
 

 

The X‐Files   (USA: Fox, 1993‐2002) 

 

P roduct ion  Deta i l s :  

Wr i ters :  Chr is  Carter ,  Darr in  Morgan,  Howard  Gordon,  

Dav id  Duchovny,  A lex  Gansa ,  V ince  G i l l ian ,  

Wi l l iam Gibson,  S tephen K ing ,  F rank  Spotn i tz ,  

G len  Morgan  

Directors :  Rob  Bowman,  Chr is  Carter ,  K im Manners ,  

Dav id  Nutter ,  Duchovny  

Producers :  Carter ,  Manners ,  Spotn i tz ,   John  Sh iban  

 

Cast :  

Agent  Fox  Mulder   (Dav id  Duchovny)  

Agent  Dana  Scu l ly   (G i l l ian  Anderson)  

Agent  Monica  Reyes   (Annabeth  G ish)  

Agent   John  Doggett   (Robert  Patr ick )  

Assoc iate  D i rector  Walter  Sk inner   (Mitch  P i legg i )  

Deep  Throat   ( Jerry  Hard in)  

Agent  D iane  Fowley   (Mimi  Rogers )  

A lex  Krychek   (N icho las  Lea)  

The  Lone  Gunmen  (Dean  Hag lund,  Bruce  Harwood,  Tom Bra idwood)  

X   (S teven  Wi l l iams)  

C .  G .  B .  Spender/The  C igarette‐Smoking  Man  (Wi l l iam B .  Dav is )  

The  Wel l ‐Manicured  Man  ( John  Nev i l le )  

 

L ike  so  much  end‐of ‐ the‐20 th  century   te lev is ion ,  The  X‐F i les ,  which  premiered  

on   the  s t i l l ‐new Fox  Te lev is ion  Network   in  September  o f  1993,  n ine  months   into   the  

pres idency  of  Wi l l iam Jef ferson  C l inton ,   f ive  months  a f ter   the   f iery  end  of  Dav id  

Koresh  and   the  Branch  Dav id ians   in  Waco,  Texas ,  was   the   resu l t  o f   recombinant  

programming.  Under   the  admitted  s t rong   in f luence  of   the  Watergate  hear ings ,  

te lev is ion  programs  l ike  The  N ight  S ta lker   (1972) ,  and  books   l ike   John  Mack ’s  

Abduct ion :  Human Encounters  w i th  A l iens  1994) ,   ser ies  c reator  Chr is  Carter  

fash ioned  The  X‐F i les  out  o f  convent ions  and   formulae  or ig inat ing   in  po l ice  

procedura l ,   suspense ,  act ion ,   sc ience   f i c t ion ,  and  horror  genres .  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Beaut i fu l ly   shot   ( for   i t s   f i r s t   f ive  years   i t  was   f i lmed  in  and  around Vancouver ,  

Br i t i sh  Co lumbia  but   then  moved to  Los  Ange les )  and  ed i ted ,  w i th   intr igu ing  

e lectron ic  mus ic ,  and   f i r s t ‐ rate  spec ia l  e f fects ,   i t  was   in   i t s   t ime the  best ‐ look ing  

show on   te lev is ion ,  and   i t s  key  p layers ,   the   l i t t le ‐known Duchovny  as   the  want ing‐to‐

be l ieve‐ in   the  miracu lous  seeker  Fox  Mulder  and   the  complete ly  unknown G i l l ian  

Anderson  as   the  skept ica l  medica l   sc ient i s t  Scu l ly   (Mulder ’s  “perfect  other ,”  as   she  

re fers   to  herse l f   in  Season  N ine ’s  “Trust  No.  1” ) ,  were   l ikewise  superb .  Beg inn ing  

with  Season  Seven,  Duchovny,  anx ious   to  pursue  a   f i lm  career ,  appeared   in  on ly  ha l f  

o f   the  ep isodes  and  was   rep laced  by  Robert  Patr ick  as   the  s t ra ight ‐arrow John  

Doggett .  The  support ing  cast ,  espec ia l ly  Mitch  P i legg i  as   the  compromised  company  

man Ass is tant  D i rector   (o f   the  FB I )  Walter  Sk inner ,  and  Wi l l iam B .  Dav is  as   the  

s in is ter  C igarette‐Smoking  Man,  was  a lso  memorab le .    

