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Television series set in the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) are based on characters appearing in 
Marvel comics who have a shared reality with the theatrical film franchises.  From 2013-2020, a dozen 
shows were produced by Marvel Television, with ABC Studios and ABC Signature Studios, across 

broadcast, cable, and streaming (ABC, Netflix, Hulu, and Freeform).  A couple of series set in the X-
Men universe, which were not officially part of the MCU, were produced by 20th Century Fox (for Fox 

and FX). 
 
Marvel Studios, which produces the theatrical movies, started producing their own series in 2018 for 

Disney+, the first of which debuted in January 2021 – more than a dozen more are planned over the 
next few years, and they have significantly larger budgets than the series produced by Marvel 

Television.  They are also tied more directly to the theatrical movies, and several include supporting 
characters who appeared in those films.  
 

In 2015, when Netflix was starting to become a media force and Disney+ was not even a glimmer in 
its parents’ eyes, Marvel entered into a deal with Netflix to develop series featuring some of its lesser-
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known “street-level” heroes.  Unlike the world-saving superheroes in the Marvel Cinematic Universe 
(such as Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, Captain Marvel, and Dr. Strange), these characters, with 

their grittier, more personal, neighborhood-centered stories, better lend themselves to series-long 
plotlines – as opposed to blockbuster movies.     
  

As Netflix’s five-year partnership with Disney-owned Marvel came to an end, it canceled all five of its 
original scripted series based on  these heroes – Daredevil, Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, Iron Fist, and 

The Punisher   This coincided with Disney ramping up efforts for Disney+, and taking full operational 
control of Hulu.  Netflix was moving toward owning more of its own content, and it did not have an 
ownership stake in any of its Marvel series – each season required paying a hefty license fee to 

Disney-owned ABC Studios.  Continuing with additional seasons of these series, which they would 
soon lose the rights to anyway, was not seen as financially viable for Netflix.  Marvel was not permitted 

to use any of the Netflix characters until two years after the series was canceled.  This period is now 
over for all the Netflix shows, and while there are rumors about reviving some of the characters, 
nothing has yet been officially confirmed. 

 
Other series based on Marvel characters have recently aired on Disney-owned ABC, Freeform, and 

Hulu, as well as Fox (before Disney acquired 20th Century Fox assets).  These were produced by 
Marvel’s television unit and were canceled once its film division took over and Disney+ was becoming 
a reality.  Disney+ has already aired a full season of WandaVision, and a half the episodes of The 

Falcon and the Winter Soldier.  The streamer has more Marvel series on the way, including shows 
featuring Loki, Hawkeye, and lesser-known characters, Ms. Marvel, She-Hulk, and Moon Knight. 

 
Here are my reviews of all Marvel series originating on streaming services in rank order, followed by 
those airing on linear, ad-supported networks – all are currently available to stream: 
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Daredevil (Netflix 2015-2018): When Daredevil 

premiered on Netflix it raised the bar for superhero 

storytelling on television.  Charlie Cox gives a strong, 
nuanced performance as Matt Murdoch/Daredevil – 

blind lawyer by day, vigilante crimefighter by night.  
While he has no actual superpowers, he has ninja-like fighting skills and heightened senses to make 
up for his lack of sight.  He is conflicted and haunted by events in his past, and struggles with the 

violence he is forced to inflict on the bad guys.  His constant concern – at what point do you become 
what you are fighting?  Instilling fear into those who would threaten his rough New York City 

neighborhood, he is known as “the Devil of Hell’s Kitchen.” 
 
Great heroes are often defined and elevated by great villains, and Vincent D’Onofrio is larger than life 

as Wilson Fisk/The Kingpin.  In the comic books, he’s one of the greatest foes of both Daredevil and 
Spiderman.  Living up to one of the most iconic bad guys in comicdom is no easy task, but he pulls it 

off brilliantly.  A magnificent performance that should have resulted in numerous awards. 
 

Rosario Dawson is his neighbor, Claire Temple, a nurse who brings some stability to all the chaos 
and bloodshed in which he immerses himself (she also appears in Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, and 
Iron Fist).  Deborah Ann Woll is a revelation as Karen Page, Murdoch’s former legal assistant, now a 

crusading reporter (she also has a key role in The Punisher).  I thought at the time that they should 
give her character a show of her own, she’s that good here (and it would allow for numerous superhero 

guest roles).  Elder Henson is solid as Foggy Nelson, Murdoch’s lawyer partner. 
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Season 2 introduces two new key characters, both strong presences.  Jon Bernthal is Frank Castle, 
aka The Punisher, who’s out for revenge after his family is murdered.  Is a different moral code the 

only thing separating him from Daredevil, whom he initially battles?  Or are they more similar than 
Daredevil wants to admit?  Elektra Natchios (Elodie Yung) is a martial arts expert and former girlfriend 
of Matt Murdoch, who brings a spark and sense of danger to the proceedings (as she helps him fight 

off ninjas at every turn). 
 

