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Like most Americans born after 1969, I grew up on Scooby-Doo. A staple of reruns in the days of network television, available via streaming in the digital age, quick to adapt to formats like direct-to-video and DVD, and able to regenerate into a seemingly endless variety of spinoffs and reboots, it’s simply always been on TV. And as if conquering television weren’t enough, the Mystery, Inc. gang has repeatedly made the jump to feature films, video games, and more. Scooby-Doo is inescapable on screens big and small. And because I was a dorky brunette with bangs and her nose in a book, there was no chance I wouldn’t see myself there.


I remember the moment. I was six. I was in my green gingham bedroom playing on the floor with a deck of Scooby-Doo playing cards. I lined up the characters: square-shouldered goof Fred, glamorous redhead Daphne, lanky Shaggy and his swaybacked dog Scooby, and Velma with her turtleneck and freckles. I didn’t have glasses yet (that wouldn’t happen for another whole year), but I knew. A thought came unbidden into my head: “I’m going to grow up to be Velma.” It wasn’t a hopeful thought. It just was. I couldn’t change being Velma any more than I could change my hazel eyes or my addiction to pink bubblegum ice cream.


It turned out I could change the ice cream thing. Eventually I got over pink bubblegum. But the spirit of Velma endures.


So what does it mean to be a Velma?


In these pages, we’ll lay out the VELMA System and consider what makes our kind tick. For now, let’s say that smarts are essential. A Velma values brains over beauty (Daphne), brawn (Fred), or belly (Shaggy), and is always at least trying to learn. Velmas tend to be driven and competitive, especially where their niche interests are concerned. They’ve got personal style but don’t worry about trends, and nine times out of ten they’ll pick being right over being popular. Looking great in fall colors is a strong sign of possible Velmahood. Glasses are not required but strongly recommended.


A sign of absolute, unquestionable Velmahood: you see a Scooby-Doo-themed lifestyle guide and immediately pick it up. Welcome. Maybe at this point you’re just flipping through to check for continuity errors in the capsule episode descriptions and compose forceful Tweets in your head, but I hope you’ll stick around. Climb into the Mystery Machine of existential questioning, pop the addictive Scooby Snacks of multiple-choice personality quizzes and flowcharts, and together we’ll try to solve the mystery of you.


If I’d had this book when I first realized I was a Velma (or, okay, maybe later, I was six and didn’t want to read anything that didn’t have a dragon in it), I could have learned early to embrace the cool side of Velma Dinkley. Being a Velma doesn’t just mean being cerebral; it means being cerebral with a welcoming circle of friends, a killer wardrobe, a personal passion to follow, and a seat in a van that’s always heading someplace amazing. It means being the best version of yourself you can be.


One final word of enormous import: you don’t have to copy Velma’s hair. I learned that the hard way. When my hair’s in a short shag I look like a male member of the Partridge Family. If the cut works for you, I’m eternally jealous.


Now let’s start up that metaphorical, metaphysical, psychedelic van and get on the case!
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TOP TEN SIGNS YOU’RE A VELMA




1. You have backup copies of your favorite shirt.


2. You take a book to a baseball game. (The book can be about hot pretzels.)


3. In high school, you lettered in math.


4. Seeing a ghost would not be enough to shake your belief in science, even if the ghost was also a Sasquatch.


5. You need your glasses to find your glasses.


6. You have at some point in your life been invited to consult on a Ren Faire.


7. A lot of your stories about your exes involve hurt feelings at science fairs.


8. Public speaking makes you nervous… unless it’s an opportunity to explain some neat facts.


9. You have tried to give yourself a catchphrase.


10. Whether or not you like dogs, you always seem to have one hanging around.
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If you were a Fred, a Daphne, or a Shaggy, you’d skim this section and promise yourself you’d come back to it later after reading the funner-looking parts of the book. But you’re a Velma, and you could not be more excited by the news that you’re about to learn a bunch of history facts. Velmas of the world, read on to learn the ins and outs of Scooby-Doo, the sprawling animation franchise upon which this book is based, and discover more about its mystery-ridden world and the lovable characters who so perfectly embody quintessential personality archetypes for life-guide purposes.














THE PRIMORDIAL DOO




That’s one fish story no one will believe.


Scooby-Doo, Where Are You! • “Which Witch Is Which?”





It was the 1960s, an era so turbulent that it’s illegal for writers to describe it as anything other than “the turbulent 1960s.” Among the many sources of turbulence: children’s television. Parents and watchdog groups campaigned for more wholesome programming, shows that would lack the danger of Space Ghost or the sensuality of Betty Rubble’s dress. Into the breach stepped a group of caring, dedicated professionals determined to use state-of-the-art social and educational theories to inspire youngsters, teach them useful lessons and problem-solving skills, and encourage a kinder, gentler way of life. They dreamed that television could be not merely “kid-friendly,” but an active force for good in children’s lives. In 1969, after years of research into child psychology, after recruiting the best and brightest creative talents, this team debuted the enduring work that represented the culmination of those dreams: Sesame Street.


Also, in the same year, Scooby-Doo came out.