The  X‐F i les  was  a  narrato log ica l ly  un ique  ser ies  as  wel l .   In   the  c losure‐

obsessed  medium of   te lev is ion ,  v i ruta l ly  every  ep isode   lacked  c losure .  Whatever  “out  

there”   t ruth  Mulder  and  Sku l ly  d iscovered   in   the  hour ,  whatever  ev idence   they  

accumulated ,  by  means  of  h is   in tu i t ions  or  her  carefu l   sc ience ,  o f   the  ex is tence  of  

the  paranormal  or   the  supernatura l  or  o f  vast  consp i rac ies  d iss ipated  or  evaporated  

before   the  c los ing  cred i ts .  With   the  ser ies ’  perpetua l  absence  of   reso lut ion   in  mind,  

c r i t i c  Char les  Tay lor  observed   that  “What  makes   the  show tru ly   f r ighten ing   i s   that   i t  

doesn ’ t  exp la in  away  any  of   i t s  horror .   .   .   .  Watch ing  each  ep isode   i s   l i ke  watch ing  a  

photo   that  comes  up   in  a  chemica l  bath  and  suddenly  goes  bad;  what  seemed crysta l  

c lear  c louds  over ,   leav ing  us   to  grasp  at  what  we  thought  we saw.”  By   the  end  of   the  

ser ies ’   run   in  2002,  however ,   the  complete   lack  o f  answers ,  perpetua l ly  promised  by  

the  show’s  c reators  but  never  de l ivered ,  had  become extremely  annoy ing .  

Twin  Peaks ,  one  of  The  X‐F i les ’  key  ancestor   texts   (Duchovny  had  even  

appeared   in  a  qu i rky   ro le   in   i t s   second season) ,  had   fa i led   to  add  v iewers  dur ing   i t s  

br ie f   run   in  part  because   i t s   ser ia l  narrat ive  made  i t  qu i te  d i f f i cu l t   for  new v iewers  

to  come on  board .  Though   i t   too  had  an  ongo ing ,  deve lop ing  s tory l ine ,  The  X‐F i les ,  

which  began  as  a  cu l t  program (Reeves ,  Rodgers ,  and  Epste in )  on   the   te lev is ion  

graveyard  of  F r iday  n ight ,  was  ab le   to  bu i ld   i t s  aud ience   f rom year   to  year ,  

eventua l ly   rank ing  as  a  N ie lsen   top   twenty  show (with  as  many  as  s ix teen  mi l l ion  

v iewers )   that  “owned”   (pre‐Sopranos )  Sunday  even ing ,  because   i t   combined  ser ia l ,  

so ‐ca l led  “Mytho logy ,”  ep isodes  w ith  s tand‐a lone,  monster ‐of ‐ the‐week  s tor ies .   In  

the  s tand‐a lones ,  Mulder  and  Scu l ly  confronted  vampires ,   f luke  men,  cockroaches ,  

F rankenste in ‐ l ike  Cher   fans ,   ser ia l  k i l le rs ,   shapesh i f ters ,  murderous  shadows,  an  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a l ien  Negro‐ league  baseba l l   s tar ,  manipu lat ive   tat toos ,  a   reborn  Golem,  a  computer‐

game character  w ith  a  mind  of  her  own,  superso ld iers .   In   the  Mytho logy  ep isodes ,  

somet imes   two and  even   three‐parts   (“ to  be  cont inued”)   in   length ,  Mulder  and  Scu l ly  

sought   to  uncover  a  vast  consp i racy   invo lv ing  a   future   invas ion  of  Earth  by  an  anc ient  

a l ien  spec ies  supported  by  The  Synd icate ,  an  u l t ra ‐secret ,   s in is ter  NGO,  whose  

members  once   inc luded  Mulder ’s  own  father .   I t  had  been   the  abduct ion  of  Mulder ’s  

s i s ter  Samantha   (whi le ,  as  ch i ldren ,   they  watched  Watergate  coverage  on   te lev is ion)  

which  had  or ig ina l ly   insp i red  h is   in terest   in  UFOS and   led   to  h is  ass ignment  by   the  

FB I   to   take  charge  of  “ the  X‐ f i les ,”   those  conf ined‐to‐ the‐basement ,  occu l t  cases  

deemed outs ide   the  Bureau’s  def in i t ion  of  normal .  