As season 3 gets underway, Daredevil is missing and presumed dead, after the events that took place 
in The Defenders miniseries (where he teams up with Jessica Jones, Luke Cage, and Iron Fist).  In 
reality, he is secretly recuperating, and struggling with both emotional and physical pain.  Joanne 

Whalley is excellent as the nun with strong opinions and advice, who cares for him as he recovers 
from his injuries.  At the same time, crime boss, Wilson Fisk/The Kingpin, plans to escape from prison 

and destroy his enemies.  Some of this will be familiar to fans of the 1986 comic book story, Born 

Again, penned by acclaimed writer Frank Miller.  Season 3 elevates Daredevil to a level above even 
the first two great seasons.   

 
The fight choreography (check out the hallway fight sequence from season 1, the battle toward the 

end of season 2, and the prison gym fight in season 3) is well beyond anything I’ve seen on television. 
 

There are rumors that Charlie Cox’s Daredevil will appear in the next Spiderman movie.  But there is 

no official confirmation. 
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Jessica Jones (Netflix 2015-2019): Jessica 

Jones has the distinction of being Marvel’s first female 

lead and title character in either television or 
movies.  Premiering six months after Daredevil, it stars 
Krysten Ritter, who is pitch perfect as the reluctant hero 

with extraordinary strength, received through an experimental medical procedure that saved her life 
when her family was killed in a car crash.  She gives a remarkable performance, making her character 

believable and likeable – not an easy task for a character who is relentlessly sullen, disdains the idea 
of being a “hero,” and has no qualms about breaking the law if it suits her idea of the greater good.    
  

Jessica Jones shatters the mold of typical female TV protagonists by presenting a strong, brooding, 
independent woman on her own, who plays by her own rules.  Jessica is haunted by her past, for 

reasons that are played out over the first two seasons.  She’s flawed, she swears, she drinks too 
much, and she has indiscriminate and casual sex on her own terms – the type of female character 
you rarely if ever see on television.  She’s a hero and a victim (who doesn’t need to be saved by a 

man).  Most of the strong, independent characters in Jessica Jones are women – including Rachael 
Taylor as her best friend Trish “Patsy” Walker, Carrie-Anne Moss as a high-powered attorney who 

has helped Jessica out of several jams, and Janet McTeer as her mom (in season 2). 
 
Notably, roles often played by women, the assistant, the girlfriend (in this case boyfriend), and the 

sidekick, are reserved for men – Eka Darville, J.R. Ramirez, and Benjamin Walker, respectively, are 
all solid in those roles.  
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Season 1 is a strong commentary on male/female relationships and the abuse of privilege and power, 

focusing on such topics as addiction, rape, retaliation, revenge, and redemption – subject matter 
seldom dealt with on television, and not at all in the Marvel universe at large.  The mind-controlling 
Kilgrave (David Tennant) is one of the best TV villains ever, seamlessly shifting from charming to 

brutal violence.  Mike Colter guest stars as fellow hero, Luke Cage, who also has his own series.  
Rosario Dawson again shines as Claire Temple, a nurse who has some experience dealing with 

enhanced people, who befriends and helps Jessica and Luke.   
 
Season 2 is more personal, delving into the events in her past that contributed to making Jessica 

Jones who she is (and revealing how she got her enhanced abilities).  In the first episode of season 
2, a new male rival investigator who wants to take over her business tells her “I don’t take no for an 

answer.”  Jessica responds, “How rapey of you.”  New terrain on television to be sure.  All 13 episodes 
of season 2 were directed by women.  Another first, and another factor that makes this series 
important and historically significant.   

 
Season 3 is a fitting end to Jessica’s journey as she not only has to fight a serial killer, but her best 

friend as well (who gets enhanced abilities of her own), as she struggles with what it means to be a 
hero.  It ends on a perfect note, but also leaves room for a new chapter.   

 

There are rumors that Krysten Ritter will be reprising her character in the upcoming Disney+ series, 
She Hulk, but that has not been officially confirmed.  
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WandaVision (Disney+ 2021): High concept and 

brilliantly conceived are not typically phrases you see 

associated with the same show.  But they both fit here.  
This is the first in Marvel’s Phase Four slate of projects, 
which will include several series based on Marvel 

characters scheduled to premiere on Disney+.  It was originally slated to premiere after The Falcon 

and the Winter Soldier, but that series was delayed due to the pandemic.  

 
For those unfamiliar with the Marvel universe, Wanda Maximoff, aka The Scarlett Witch (Elizabeth 
Olsen), and Vision (Paul Bettany) are both members of The Avengers.  She has magical powers 

(telekinesis, telepathy, energy manipulation) and is arguably the most powerful of all Marvel heroes.  
He is an android with superhuman strength, speed, and analytical capabilities, as well as the ability 

to change his density and phase through objects.  He was actually destroyed in the Avengers: Infinity 

War theatrical movie, so his “resurrection” takes a while for WandaVision to explain. 
 