Scooby-Doo was, as it happened, also a project designed to change children’s television for the better. Just a more… commercial one. It all started when legendary producer Fred Silverman, then head of children’s programming at CBS, was prompted by pressure from parents’ groups to create nonviolent programming for the network’s Saturday morning cartoon block.


Silverman asked the Hanna-Barbera animation studio to come up with a mystery show that would feature laughs and mild scares but no physical fighting. He suggested a cross between I Love a Mystery, a classic radio series about three friends who solve mysteries together, and the popular 1960s sitcom The Many Loves of Dobie Gillis, about a perpetually lovestruck all-American teenager and his wacky friends. Mystery + teens - violence = hopefully a new hit cartoon that would entertain kids without encouraging them to beat one another up. Also, the characters would be in a band, because The Archies was already a hit cartoon, and the Archies were in a band.


William Hanna and Joseph Barbera, the heads of Hanna-Barbera, took the idea, rolled it around, and tossed it to writers Joe Ruby and Ken Spears and artist Iwao Takamoto, who turned it into a fully realized show. Working titles for the project included House of Mystery, Mysteries Five, and Who’s S-S-Scared? After Barbera dropped the band angle and did some retooling to tone down the horror and play up the comic relief (can’t let the kids get too scared), the show was greenlit as Scooby-Doo, Where Are You!


Scooby-Doo, Where Are You! was an instant hit. Not only did CBS renew it for a second season, but Barbera, realizing it had a killer formula on its hands, got busy producing copycat shows. Soon, mystery-solving cartoon teens were teaming up with a sentient dune buggy (Speed Buggy), an unfrozen caveman (Captain Caveman), a shark with the voice of Curly Howard (Jabberjaw), a colonial American ghost (The Funky Phantom), and an invisible dog (Goober and the Ghost Chasers). None, however, matched the popularity or reproduced the frisson of the original.














… AND ALONG CAME VELMA




Say, “Velma Dinkley is the greatest teenage mystery solver in all of history.”


Scooby-Doo and Guess Who? • “Hollywood Knights”





By the time Scooby-Doo hit the airwaves, the gang was no longer in a band, just tooling around in a flower-power van. But the Dobie Gillis inspiration remained. Fred looked like a cartoon version of Dwayne Hickman, the actor who played the earnest, blond Dobie, with the addition of an inexplicable ascot. Shaggy couldn’t have been more obviously based on Dobie’s pal Maynard G. Krebs, played by the Bob Denver. The big change was updating the character from a laid-back, mooching beatnik to a laid-back, mooching hippie. Daphne resembled the string of beauties, usually wealthy and sophisticated, whom Dobie unsuccessfully wooed.


And then there was Velma. In Dobie Gillis, Zelda Gilroy, played by Sheila Kuehl, is a recurring pain in Dobie’s side. The top student at their school, she scientifically determines that she and Dobie are destined to be together: their names are next to each other alphabetically, so they’re bound to be in proximity long enough for their teenage hormones to take over. She pursues him with tireless logic, despite frequently insisting that she’s not romantically attracted to him—it’s just that science doesn’t lie. She’s fiercely intelligent, determined, and sensible, traits the poetically inclined Dobie fails to appreciate. But she was an instant fan favorite from her debut in the show’s third episode and quickly became a regular.


(Cool side note: Sheila Kuehl later left acting, went to Harvard Law, and became the first openly gay person elected to the California Legislature. As a state senator, she was repeatedly voted the smartest member of the legislature. She was pivotal in getting same-sex marriage legalized in California. Today, she’s on the L.A. Board of Supervisors. A proto-Velma through and through.)


Velma Dinkley doesn’t physically resemble Zelda Gilroy beyond having brown hair and bangs (Zelda’s are primly short, Velma’s shaggy). But they both embody a type of character that, at the time, was uncommon on American television: a brainy girl go-getter eager to show off her smarts. On Scooby-Doo, Fred, Daphne, and Shaggy all represented familiar teen stereotypes, but Velma was something a little different.


The creators of Scooby-Doo had only moderately lofty ideals: to produce a Saturday morning cartoon that provided at least a little bit of mental stimulation. But they may have ended up doing more good than they’d planned. In his book The Demon-Haunted World, Carl Sagan, griping about supernatural shows like The X-Files, pined for an adult version of Scooby-Doo “in which paranormal claims are systemically investigated and every case is found to be explicable in prosaic terms.” Mark Evanier, a writer for Scooby-Doo and Scrappy-Doo, commented on his blog, “If we taught some kids that there’s always a real-world explanation, that might be the most valuable lesson that was ever in any cartoon show or comic book I worked on.”


Velma’s rationality and confidence in her own intelligence demonstrated how brainy types, especially nerdy girls, could be heroic. She’s a know-it-all who uses her knowledge for good. She’s smart and courageous. She has a personal style based on comfy sweaters. Could there be a more perfect role model for the modern age?


No. There could not. But over the years there have been a few variations on the model. Here are some of the versions of Velma that have appeared in TV and movies over the years. But not all of them. As the Scooby-Doo juggernaut rolls ever on, the number of Velmas only increases.
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