
 

 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer   (USA: The WB, 1997‐

2001; UPN 2001‐ )  

 

P roduct ion  Deta i l s :  

Wr i ters :   Joss  Whedon,  Mart i  Noxon,   Jane  Espenson,  

Dav id  Greenwalt ,  Dav id  Fury ,  Doug las  Petr ie  

D i rectors :  Whedon,   James  A .  Contner ,  Michae l  E .  

Gershman,  Dav id  So lomon,  Dav id  Grossman 

Producers :  Whedon,  Fran  Rubel  Kuzu i ,  Ga i l  Berman 

 

Cast :  

Buf fy  Anne  Summers   (Sarah  Miche l le  Ge l lar )  

Wi l low Rosenberg  (A lyson  Hannigan)  

A lexander   'Xander '  Harr i s   (N icho las  Brendon)  

Rupert  G i les   (Anthony  Stewart  Head)  

Anya/Anyanka  (Emma Cau l f ie ld )  

Dawn Summers   (Miche l le  Trachtenberg)  

Sp ike/Wi l l iam the  B loody  (James  Marsters )  

Ange l/Ange lus   (Dav id  Boreanaz)  

Fa i th   (E l i za  Dushku)  

Corde l ia  Chase  (Char isma Carpenter )  

Dan ie l   'Oz '  Osbourne  (Seth  Green)  

R i ley  F inn  (Marc  B lucas)  

Tara  Mac lay   (Amber  Benson)  

 

Good movies  have  somet imes  been  made  into  good  te lev is ion  shows;  Robert  

A l tman’s  M*A*S*H  (1972) ,   for  example ,  was   t ransformed  into  a   long‐runn ing ,  

popular  TV  comedy  (1972‐1983) ,   the   f ina l  ep isode  of  which  garnered   the  h ighest  

rat ings   in  Amer ican   te lev is ion  h is tory .  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  may  be   the  on ly  

example  of  a  bad  movie   that  became a  super ior   te lev is ion  ser ies .  Now  in   i t s   seventh  

season   (2002‐2003) ,  Buffy ,  a  hybr id izat ion  of   teen  drama,  humor,  and  horror   ( i t s  

c reator   Joss  Whedon descr ibed   i t   in  a  BBC   interv iew as  a  c ross  between My So  Ca l led  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L i fe  and  The  X‐F i les ) ,  premiered   in  mid‐season  on   the  WB “net let”   in  1997  and  

became,  desp i te   rat ings   that  would  have   led   to  cance l la t ion  on   the  major  networks ,  

one  of  “The  Frog ’s”   s ignature  shows.  Though  Buffy ’s  Nie lsens  genera l ly   ranked   i t   in  

the  bottom th i rd  o f  pr ime‐t ime programs,   i t  a t t racted  a   la rge  enough  share  of   the  

h igh ly  sought  youth  demographic   to  make   i t   lucrat ive .  About   to  go   into  synd icat ion  

a f ter  one  hundred  ep isodes  and  embro i led   in  d i f f i cu l t  contract  negot iat ions ,  Buffy  

moved  in  Fa l l  2002   to   r iva l  UPN,  a  net let ,  better  known  for  profess iona l  wrest l ing  

than  qua l i ty   te lev is ion .   In  Fa l l  1999,  Buffy  had spun  of f  Angel ,   i t se l f  an  exce l lent  

ser ies ,   that   remains  on   the  WB.  A  second sp in‐of f ,  Ripper ,  starr ing  Anthony  Stewart  

Head,  was  created   for  Br i t i sh   te lev is ion ,  and  an  Amer ican  TV  cartoon  vers ion  of  Buffy  

i s   l i kewise   in  deve lopment .  