The series opens with our heroes in suburbia, living in simulation parodies of classic TV sitcoms from 
the 1950s through the early 2000s.  These include homages to I Love Lucy, Bewitched, The Dick Van 

Dyke Show, I Dream of Jeannie, The Brady Bunch, Family Ties, Full House, Malcolm in the Middle, 
and Modern Family (with nods to The Twilight Zone sprinkled in).  Wanda and Vision gradually start 
to realize something isn’t right when they seemingly can’t remember basic details of their new life.  Is 

Wanda actually aware of what’s going on?  Are any of her “neighbors”?  Is this all an alternate-reality 
dimension created by a grief-stricken Wanda, who can’t deal with losing both her brother (Pietro) and 

love interest (Vision)?  Or is there something more nefarious afoot? 
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The mystery is unveiled in bits and pieces over the show’s nine episodes.  I initially wondered if those 

not already well-versed in all things Marvel would stick around long enough to see where the series 
is going.  But after watching the brilliant 4th and 5th episodes, I realized it doesn’t matter.  If someone 
doesn’t like the first few episodes and stops watching, they can just catch up in a few weeks when 

they hear it got better.  Or, of course, they can just wait until all the episodes have debuted and then 
binge them all.  This is one advantage streaming series have over those on linear networks – average 

ratings are not nearly as important as reach.  And there are probably enough people who have either 
seen at least one of the Avengers movies or are familiar with the comic books, to attract a fair amount 
of new subscribers to the Disney+.  It would, however, have been a good idea to have an after-show, 

similar to Talking Dead, where some of the characters’ backgrounds, as well as various aspects of 
what’s going on, could be more fully explored and explained.   

 
There were a few aspects of WandaVision that probably annoyed some Marvel fans – clues indicating 
something exciting was going to happen ended up being nothing, and  expected tie-ins to the X-Men 

and Fantastic Four (both of which were previously properties owned by Fox, now available to Disney) 
never materialized.  There were also none of the cameos that fans anticipated and some of the stars 

had teased, although episode 7 has a big reveal that online chatter had accurately speculated about 
for weeks.  This was something with which Marvel comics fans might be familiar, but not those who 
entered the Marvel universe through the theatrical movies.   

 
In the comic books and the previous X-Men movies, Wanda and Pietro, aka Quicksilver, are the 

offspring of the powerful mutant villain, Magneto.  When 20th Century Fox owned the rights to The X-

Men, Disney series and movies were not allowed to use the term “mutants,” so the origins of how the 
siblings received their powers had to be changed for the Avengers movies.  It seems to have changed 

here, again, but not how many fans were expecting.   
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All of the quirkiness and weirdness of the series culminates in an action-packed finale, worthy of the 

Marvel Cinematic Universe at large.  It also paves the way for what happens next with these 
characters, and presumably the upcoming Dr. Strange theatrical movie.   

 

Kat Dennings as astrophysicist Darcy Lewis, formerly an intern for Jane Foster in Thor: The Dark 

World, and Randall Park as FBI agent Jimmy Woo (last seen in Ant-Man and the Wasp) are both 

excellent, expanding on their movie roles and trying to figure out what’s happening.  Teyonah Parris 
is also excellent as Monica Rambeau, who, as a child, looked up to her mom’s friend Carol Danvers 
(Captain Marvel).  She has powers of her own that are only hinted at here.  In the comic books, she 

is initially known as a new Captain Marvel, but undergoes several name changes – to Photon, Pulsar, 
and Spectrum.  Kathryn Hahn is wonderfully over the top in dual roles as “nosy neighbor,” Agnes, and 

powerful witch, Agatha Harkness. 
 
WandaVision was designed as a one-off series transitioning from the Avengers: Endgame theatrical 

movie to the upcoming Dr. Strange In the Multiverse of Madness, so another season seems unlikely.        
 

 
 

The Punisher (Netflix 2017-2019):  Marvel’s most 

violent antihero, Frank Castle, known throughout New 
York City as “the Punisher,” is played to perfection by 
Jon Bernthal.  He’s a former special forces marine, 

who, in the first season, is seeking vengeance on those 
who murdered his family.  He’s cunning, ruthless, and brutal, and makes previous theatrical movie 

versions of the character seem one-dimensional by comparison.  He’s haunted (a common theme in 
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Netflix Marvel heroes or antiheroes) by war crimes his unit was forced to commit in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.  And, of course, you seldom have this type of thing on television without a government 

conspiracy to cover it up and eliminate any witnesses. 
 
Unlike other Marvel vigilantes, he has no qualms or remorse about the high body counts he leaves in 

his lurch.  In some ways, Frank Castle reminds me of Clint Eastwood in The Outlaw Josie Wales – 
former normal nice guy’s family is murdered by horrible thugs and he becomes a cold-hearted 

revenge-seeking killing machine (although The Punisher’s violence is much more severe and 
graphic).  His internal struggle is more straightforward than other Marvel Netflix heroes – after you kill 
everyone who has wronged you, can you once again become a normal human being (something not 

addressed by Josie Wales)?  As season 2 gets underway, the answer seems to be maybe, at least 
until he sees some innocent person in danger – then he’s compelled to come to the rescue and 

mercilessly put down the bad guys.   
 
