Leterrier and Norton wanted a thoughtful,
philosophical movie, which Norton apparently brought about in his
edits, but Marvel wanted an action movie, because getting
philosophical was what ruined Ang Lee’s Hulk.

Norton eventually declined to do much press for the
film and subsequently we learned there was a much longer cut that
we’ll never see. But hey, maybe that version would have been more
interesting than what we got. Because this movie is just sort of…
nothing.

While Iron Man was a huge hit with critics
and audiences, The Incredible Hulk was just sort of fine on
both counts. It didn’t sink Marvel, and the end credits scene
seemed to hint at bigger plans ahead, so their goodwill from
Iron Man was still there.

 


What works

The best thing that can be said of this film is that
it’s much better than Hulk. That’s not saying much though.
The Incredible Hulk is not a great movie. It’s slow and
meandering and doesn’t quite know who to root for. It feels like
the middle chapter of a bigger story, because technically it is. We
just never got the first part. And it’s a middle chapter that isn’t
substantial enough for a whole movie, so there’s just lots of
padding and tension building. I do like that the earliest scenes of
the Hulk make him scary and keep the audience waiting to see him.
When the Hulk is used effectively, he can be as scary as any movie
monster and that’s thrilling.

The actual Hulk we see on screen is also a much
better version than the Bana/Lee ball of flubber. He’s got real
weight and texture, and this guy truly emotes. It’s not perfect,
but it’s an improvement. And it’s honestly quite cool that we get
to see this in-between step in effects and the transition from the
weightless version to the solid, grounded version we get in The
Avengers.

The action overall is serviceable to good. It’s
well-paced, energetic, and the look of the film is rich and
textured. This movie also does what Iron Man did and stacked
the cast with really great performers. While the plot treads water,
I can’t fault the cast for their work here. Liv Tyler is charming
as Betty, though she’s not a super-developed character. William
Hurt is great as Ross, and it’s amusing but not surprising that
he’s the only one we see again in the Infinity Saga. And Tim
Roth is pretty good as Blonsky, because Tim Roth is always good
when he gets to be terrifying. And the abomination looks pretty
gnarly, so that’s cool.

Then there’s Ed Norton who’s an incredible actor. Is
he a good Bruce Banner? Well, it’s hard to say. Re-watching these
movies, he’s a jarringly different Bruce than Mark Ruffalo.
But he’s got gravitas and pathos, and even some playfulness. Norton
really threw himself into this part and did a lot of work on the
script. He clearly cared about this role and didn’t phone anything
in. I think he’s good, but like a lot of the film, doesn’t quite
find the right vibe. At least, not in a sustainable way.

But let’s be real. The absolute best part of this
movie is the sequence with the blood and the bottle, and Stan Lee’s
excellent cameo. That one sequence uses color, movement, camera
work, humor, and tension better than the entire rest of the
movie.

 


What doesn’t work

This movie looks pretty good, and it should be good…
but it’s just so boring. It has none of the lightness or humor of
Iron Man, except in a few rare moments like when Bruce is
trying to speak Portuguese. As I mentioned, it doesn’t know where
it’s going for most of the middle run time, and the attempt to
build tension when Bruce is maybe cured doesn’t work at all. For
one, we’ve already seen the “hero loses his powers right when he
needs them, then has to accept his power but he’ll lose his
girlfriend” trope before in movies like Superman 2 and
Spider-Man 2. Those films did it much better than the
slapdash version we get here, because we know Bruce has to
be the Hulk.

And then there are the villains, which again are a
great way to judge a Marvel movie. The motivation of Ross and the
army is actually completely understandable, given that the Hulk is
super-dangerous, destroying stuff and killing people. The army are
kind of the good guys when you think about it, because Hulk is not
a hero for most of the movie. And he only becomes a hero to fight
Abomination, solving a problem he kinda caused.

But Blonsky himself doesn’t work as a character.
Like pretty much everyone in this movie, he’s really
underdeveloped. His story is both clichéd and strange, because we
don’t know much about him except that he likes to fight and kill
things. At least that’s a bit more than Betty gets since she’s just
there to be the beauty to the Hulk’s beast and look sadly at Bruce.
Seriously though, you thought it was bad when your ex came out of
the wood work and wanted you to help them get past their issues?
Get this poor girl some therapy.
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