At   least   s ince   the  actua l  Roswel l   inc ident   in  1947,  The  Synd icate ,   i t   seems,  

has  had  pr ior  knowledge  about  a  coming  a l ien   invas ion  of   the  p lanet ,  a   future  

conquest—it   i s   scheduled   for  2012—with  which   they  seem to  have  been  cooperat ing .  

They  have  barga ined   for   t ime,  however ,  by  o f fer ing   to   f i r s t  per fect   (w i th   the  he lp  o f  

medica l   sc ient i s ts   recru i ted   f rom the  Ax is  powers  a f ter  Wor ld  War   I I )  a   s lave‐race  of  

a l ien‐human hybr ids   to  be  used  by   the   invaders   (Synd icate  members ’  w ives  and  

ch i ldren ,   inc lud ing  Samantha  Mulder ,  were  of fered  up  as  gu inea  p igs   for   th is  

research) ,  whi le  secret ly  deve lop ing  an  ant idote   to   the  B lack  O i l ,  a  pathogen ic  

substance ,  present  on  earth  s ince  preh is tory ,   inst rumenta l   to   the  coming  “v i ra l  

ho locaust .”  “Surv iva l ,”   the  Wel l  Manicured  Man,  a  key  consp i rator ,   te l l s  Mulder   in  

F ight   the  Future   (a  1998   feature   f i lm  which  extended and  exp lored   the  ser ies ’  

Mytho logy) ,  “ is   the  u l t imate   ideo logy ,”  and  The  Synd icate  are   ideo logues .  The  

malevo lent  C igarette‐Smoking  Man  (who appears   to  be  Mulder ’s   rea l   fa ther  and  may,  

as  we  learn   in   the  Season  Four  ep isode  “Mus ings  o f  a  C igarette‐Smoking  Man,”  have  

assass inated  both   JFK  and  Mart in  Luther  K ing)   i s   the i r  ch ie f  enforcer ,   though  h is  

mot ives  are  never  ent i re ly  c lear .   I f   th is  a l l ‐ too‐br ie f   summary  of  X‐F i les  mythology  

appears  confus ing ,  part  o f   the  b lame must  be  p laced  on   the  narrat ive   i t se l f .  By   the  

end  of   the  ser ies ,  a t   least  one  admirer  had  begun to  wonder  “whether   the  mythos  

s tory l ine  had  become so  compl icated  and  so  muddled   that  even  Carter  cou ldn ’t  

untang le   i t”   (Ke lsey) .  

Devoted   fans ,  known as  X ‐Ph i les ,   turned   the i r  obsess ion  with   the  ser ies   in to  

insp i red  webs i tes   that  he lped  newcomers   to   the  ser ies   to  get  caught  up  and  

acc l imate   themselves   to   the  X‐F i les  universe .  One  ambit ious ,  met icu lous  X‐F i les  

T imel ine ,   to  s i te  but  one  example ,  prov ides  a  chronology  of   the  ser ies ’  Mytho logy  

that   runs   to  over  seventy  pages   in   length   (Marek) .  Some prominent   fans  even  came 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to  wr i te   for   the  show:  cyberpunk   founder  Wi l l iam Gibson  wrote   two ep isodes  and  

horror  master  S tephen K ing  one.  Webs i tes   l i ke  The  Dav id  Duchovny  Estrogen   (DDEB)  

and  G i l l ian  Anderson  Testosterone  Br igade   (GATB)  promoted   the  show’s  s tars  as   sex  

symbols .  S lash   fan‐ f ic t ion  coup led  Mulder  and  Sku l ly   ( in   the  show’s  actua l  n ine  year  

run ,   the  partners  never  d id  more   than  k iss ,  and   the  ser ies ’  UST—Unreso lved  Sexua l  

Tens ion—was  never   re l ieved)  and  even  Mulder  and  Sk inner .  Fans  d id  more   than  wr i te  

and   ta lk  about   the  ser ies ,  o f  course ;   thanks   to  Fox ’s   sk i l l fu l  vert ica l   in tegrat ion  of  

the i r   f ranch ise  show,   they  would  have   the  opportun i ty   to  spend mi l l ions  o f  do l lar  a  

year  on  of f ic ia l  books ,  nove ls ,   t rad ing  cards ,  cof fee  mugs ,   t ‐ sh i r ts ,  DVDs,  and  act ion  

f igures .    