In this case, a young girl (Georgia Whigham) with a mysterious past is on the run from some very bad 

people, and Frank decides he needs to protect her (as she becomes a surrogate for the family he 
lost).  While not quite living up to the high-quality writing of season 1, the fight scenes are still fantastic, 

and virtually every episode is exhilarating (if you like this sort of thing).   
 
Cast standouts include Ben Barnes as the season 1 bad guy, Jigsaw – Frank’s former best friend and 

special forces comrade who could have saved his family but instead betrayed him.  Ebon Moss-
Bachrach is good as a presumed dead hacker and government whistleblower living underground.  

Amber Rose Revah is solid as an Iranian-American Homeland Security agent investigating Frank 
Castle.  Deborah Ann Woll, reprises her reporter Karen Page character from Daredevil – her bond 
and relationship with Frank is one of the show’s best elements, and manages to humanize him.  Jason 
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B. Moore is Frank’s special forces buddy who runs counseling sessions for troubled veterans.  Josh 
Stewart is fine as the new season 2 villain. 

     
 
 

Luke Cage (Netflix 2016-2018): Luke Cage was 

the first Black superhero to be featured as a protagonist 
and title character of a comic book (first appearing in 

1972).  This is an updated version, with Mike Colter in 
the title role as a man with super strength and unbreakable, bulletproof skin (caused by a sabotaged 

medical experiment when he was in prison).  Colter is excellent as the quietly confident reluctant hero.  
He has loads of charisma, and looks like a superhero even when he’s just walking around in a hoodie.   
 

The series takes place after his failed relationship with Jessica Jones ends (in the comic books they 
eventually marry), as he tries to live a quiet life in Harlem, New York.  That, of course, doesn’t go as 

planned, as bad guys, some linked to his past, force him out of the shadows to fight crime and 
corruption in his city.   
 

Originally a fugitive after being wrongly convicted, he escapes and clears his name.  After taking on 
and beating down some bad characters, he is celebrated as “the Hero of Harlem.”  But new threats 

emerge, forcing him to question what it really means to be a hero.  Luke Cage is different from other 
superhero series (and most television dramas in general), as it provides a stellar, mostly Black cast, 
as well as numerous cultural references and visual images – bringing a socially conscious and fresh 

perspective to a genre in which it has been sorely lacking.  At a time when images of violence against 
Black men and women are more common than ever, watching an African-American man impervious 
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to bullets and dispatching gun-toting assailants, should appeal to many viewers who have seldom, if 
ever, seen people who look like them in these roles. 

 
The series has a remarkable cast and soundtrack.  Mahershala Ali plays the season 1 main villain, a 
criminal and local club owner, Cornell “Cottonmouth” Stokes.  Alfre Woodard is his cousin, Mariah 

Stokes, a corrupt councilwoman promising a new Harlem Renaissance – she takes over her cousin’s 
criminal empire in season 2.  Ramping up the danger quotient is Luke’s psychopathic half-brother, 

known as Diamondback (Erik LaRay Harvey), a powerful arms dealer who framed Cage for the crime 
that originally sent him to prison.  Theo Rossi plays Shades, a menacing, street-smart criminal and 
ally of Mariah, who also has ties to Cage’s past, and is a key player in both seasons.   

 
The major problem is with the pacing, which is more sluggish than Daredevil, Jessica Jones, or The 

Punisher – each season’s story could have been more effectively told in 6-8 episodes rather than 13. 
Season 2 is much better than season 1.  Mustafa Shakir is the new baddie known as “Bushmaster,” 
who has chemically-induced enhanced abilities of his own.  He moves into Harlem trying to take over 

Mariah’s territory, and actually beats Luke in a fight, footage of which goes viral.  It’s interesting to 
see how Luke, who is used to being virtually invincible, and the public at large, react to this.  Luke 

teams up with detective and one-time lover, Misty Knight (Simone Missick) to take them down.  Also 
helping Luke is former nurse, Claire Temple (Rosario Dawson), who has taken to helping heroes with 
enhanced abilities, and is now his major love interest (which lasts until the middle of season 2).  Taking 

place after The Defenders miniseries allows Iron Fist (Finn Jones) and Colleen Wing (Jessica 
Henwick) to make appearances in season 2 as well.  The ending made me want to see what would 

have happened in a third season, but unfortunately it was not to be.   
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The Defenders (Netflix 2017): Cross-over event 

miniseries bringing together Daredevil (Charlie Cox), 

Jessica Jones (Krysten Ritter), Luke Cage (Mike 
Colter), and Iron Fist (Finn Jones) to battle a shadowy 
global organization known as The Hand, and save New 

York City from destruction.   
 