Buffy   te l l s   the  s tory  o f  Buf fy  Summers ,  a   southern  Ca l i forn ia  post ‐ femin is t  g i r l  

( Johnson) ,  a  “G idget   for   the   f in  de  s iec le”   (S iemann)   l i v ing   in  Sunnyda le ,  a   town bu i l t  

over  a  center  o f  demonic  energy—a "Hel lmouth ."   ( In   the  show’s  Lovecraf t ian  

mytho logy  demons  were   the  or ig ina l   inhab i tants  o f   the  earth ,  and  vampires  are  

demon/human hybr ids . )  As   the  ser ies  beg ins ,  Buf fy  has  a l ready  d iscovered   ( in   the  

movie)  her  chosen  ro le  as   the  "one  g i r l   in  a l l   the  wor ld  w ith   the  s t rength  and  sk i l l   to  

f ight   the  vampires ."  Hav ing  moved  f rom Los  Ange les   to  Sunnyda le   to  escape  her  past ,  

she  would  prefer   to  be  a  normal   teenager ,  but  her  new hometown,  p lagued  by  

vampires ,  demons,  and  other  ev i l s ,  w i l l  not  permit  her   to   ignore  her  ca l l ing .  With   the  

ongo ing  he lp  o f  her  “Scooby  Gang”   f r iends ,  Buf fy  cont inues   to  batt le  not  on ly   the  

forces  o f  darkness  but  her  own  inner  demons.  Beg inn ing  with  Season  Four ,  Buf fy  and  

the  Scoobies  head  of f   to  co l lege   (at   the  Univers i ty  o f  Ca l i forn ia ,  Sunnyda le)  but  w ith  

no   let  up   in   the  enemies   they  must  confront .  With  great  w it ,  emot iona l   rea l i sm,  

apoca lypt ic  exc i tement ,  and   the  best   spec ia l  e f fects  a   smal l   te lev is ion  ser ies  budget  

can  buy ,  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  stands  as   the  per fect  example  of  what  Sarah  

Vowel l   ca l l s  a  “ long  hau l”   ser ies ,   capab le  o f  perpetua l   se l f ‐ renewal .  Exh ib i t ing  some 

of   the  best  wr i t ing  on   te lev is ion ,   i t  has  a lmost  never  sett led   for   s imple  so lut ions ,  

easy  mot ivat ion ,  or   superf ic ia l   characters .  

F rom the  beg inn ing  Buffy ’s  ensemble  cast  has  been  one  of   i t s  greatest  

s t rengths .  A l l  major  and  some minor  characters  have  acqu ired  devoted   fans   in   the  

Uni ted  States  and  abroad,   insp i r ing  ador ing  webs i tes  and  generat ing  pro l i f i c   fan  

f i c t ion .  So  at tent ive  has  Buffy  been to   i t s   fans   that  devot ion   to   the  bad  guy  Sp ike ,  a  

once‐v ic ious ,  b leach‐b londe,  punk  vampire ,   resu l ted   in  h is  e levat ion   to  major  

character   s tatus .  Neutered  by  a  computer‐ch ip   in  h is  bra in   in  Season  Four   (“ I 'm  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say ing   that  Sp ike  had  a   l i t t le   t r ip   to   the  vet  and  now he  doesn ' t  chase   the  other  

puppies  anymore”) ,  Sp ike  has  been  pa instak ing ly  morphed  into  a  hero ,  unt i l ,  a t   the  

end  of  Season  S ix ,  he   too ,   l i ke  Ange l ,  has   reacqu ired  h is   sou l .  

Buffy  has  generated  a  mult i tude  of  anc i l la ry   texts .  Of f ic ia l   t ie ‐ in  books   l ike  

the   two Watcher ’s  Gu ides ,  The  Monster  Book ,  scores  o f  nove ls ,   comic  books ,  and  

scr ipts  o f   the   f i r s t   two seasons  are  ava i lab le ,  and   the  ser ies  has  garnered  a  great  

dea l  o f  c r i t i ca l  a t tent ion  as  wel l .  At   th is  wr i t ing ,   two book   length  co l lect ions  o f  

essays  have  been  pub l i shed   (Wi lcox  and  Lavery ;  Kaveney) ,  a t   least   three  more  are  on  

the  way,  and  Buffy ,   l i ke  Xena before   i t ,  has   insp i red  an   internet  scho lar ly   journa l :  

S layage:  The  Onl ine   Internat iona l   Journa l  o f  Buf fy  S tud ies   (ht tp ://www.s layage. tv ) .   In  

October  o f  2002,  “B lood,  Text ,  and  Fears :  Read ing  Around Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer”  

was  he ld  at   the  Univers i ty  o f  East  Ang l ia   in   the  UK.  A  North  Amer ican  scho lar ly  

conference   i s  p lanned.  