By   i ts   th ird  season,  The X‐F i les  had a lready begun to  regular ly  spoof  

i tse l f .   In   the “narrat ive  abduct ion”   (Lavery,  Hague,  Cartwright ,  “Generat ion X”)  

of  “Jose Chung’s  From Outer  Space,”   for  example,  one of  severa l  br i l l iant  

episodes penned by Darr in  Morgan,  a  novel ist  wr ites  a  “non‐f ict ion sc ience 

f ict ion”  book about  a  Mulder/Scul ly   invest igat ion of  an  a l ien  abduct ion and,  

after  a   labyr inth ine story  which spoofs  the Fox’s  explo itat ive  a ir ing  of  an  

“Al ien Autopsy,”  bur lesques Twin Peaks,  and  inc ludes  appearances  by   future  

governor  of  Minnesota  Jesse  Ventura  and  Jeopardy host  A lex  Trebek as  Men  in  

B lack,  and comes to  the conclus ion that  Mulder   is  a  “t ick ing  t ime bomb of  

insanity .”   In  Season Seven’s  “X‐Cops”  Mulder  and Scul ly   f ind themselves   in  the 

middle  of  an  episode of   the Fox real i ty  show Cops  in  what  becomes a  k ind of  X‐

F i les  mockumentary.   In  the same season’s  “Hol lywood A.D.”   the partners  

become consultants  on a  movie  vers ion of  an  X‐F i le ,   in  which comic  Garry  

Shandl ing  p lays  Mulder  and Tea Leoni   (Duchovny’s  wife)  does  Scul ly .  Such 

send‐ups,  however,  and tour‐de‐force episodes  l ike  “Tr iangle”   (Season S ix) ,  

inspired by Hitchock’s  exper iment   in  shoot ing without  cuts   in  Rope  (1948) ,  

helped to  g ive  the ser ies  new creat ive  energy.  As  K inney notes  “every  t ime you 

pronounce  i t  creat ive ly  dead,   i t  comes back to   l i fe   l ike  the ghouls   that  Mulder  

and Scul ly  have been  invest igat ing  these e ight  odd years .  Every  t ime you th ink  

the show has   fa l len   into   i rreparable  se l f ‐parody,  Chr is  Carter  has  a  mari juana‐

induced epiphany,   ro l ls  off  h is  chaise  on some remote Hawai ian beach,  and 

v ideophones  in  an  idea that  shake new  l i fe   into   i t .”  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In  2001,  The  X‐F i les  produced   i t s  one  and  on ly  sp inof f ,   the  short ‐ l ived  The  

Lone  Gunmen,  which   featured   the   three  consp i racy‐nerds ,  Lang ly ,  F roh ike ,  and  Byers ,  

who had  of ten  a ided  Sku l ly  and  Mulder   in   the i r   invest igat ions .   (Af ter   the  demise  of  

the i r   show,  Carter  would  have   the  Gunmen hero ica l ly  k i l led  of f   in   the  “ Jumping   the  

Shark”  ep isode  of  X‐F i les ’   f ina l   season. )  Many  ser ies ,  however ,  a t tempted   to  mine  

the  ve in  X‐F i les  had opened up.  Mil lenn ium  (1996‐1999)  and  Harsh  Rea lm  (1999)—

both  created  by  Chr is  Carter ,  Dark  Sk ies   (1996) ,  Roswel l   (1999‐2002) ,  Dark  Ange l  

(2000‐2002)—al l  owed a  substant ia l  debt   to  The  X‐F i les ,   though  none  matched   i t s  

success .  

The  ser ies  has   insp i red  a  good  dea l  o f  c r i t i ca l  a t tent ion .  Both  Graham and  

Kn ight ,   for  example ,   f ind   i t  a   revea l ing  example  of   la te   twent ieth  century  “consp i racy  

cu l ture .”  De lasara  has  exhaust ive ly  cata logued  how the  ser ies   i s   indebted  

to/ imbedded  in  popular  cu l ture .  Wi lcox  and  Wi l l iams  and  Parks  see   i t  as  an   important  

femin is t   text ,  w i th  Sku l ly ,  both  a  sc ient i s t  and  a  courageous  FB I  agent ,   serv ing  as  an  

important  new ro le  model .  Bad ley  examines   i t  as  a  Foucau ld ian   reve lat ion  about  

contemporary  at t i tudes  about   the  body.  C lerc  has  examined   i t s   fandom.  Kubek  of fers  

a  Lacan ian ,  psychoana lyt ic   read ing  of   the  ser ies .  Both  Burns  and  McLean  engage   in  

“parano id  cr i t i c i sm”   (Lavery)   that  mirrors   the  ser ies ’  own parano ia .  Burns ,   for  

example ,  be l ieves   that  “ the  show pokes   fun  at   the   fantasy   that   te lev is ion  might ,   l i ke  

the  b lack  o i l ,   sneak   in   through  our  eyes  and   ‘ in fect ’  us  w ith  a l ien  cu l tura l   in f luences .  