The series is slow to get rolling (the four leads don’t join forces until the third episode).  The heroes 
are involved in separate investigations that all converge at the same location.  Once the heroes unite 
and reluctantly agree to work together, the series takes off.  You should definitely watch at least one 

season of each of the four heroes to understand their motivations before watching this.   
 

At eight episodes, it’s short enough not to have the same bloat that existed in Luke Cage and Iron 

Fist.  On the other hand, it also makes it seemed rushed, with a thin plotline that exists for no other 
reason than to form a new team.  Unfortunately, the biggest flaw is that much of the plot centers 

around Iron Fist and his mythology, which is the least interesting of all the Netflix Marvel heroes.  His 
character only rises above mediocrity when combined with Luke Cage (in the comic books they 

become partners). 
 
The banter among the heroes are the highlights of the series – particularly the interaction between 

Jessica Jones and Matt Murdoch/Daredevil, as her snark collides with his intense seriousness.  It also 
demonstrates why their respective series are head-and-shoulders above the rest.  They are the most 
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fully formed of the Netflix Marvel heroes, with the most complex personalities and motivations – not 
to mention that Krysten Ritter and Charlie Cox are the two best actors of the bunch.   

 
The fight scenes, while not quite rising to the level of Daredevil’s hallway battles, are still well 
choreographed and highlight each character’s unique fighting style.   

 
Sigourney Weaver is real good as the nearly immortal leader of The Hand.  Scott Glen is also good 

as Stick, Daredevil’s mentor, who has been battling the secret organization for many years.  Elodie 
Yung reprises her role as martial arts expert and Daredevil’s former girlfriend, Elektra Natchios – she 
had died in the Daredevil series, but The Hand manages to mystically resurrect her to do their bidding.  

Jessica Henwick, Simone Missick, and Rosario Dawson co-star as Colleen Wing, Misty Knight, and 
Claire Temple, respectively. 

 
 
 

The Falcon and the Winter Soldier 

(Disney+ 2021): Only the first three episodes were 
available at this writing, so my grade might change.  

Sam Wilson/Falcon (Anthony Mackie) and Bucky 
Barnes/Winter Soldier (Sebastian Stan) team up in this 

six-episode series that finds them in the shadow of the departed Captain America (Sam’s mentor and 
Bucky’s former partner/foe/ally). 

 

The series opens a few months after the events in Avengers: Endgame, with each of our heroes 
separately trying to adjust to life in a post-Blip world.  For those who don’t recall (or never knew), the 

“Blip” occurred when Thanos snapped his fingers and caused half of all life in the universe to 
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disappear.  Thanks to the heroics of the surviving Avengers, they were brought back – but not until 
five years had passed, during which time much of the world was thrown into chaos.  At the end of 

Avengers: Endgame, Steve Rogers (Captain America) gave his shield to Sam with the idea that he 
would continue his legacy.  As The Falcon and the Winter Soldier gets underway, Sam turns down 
this opportunity, not sure he is the right person to put on the Captain America suit and carry the shield. 

 
In the first episode, we quickly discover that being a superhero is not the best way to financial 

independence, particularly the show implies, if you are Black and trying to get a loan from the bank 
(which turns them down), as Sam tries to help his single-mom sister with their struggling fishing 
business in Louisiana.  More racial inequities rear their ugly head in episode 2, when Sam and Bucky 

are stopped by two local white cops because Sam “looks suspicious” while simply walking down the 
street.  It’s not until one of the cops recognizes that Sam is the Falcon that they let him go.    

 
It initially seemed that racial bias was going to be an ongoing theme here, but so far they have quickly 
moved on from each incident, almost as if the producers want us to think they are socially conscious, 

without having to actually dig too deeply into anything.  
 

While Sam is undergoing his own problems, Bucky is seeing a S.H.I.E.L.D. mandated therapist, as 
he struggles with his guilt over all the people he’s killed since the 1940s as a brainwashed assassin 
under the control of the evil global organization known as Hydra.   

 
Sam and Bucky don’t cross paths until the second episode.  By then we know that although Sam has 

turned Captain America’s shield over to the government, expecting it to be displayed in a museum, 
they instead give it to a new “hero,” John Walker (Wyatt Russell), who they introduce to the world as 
the “new Captain America,” along with his sidekick, Lamar Hoskins/Battlestar (Cle Bennett).  This, of 

course, infuriates Sam and even more so, Bucky, who is angry that Sam didn’t accept the shield in 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2021 

 
 

16 

the first place – as Steve Rogers had wanted.  Unlike Steve Rogers, John Walker dis not receive 
enhanced abilities from being injected with the super-soldier serum, but rather is a decorated and 

highly trained special forces operative.  At first he seems like a decent enough guy, but somehow I 
don’t think that’s going to last (especially after he warns them to stay out of his way if they’re not going 
to help him).  He does exist in the comic-book canon, but I’m not going to provide spoilers here – and 

it seems like many of the character’s details will be different anyway. 
 