Scho lars  and  cr i t i cs  have   found Buffy  a  complex   te lev is ion   text ,   r i ch   in  

cu l tura l   s ign i f i cance ,   invest igat ing   i t s  w i t ty  and  pun‐ f i l led  use  of   language   (“Any  

S layer  can  brand ish  a  weapon,”  Overbey  and  Preston‐Matto  observe ,  “but   for  Buf fy  

the  Vampire  S layer ,   the   tongue   i s  as  po inted  as   the  s take”) ,   i t s  metaphor ic  dep ict ion  

of   the  horrors  o f  h igh  school ,   i t s   subvers ion  of   the   t rad i t iona l   fami ly  and  creat ion  of  

subst i tute   fami ly  un i ts ,   i t s   “se l f ‐consc ious  and  p layfu l   invers ion  of   the  convent ions  o f  

the  horror  genre”   ( Johnson) ,   i t s  h igh ly  postmodern   intertextua l i ty  and  se l f ‐

re ferent ia l i ty ,   i t s  h igh  pop  cu l ture   IQ ,   i t s  energet ic   fan  base ,   i t s   re l ig ious   themes  

(see  Er ickson,  P layden) ,   i t s  dep ict ion  of   lesb ian ism,  otherness ,  and  minor i t ies ,   i t s  

s tatus  as  a   femin is t   text .  

Though  ser ies  c reator   Joss  Whedon has  o f ten   ins i s ted  he  set  out   to  make  a  

femin is t   te lev is ion  ser ies ,  Buffy   i s   somet imes  descr ibed  as  “post femin is t ,”  and  some 

on   the  po l i t i ca l   le f t  have  quest ioned   the  show’s   femin is t  c redent ia ls ,  d i s turbed  by  

the  somet imes  sexua l ly  provocat ive  appearance  of  Sarah  Miche l le  Ge l lar ,  espec ia l ly  

in  her  many  extra ‐d ieget ic  appearances  as  a  model   ( see  Dougherty ,  He l ford ,  Pender ,  

V int ) .  Others  have  been   t roub led  by   i t s   fa i lure   to   inc lude  s ign i f i cant  minor i ty  

characters   ( see  Edwards) .  To   the  ever‐ recurr ing  cr i t i ca l  quest ion  “ i s  Buffy   the  

Vampire  S layer  a  groundbreak ing ,  empower ing  and   t ransgress ive   text ,  or   i s   i t s  

po l i t i ca l  potent ia l   compromised,  commodity ‐dr iven  and  conta ined?”  Pender  o f fers  

the   fo l lowing   tentat ive   response:  “Buffy   i s  a   te lev is ion  ser ies   that  de l ights   in  

de l iberate ly  and  se l f ‐consc ious ly  baf f l ing   the  b inary ;   the   juxtapos i t ion  of  mundane 

rea l i ty  and  surrea l   fantasy   in   the   l ives  o f   the  S layer  and  her   f r iends  evokes  a  wor ld   in  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which   the  sentent ious  mora l i ty  o f  b lack  and  white  d is t inct ions   i s   i t se l f  demonized  as  

an  unnatura l   threat   f rom an  anc ient  past”   (35) .  