And  so   the   rebe l  a l iens  protect   themselves  by  burn ing   the i r  eyes  shut .  A l lowing  

noth ing  v i sua l   to  seep   in  means  a l lowing  no  seduct ion  and  no  oppress ion  of  cu l tura l  

d i f ference  by   the  normat ive  cu l ture  contro l l ing   the  v i sua l   f ie ld .”  

The  ph i losopher  N ietzsche  once  observed,   through  h is  mouthp iece  

Zarathustra ,   that   the  great   secret  o f   l i fe   i s   to  “d ie  at   the   r ight   t ime.”  Though   i t s  n ine  

year   run  as  a   te lev is ion  ser ies  was  governed  by   the   fa i th   that  “ the   t ruth   i s  out  

there ,”  The  X‐F i les  cou ld  not  c la im to  have  understood  Zarathustra ’s   t ruth ;   i t   l i ved  on  

for   two or   three  seasons   too   long ,   i t s   rat ings  ha lved   f rom the i r  peak ,  and   i t  may  not  

be  dead  yet .  Hav ing  a l ready  spun‐of f  one   feature   f i lm,  add i t iona l  mov ies  are  

poss ib le ,  and   i t  w i l l   l i ke ly  cont inue   to  be  one  of   the  most  popular   shows  in  

synd icat ion .  

For  a   t ime,  however ,   i t  was  an   internat iona l  cu l tura l  phenomenon,  an  

enterta inment   that  both  shaped  and  ref lected ,  and   f ina l ly  conf i rmed,  Amer ican  

sens ib i l i ty   in   the  pre‐mi l lenn ium,  pre‐9/11  decade.   I t  was  not  Law and  Order ,  

recyc l ing  cases   f rom contemporary  head l ines ;   i t  borrowed  f rom the  ze i tge is t ,  not   the  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f ront  page.  Though   i t   remained  a  ser ies   that  never   rea l ly   took   i t se l f   that   ser ious ly ,  

The  X‐F i les  made sub l ime parano ia   the  s tuf f  o f  network   te lev is ion  and  “drast ica l ly  

ra ised   the  bar  on   th is  part icu lar  genre ,”  as  contr ibutor  Wi l l iam Gibson  would  observe  

in  a  d ia logue  with  Chr is  Carter .   “ I t ’ s  a  genre  without  a  name,”  G ibson   ins is ted ,  “but  

there ’s  a   l ineage.  The  next   t ime somebody  approaches   th is  genre ,   the  bar   i s  The  X‐

F i les”   (McIntyre) .  

 

Questions to Consider: 

•  How d id  The  X‐F i les  deve lop   f rom a  cu l t   show  into  a  mainstream h i t?  

•  X‐F i les  creator  Carter  has  observed   that  “ the  show’s  or ig ina l   sp i r i t  has  become 

k ind  of   the  sp i r i t  o f   the  country—if  not   the  wor ld”   (quoted   in  Kn ight ) .   I s   th is  

remark   just i f ied?  

•  The  X‐F i les  was  c lear ly   subvers ive   te lev is ion .  But  what  exact ly  d id   i t   subvert?  How 

d id   i t   subvert   i t se l f  as  wel l?  

•  How d id   the  ser ies  UST  contr ibute   to   the  ongo ing  narrat ive  o f  The  X‐F i les?  

•  What  genre   formulae  are   ident i f iab le   in   the  ser ies?  

•  Can you   ident i fy   some ways   in  which  The  X‐F i les  was   te lev isua l ly   innovat ive?  

•  After   inspect ing  some  fan  s i tes ,  as  wel l  as   the  of f ic ia l  X‐F i les  webs i te  

(ht tp ://www.x‐ f i les .com/) ,  how would  you  character ize   the  contr ibut ions  o f   the  

Internet   to  our  understand ing  and  apprec iat ion  of   the  ser ies?  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