The main bad guys so far are terrorists known as the Flag-Smashers, who believe things were better 
during the Blip, and want things to revert back to the chaos and that existed during that five-year 
period when half the population on earth had disappeared and many of the rules regarding how people 

lived, along with them.  These new foes are enhanced super-soldiers, led by a woman named Karli 
Morgenthau (Erin Kellyman).   

 
Bucky brings Sam to one person that might know something about the Flag-Smashers’ origins.  This 
is when we meet Isaiah Bradley (Carl Lumbly), a character that appeared in a controversial 2003 

Marvel comic limited series. titled, Truth: Red, White, and Black.  After World War II (and after Steve 
Rogers disappeared and was presumed dead), the U.S. tried to re-create the super-soldier formula 

that had given the original Captain America his abilities.  They experimented on 300 Black American 
soldiers, most of whom died as a result (a direct reference to the real-world Tuskegee experiments 
the U.S. government performed on unsuspecting Black men to study the effect syphilis has on the 

human body).   
 

Isaiah Bradley, one of only a handful of survivor’s became the new Captain America, fighting bad 
guys (including a still brainwashed Bucky Barnes) during the Korean War.  Rather than being hailed 
as a hero, Bradley’s existence was hidden from the public and he was later imprisoned for 30 years, 

where the government conducted more experiments on him.  Sam is stunned and angry that the 
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second Captain America was a Black man, forgotten by history.  Bucky informs Sam that Steve 
Rogers never knew about any of this.  Isaiah Bradley refuses to help Bucky, only knowing him from 

the days when he was still under Hydra’s control, and not wanting to help the government that had 
abused him for so many years. 
 

In episode 3, to help track them down, Sam and Bucky go to Germany to free the imprisoned Baron 
Zemo (Daniel Bruhl), who was last seen in the theatrical movie, Captain America: Civil War.  Emily 

VanCamp reprises her role as former S.H.I.E.L.D. and C.I.A. operative, Sharon Carter, who has been 
on the run since she helped Steve Rogers, Sam, and Bucky in that same movie.  Toward the end of 
episode 3 there is another interesting guest appearance. 

 
It seems as though each episode will contain one big-budget cinematic-style battle sequence, which 

have been extremely well done.  The problem so far has not been these action sequences, but rather 
everything else, which has been extremely slow moving.  They start out with one element of a story 
and then jump to another, then another, then another, as if they’re trying to cram as many different 

potential storylines as possible into a very limited number of episodes, without taking the time to 
expand on any of them (so far, at least).  And the banter between Sam and Bucky, designed as comic 

relief, generally falls flat, as the two leads are so intensely serious and sullen in virtually every scene. 
 
Disney claims this was its most watched series premiere, beating out both The Mandalorian and 

WandaVision.  Of course, we have no idea how many viewers that is or if it is even true (or what 
Disney+ actually counts as a “view”). 
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Marvel’s Runaways (Hulu 2017-2019): Lots of 

teenagers think their parents are evil, but in this case 

they really are.  A group of six diverse high-school 
students with varying degrees of powers must band 
together to fight their parents, who may be part of an 

otherworldly threat to humankind. 
 

The kids are former Breakfast-Club-type classmates, with varying degrees of enhanced abilities, who 
grew up together because their parents were friends.  They haven’t seen one another in about a year 
(since the funeral of one’s sister, who died under mysterious circumstances).  When the kids discover 

their parents have been responsible for unspeakable deeds (including human sacrifices), and are part 
of a secret organization called The Pride, they band together to further investigate.  Are their parents 

actually evil, or are they being manipulated by outside malevolent forces?  
 
The second season is faster paced than the first, but both are disappointing because the premise 

promised so much potential.  It’s almost as though the writers couldn’t decide what type of show it 
should be, as they kept switching between drama among the teens and drama among their parents.  

Is it a superhero show, a teen soap opera, or a show about the privileged one-percenters?  It’s a 
mish-mosh of all three, which could have made the show interesting, but somehow falls short.  Season 
3 changes direction and dispenses with much of the parent’s machinations, and is actually much 

better than the previous two seasons. 
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The teens are played by Virginia Gardner, Greg Sulkin, Area Barer, Allegra Acosta, Lyrica Okano, 
and Rhenzy Feliz.  The parents are portrayed by Anne Wersching, Angel Parker, James Marsters, 

Brittany Ishibashy, Brigid Brannah, Ever Carradine, Ryan Sands, Jevin Weisman, James Yaegashi, 
and Kip Pardue.  Julian McMahn and Elizabeth Hurley also star. 
 

 
 

Iron Fist (Netflix 2017-2018): Widely considered 

Netflix’s lone Marvel misstep, this series actually more 
closely follows the comic book it’s based on than any of 

the other superhero series.  And while certainly not at 
the same level as Jessica Jones, Daredevil, The 

Punisher, or Luke Cage, it’s not quite as bad as some 

reviews and social media chatter might indicate. 
 