I t s  actors  cons is tent ly   snubbed by   the  prest ig ious  Amer ican  Emmy Awards  

( ind iv idua l  ep isodes   [“Hush,”  “The  Body”]  were  nominated  but   fa i led   to  w in) ,  Buffy  

did   rece ive   the  2000  “Founders  Award”   f rom V iewers   for  Qua l i ty  Te lev is ion .   Indeed,  

Wi lcox  and  Lavery  argue   that  Buffy  can   lay  c la im to  a l l   the  def in ing  character i s t ics  o f  

qua l i ty   te lev is ion  as  cata logued  by  Thompson:  a  “qua l i ty  ped igree ,”  a   la rge  ensemble  

cast ,  a   ser ies  memory ,  c reat ion  of  a  new genre   through  recombinat ion  of  o lder  ones ,  

se l f ‐consc iousness ,  pronounced   tendenc ies   toward   the  controvers ia l  and   the   rea l i s t ic  

( see  “ Introduct ion”) .   In  2002,  however ,   the  conservat ive  Parents  Te lev is ion  Counc i l  

would   rank   the  ser ies  as   the  s ing le  worst   ser ies   ( i .e . ,   conta in ing   the  most  

ob ject ionab le  content)  on   te lev is ion .  Unt i l   such  dub ious   recogn i t ion ,   the  ser ies ,  

desp i te   i t s   sexua l  exp l ic i tness ,  de l ic ious  double  entendres ,  occu l t   themes,  and  

extens ive  v io lence ,  had   for   the  most  part   f lown beneath   the   radar  o f   the  po l i t i ca l  

r ight ,   though   i t  d id  not  ent i re ly  escape  controversy .   In   the  wake  of   the  Co lumbine  

massacre   in  Apr i l  o f  1999,   two Season  Three  ep isodes   (“Earshot ,”   in  which  Buf fy  

seeks   to  s top  a  k i l l ing  spree  at  Sunnyda le  H igh  School ,  and  “Graduat ion  Day ,  Part   I I , ”  

in  which  a  g igant ic   serpent ’s  a t tempt   to  consume the  graduates  at  commencement   i s  

fo i led  by  Buf fy  and  her  c lassmates  work ing  as  a   team,   though   they  must  destroy   the  

school   in  order   to  save   i t )  were  postponed.   (See  Tay lor . )  

Hav ing   learned   lessons  about   the   l iab i l i t ies  o f  mult ip le  season  s tory  arcs   f rom 

the   forever   incomplete  Twin  Peaks  and the  ever‐ f rustrat ing  The  X‐F i les ,  Buffy  has  

sought  c losure   in  each  year ’s  narrat ive   l ine .   In   the   f i r s t   f ive  seasons  Buf fy  and   the  

Scoobies  batt led ,   in  add i t ion   to  a  var iety  o f   ind iv idua l  menaces   in  s tand‐a lone  

“monster ‐of ‐ the  week”  narrat ives ,  a   s ing le  mult ip le ‐ep isode  “b ig  bad”  nemes is ,  

defeat ing   i t   in  a  non‐c l i f f ‐hang ing  season   f ina le .   In  Season  One,   i t   i s   the   resurrect ion  

of  The  Master ,  an  anc ient  powerfu l  vampire ,  and   the  open ing  of   the  He l lmouth   that  

must  be  s topped.   (Buf fy  d ies   in   the  process ,  not   the  on ly   t ime  in   the  ser ies ’   run ,  

brought  back   to   l i fe   thanks   to  Xander ’s  mouth‐to‐mouth  resusc i tat ion . )   In  Season  

Two,  Buf fy  must  save   the  wor ld   f rom the  ev i l  Ange lus   (Ange l  w i thout  a  sou l )  and  send  

h im to  he l l   in   the  process .   In  Season  Three ,   the  Scoobies  batt le  Sunnyda le ’s  century‐

o ld  mayor ,  R ichard  Wi lk ins ,  who asp i res   to  become an   immorta l  demon unt i l  

destroyed,  a long  with  Sunnyda le  H igh ,   in   the   f ina l  ep isode.  Season  Four ’s  B ig  Bad   i s  

Adam,  a  Frankenste in ish  "k inemat ica l ly   redundant ,  b io ‐mechan ica l  demonoid ,”  

c reated  by  The   In i t ia t ive ,  UC  Sunnyda le ’s   top‐secret  agency  of  mi l i tary  demon‐
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f ighters ,  who  i s  vanquished  on ly  a f ter  G i les ,  Wi l low,  and  Xander  come together   to  

summon the   inher i ted  power  of  “The  F i rs t  S layer .”  G lory ,  Buf fy ’s  nemes is   in  Season  