Finn Jones stars as Daniel Rand, who was presumed dead in a mysterious plane crash that claimed 
the lives of his billionaire parents.  In truth, he was rescued by warrior monks, and he grew up in the 
mystical city of K’un-Lun, which is only accessible to the outside world every 15 years.  He is trained 

in martial arts to become a fierce warrior, eventually becoming “the immortal Iron Fist,” protector of 
K’un-Lun and fighter of evil forces.   

 
Fifteen years later, he returns home to New York City to reconnect with his past and take his rightful 
place at the head of his family’s company, now run by his father’s former business partner (David 

Wenham) and his children (Tom Pelphrey, Jessica Stroup), whom Danny grew up with.  To restore 
his family legacy, he must face off with numerous bad guys, while still being true to his duties as the 

Iron Fist. 
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In season 2, after the events of The Defenders, Danny Rand steps up in Daredevil’s absence to help 

protect New York City.  Season 2 is better than season 1, as a new threat re-emerges to threaten 
Danny and those he cares about.  Jessica Henwick plays Colleen Wing, a martial artist who runs her 
own dojo and becomes Danny’s ally.  Ramon Rodriguez is Bahuto, a leader of a faction of The Hand, 

a mysterious global organization that threatens New York City and seeks the power of the Iron Fist. 
Sacha Dawson portrays Davos, a skilled martial artist and former best friend of Danny Rand, who 

grew envious that he did not become the Iron Fist.  Rosario Dawson reprises her role as Claire Temple  
from the other Marvel Netflix series. 

 _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
In addition to the various Marvel series originating on streaming services, there have also been a few 

debuting on broadcast and ad-supported cable networks.  None are still producing original episodes, 
but they are available to stream. 
 

 
 

Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. (ABC 2013-2020): This 

was the first television series to cross over from the 
Marvel Cinematic Universe.  S.H.I.E.L.D. (Strategic 

Homeland Intervention and Logistics Division) is a 
peacekeeping and spy organization, also tasked with 
protecting the world from hostile alien forces.    

 
This team of agents is led by Phil Coulson (Clark Greg), who was resurrected after apparently being 

killed by Loki in the first Avengers movie in 2012.  The series deals with Hydra (and the ramifications 



 _______________________________________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________
The Sternberg Report ©2021 

 
 

21 

from the theatrical movie, Captain America: Winter Soldier), as well as introducing us to the Inhumans, 
and alien species such as the Kree, and the Chronicoms.   

 
People die and are revived, they travel into space and through time, and enter alternate timelines.  All 
of this could have made the series seem like silly and cartoonish but somehow doesn’t.  The cast is 

up to the task, portraying nuanced, multi-faceted characters who evolve over the course of the series, 
and have strong chemistry with one another.  The Blip, however, did not translate into the TV series, 

which had as much to do with production schedules as anything else.  Unfortunately, the show flew 
under the radar and was on the bubble for much of its seven-year run, and escaped cancellation 
several times by the skin of its teeth.  It’s worth watching. 

 
The excellent cast includes, Cloe Bennet, Ming-Na Wen, Henry Simmons, Ian De Caestecker, 

Elizabeth Henstridge, Natalia Cordova-Buckley, and Brett Dalton. 
 
 

 

Agent Carter (ABC 2015-2016): Hayley Atwell 

reprises her role as Peggy Carter from the 2011 

theatrical movie, Captain America: The First Avenger 
(where she played the love interest of Captain 

America/Steve Rogers), and the 2013 Marvel One-

Shot short film, Agent Carter.  In the aftermath of Steve Rogers’ apparent death during World War II, 
Peggy Carter, one of the eventual founders of S.H.I.E.L.D., has to balance her life as a single woman 

in the 1940s, and her life as a secret agent – and deal with her dismissive and often less competent 
male colleagues. 
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In season 1, she does mostly office work for the Strategic Scientific Reserve in New York City, while 
secretly assisting inventor, weapons magnate, and playboy, Howard Stark (Dominic Cooper), who 

will eventually be Tony Stark’s father.  She is assisted by Stark’s butler, Jarvis (James D’Arcy).  In 
season 2, she moves to Los Angeles to deal with the new threats of the Atomic Age and Cold War. 
 

The series is stylish and fun, and Hayley Atwell gives a winning performance.  Ratings did not live up 
to its critical success, and the series was canceled after just two seasons.  The cast includes, Enver 

Gjokaj, Chad Michael Murray, Bridget Regan, and Wynn Everett. 
 
 

 

Legion (FX 2017-2019): This series is linked to the 
X-Men universe.  It centers on David Heller/Legion 
(Dan Stevens), who might be the most powerful mutant 
of all.  He was diagnosed with schizophrenia at a young 
age, and has spent much of his life in mental 
institutions (with several other mutants).  The bizarre 
visions characters, and monsters he thinks are 

delusions might actually be real.  There’s apparently a parasitic demon who has been living in his 
head.  And, of course, there’s a secret organization that wants to harness his power.     
 