F ive ,   i s  no   less   than  an  ev i l  god   f rom another  d imens ion ,  come to  Sunnyda le   to  c la im 

a  supernatura l   “key ,”  now  incarnated   in   the   form of  Dawn Summers—a s i s ter  ne i ther  

Buf fy   (nor   the  show’s   fans)  ever  knew she  had,   that  w i l l  enab le  her   to  open   the  door  

between d imens ions  and  return  her   to  power .  To  save   the  wor ld  and  her  s i s ter  and   to  

s top  G lory ’s  p lans ,  Buf fy  must  aga in  d ie   in   the   f ina le .  Though  Season  F ive  ends  with  a  

c lose  up  of  her  headstone  

 

BUFFY  ANNE SUMMERS 

1981‐2001  

BELOVED S ISTER  

DEVOTED FRIEND 

SHE SAVED THE WORLD 

A  LOT 

 

she  wi l l  be   resurrected  by  Wi l low’s  w itchcraf t   in   subsequent  ep isodes .  On ly  Season  

S ix ,   the  darkest   season  so   far ,  departs   f rom the  customary  narrat ive  pattern :   instead  

of  one  enemy,  Buf fy  has  severa l ,   inc lud ing  her  own  inab i l i ty   to   read just   to   l i fe  a f ter  

hav ing  been  ca l led  back   f rom the  grave ,   three   loca l  geeks  who asp i re   to  become her  

“nemeseses ,”  and  Wi l low herse l f ,  whose  ev i l  wrath   i s  un leashed  by  Tara ’s  death .  

Whedon,  a   th i rd  generat ion   te lev is ion  wr i ter ,  authored   the  screenplay   for   the  

or ig ina l  1992  camp f i lm,  a  c r i t i ca l  and  commerc ia l   fa i lure ,  went  on   to  wr i te   for  other  

te lev is ion  programs such  as  Roseanne,  and had  subsequent ly  ga ined  a   reputat ion  as  a  

scr ipt  doctor—he he lped  rewr i te  such   f i lms  as  Speed   (1994)  and  Toy  Story   (1995) .  

Buffy ’s  success  as  a  cu l t  h i t  e levated  of  “ Joss”   to   rock‐s tar   s tatus  among  fans  o f   the  

show.  Though   long   tempted  by  a  career  move   to   the  movies ,  Whedon has  

demonstrated  a   t rue  gen ius   for   the  medium of   te lev is ion   (Lavery  251‐56) .  

Many  of   the   t ru ly  memorab le  and   innovat ive   ind iv idua l  ep isodes  o f  Buffy  

Whedon both  wrote  and  d i rected:  “Hush,”   in  which  The  Gent leman,   fa i ry ‐ ta le  

monsters ,   s tea l   the  vo ices  o f   the   res idents  o f  Sunnyda le  and   fu l ly  ha l f   the  show 

transp i res  w ithout  a  word  of  d ia logue;  “Rest less ,”  compr ised  of   four  aston ish ing  

dream sequences   in  which   the  sp i r i t  o f   the  F i rs t  S layer   t r ies   to  k i l l   the  Scoobies  a f ter  

they  have  defeated  Adam;  “The  Body,”  minute ly  deta i l ing   the  emot iona l  a f termath  of  

the  sudden death  of  Buf fy ’s  mother ;  “Once  More  with  Fee l ing ,”  a   long  ant ic ipated  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musica l  ep isode   in  which  a  v i s i t ing  demon causes   the  Scoobies  and  a l l  o f  Sunnyda le  

to  behave  as   i f   t rapped  on  Broadway.  