Those familiar with his character from the comic books know who his famous father is.  For those who 
aren’t, it doesn’t matter.  You don’t need to know anything about the Marvel universe at large to watch 
this show.  The series received a fair amount of critical acclaim for its visual effects and departure 
from standard superhero fare – and it is the least Marvel-like Marvel series you will ever see.  It’s 
original, surreal, hallucinatory, imaginative, chaotic, compelling, mysterious, occasionally spectacular, 
and occasionally incoherent.  You’ll either love it or hate it – it’s too weird for viewers not fall into one 
of those extremes.  
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Jean Smart heads up a strong ensemble cast, which includes Aubrey Plaza, Rachel Keller, Amber 

Midthunder, Bill Irwin, Jeremie Harris, Lauren Tsaiand Hamish Linklater. 
 

 

  

The Gifted (Fox 2017-2019): This series takes 

place in the X-Men universe (before the rights to that 

franchise reverted from Fox back to Disney).  The X-
Men have disappeared, and mutants are being hunted 

by a special government unit.  When two suburban parents (Stephen Moyer, Amy Acker), the father 
having been involved in capturing mutants for the government, discover their two children (Natalie 
Alyn Lind, Percy Hynes White) have developed mutant powers, they seek refuge with an underground 

network of mutants.  This group, with varying degrees of enhanced abilities, fights to survive in a world 
that fears them and puts them in constant danger.  They also clash with a more aggressive group of 

mutants, who believe in attacking the government agency before they can attack them. 
 
The show is very good, but low linear ratings, combined with Fox no longer owning the series, led to 

cancellation following its second season.  Since the show was produced by Marvel Television, there 
was some speculation that it might be picked up by Hulu or Disney+ but I haven’t heard anything that 

indicates this might happen.  The cast includes, Emma Dumont, Coby Bell, Jamie Chung, Blair 
Redford, Skyler Samuels, and Hayley Lovitt. 
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Cloak and Dagger (Freeform 2018-2019): 

Based on the Marvel comics characters of the same 

name.  Olivia Holt and Aubrey Joseph star in the title 
roles as two teenagers with superpowers, from very 
different backgrounds (she from privilege, he from the 

streets), who have both experienced major tragedies in 
their lives.  Taking place in New Orleans, they acquired superpowers when an oil Gulf platform 

collapses.  She has the ability to emit light energy daggers, he can engulf others in darkness and 
transport them through the Darkforce Dimension.  As their friendship and relationship grows, they 
start to realize that their powers are linked together and strongest when they work in tandem – all the 

better to help them fight against the evil Roxxon corporation. 
 

The concept of this coming-of-age drama about two outsider teens just learning about their emerging 
superpowers and how to cope with them as they become increasingly drawn to one other, is 
interesting, and makes this substantially different from other superhero series.  It also makes the first 

season better than the second, which becomes more of a superheroes against the super-villain series.  
It’s well produced and acted, and the two leads have chemistry.  Too bad it only lasted two seasons.  
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Helstrom (Hulu 2020): This horror-supernatural 

series focuses on Daimon and Satana Helstrom (Tom 

Austin, Sydney Lemmon), children of a mysterious 
serial killer and demonic cultist, who hunt down the 
worst of humanity. 

 
While some of the visual effects are impressive, and the acting is fine, the overall series is not very 

interesting, and has little resemblance to the Marvel comic book, Son of Satan, on which the 
characters are based.  Not really bad, but not anything special either.  This was the last live-action 
series produced by the now defunct Marvel Television unit, and was canceled after one season. 

 
 

 

Inhumans (ABC 2017): The Inhumans first 

appeared in Fantastic Four comics in 1965 (with some 
new characters introduced in the Agents of 

S.H.I.E.L.D.) TV series.  These superheroes are 
evolutionary advanced humans with physical abilities 

far beyond normal people, who live in a secret city on 
the Moon (hidden from human eyes).  When they come of age, they enter something called the 
Terrigen Mist which can substantially enhance (and sometimes reduce) these abilities.  The Inhumans 

are led by the Royal Family – Black Bolt, Medusa, Karnak, Gorgon, Triton, and Crystal. 
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The Inhumans have an interesting backstory and enough different and diverse characters, that it 
should have the potential to make a good series.  But this was not it.  Ill-conceived, miscast, and 

cheap looking, it managed to make these fascinating characters bland and unlikeable.  It was 
canceled after one critically panned and low-rated season.  Sometimes you just need a bigger budget 
to create new worlds and new civilizations.  The cast includes, Anson Mount, Serinda Swan, Ken 

Leung, Eme Ikwuakor, Isabelle Cornish, and Iwan Rheon. 
 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 
As more Marvel series premiere, I will be updating these reviews and adding new ones. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 