In  an   interv iew with  The  Onion ,   Joss  Whedon admits   that  

 

I  des igned  Buffy   to  be  an   icon ,   to  be  an  emot iona l  exper ience ,   to  be   loved   in  a  

way   that  other  shows can ' t  be   loved.  Because   i t ' s  about  ado lescence ,  which   i s  

the  most   important   th ing  people  go   through   in   the i r  deve lopment ,  becoming  

an  adu l t .  And   i t  mytho log izes   i t   in   such  a  way,   such  a   romant ic  way—it  

bas ica l ly   says ,   “Everybody  who made  i t   through  ado lescence   i s  a  hero .”  And   I  

th ink   that ' s  very  persona l ,   that  people  get   someth ing   f rom that   that ' s  very  

rea l .  And   I  don ' t   th ink   I   cou ld  be  more  pompous .  But   I  mean  every  word  of   i t .  

I  wanted  her   to  be  a  cu l tura l  phenomenon.   I  wanted   there   to  be  do l l s ,  Barb ie  

w ith  kung‐ fu  gr ip .   I  wanted  people   to  embrace   i t   in  a  way   that  ex is ts  beyond,  

'Oh,   that  was  a  wonderfu l   show about   lawyers ,   le t ' s  have  d inner . '   I  wanted  

people   to   in terna l i ze   i t ,  and  make  up   fantas ies  where   they  were   in   the  s tory ,  

to   take   i t  home with   them,   for   i t   to  ex is t  beyond the  TV  show.  And  we've  done  

exact ly   that .  

 

I t   i s  d i f f i cu l t   to   imag ine  how anyone who has   fo l lowed Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  as  

both  a   te lev is ion  show and  a  cu l tura l  phenomenon cou ld  d isagree .   In   the  Season  

Three  ep isode  “The  Wish ,”  Corde l ia ’s   fantasy   that  Buf fy  Sommers  had  never  come to  

Sunnyda le   i s  g ranted  by   the  vengeance  demon Anyanka ,  w i th  d isastrous   resu l ts :  

Sunnyda le   i s  overrun  by   the  creatures  o f   the  He l lmouth;  vampires   ru le   the  n ight .   I f   in  

some a l ternate  un iverse  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer  had never  come to   te lev is ion ,   the  

landscape  of   the  medium would  a lso  have  been  a l tered .  The   imag inat ive   l ives  o f   i t s  

fans  might  seem as  b lood less  as  a  vampire ’s  v ic t im.  

 

Questions to Consider: 

•  Buffy   i s   somet imes  descr ibed  as  “post femin is t ,”   that   i s   to  say   that   i t   s imply  

presumes  women’s  equa l i ty  and  never  argues   for   i t .  What  do  you   th ink  o f  Buffy  as  

a   femin is t   text?  

•  What   ro le  does   language  p lay   in  Buffy?  

•  Cr i t i cs   l i ke  Larbe lest ier  and  Zweer ink  and  Gatson  have  shown how Buffy  has  

responded to   i t s   fan  base .   In  what  ways  does  Buffy  exh ib i t  an  awareness  o f   i t s  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audience?  Can  you  p inpo int   spec i f i c   scenes   that  demonstrate   i t s   se l f ‐

consc iousness  as  a   te lev is ion   text?  

•  Buffy   i s  a   ser ies  h igh ly  dependent  upon cu l tura l  and  pop  cu l tura l   re ferences   in  

estab l i sh ing   i t s  humor  and   i t s  meanings .  Can  you  g ive  some examples?  

•  In  what  sense  can   the  Scooby  Gang  be  seen  as  a  subst i tute   fami ly?  

•  Some cr i t i cs  have  been  perp lexed  by  Buffy ’s  mixture  of  drama and  humor.  Do   they  

work  wel l   together?  How do   the  creators  o f   the  ser ies  succeed   (or   fa i l )  a t  mix ing  

such  d iverse  e lements?  

•  Johnson  speaks  o f  Buffy ’s  “se l f ‐consc ious  and  p layfu l   invers ion  of   the  convent ions  

o f   the  horror  genre .”   (42) .  Buffy  demonstrates  a l leg iances  w ith  other   formulae  as  

wel l .  What  other  genres  put   in  an  appearance?  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