“Does Giant Tentacle Spew Come out with Dry Cleaning?”: Angel as Body Horror
Stacey Abbott

It is a commonly held belief that the levels of censorship that are a natural part of the television landscape restrict attempts to engage with horror in its ‘truest’ form.  While it is a fact that there are currently more restrictions imposed upon TV horror then in film production, it is inaccurate to suggest that this precludes television from engaging with the genre for it does not recognise the evolving nature of both television and horror.  In fact, Angel sits at a pivotal moment in which television was readdressing its relationship to horror, or more broadly its relationship to graphic displays of body horror. As a vampire TV series Angel is overtly embedded within the horror genre and as a result suffered greater restrictions on the display of body horror than mainstream series like ER and CSI. Despite these restrictions Angel was still able to openly address the indeterminacy and liminality of the human body through its representation of the body in torment.  While on Buffy vampires like Angel and Spike in particular are presented as all the more human for although they cannot age nor die, they are humanised through their physicality.  On Angel this materiality of both the vampire and human body takes on a different meaning.  While the body in a show like ER is something to be fixed or cured, and in CSI and Bones it is a ‘speaking witness’ to crime, on Angel it is something that is always under attack, redefining its boundaries or undergoing processes of transformation. In this paper I will therefore analyse Angel as a horror text in a period of transition within television, still restricted from fully engaging in the graphic display associated with the genre but pushing the boundaries of what is acceptable within TV horror. At the same time the series challenges the modern perception of the body as stable, contained and comprehensible. On Angel, the body may be tangible and penetrable but it remains indecipherable. 

‘What Would Buffy Do?’: 

Whedonesque Archetypal Heroines in 

Joan of Arcadia, Dead Like Me and Wonderfalls

Tuba Ay
After the success of Joss Whedon’s Buffy the Vampire Slayer, many subsequent series like Joan of Arcadia, Dead Like Me and Wonderfalls incline towards the monomyths of archetypal heroines similar to that of Buffy Summers’. While narrating their heroines’ journey, these series’ handling of myth-bending, teenage angst and sense of humor is evidently Whedonesque. 

Although all these heroines including Buffy proceed with Campbellian phases of Separation-Initiation-Return through their journeys, I hypothesize that, there is a clear distinction separating the post-Buffy shows’ heroines from Buffy. Unlike Buffy, who is transformed from a Reluctant Heroine to a Willing Adventurer with the aid of her mentor Giles by suppressing her reluctancy through dedicating herself completely to her destiny as well as fulfilling her responsibilities as a Slayer, the heroines of Joan of Arcadia (Joan Girardi), Dead Like Me (George Lass) and Wonderfalls (Jaye Tyler) remain as Reluctant Heroines, resisting to suppress that reluctancy and remain skeptical to encounters with the supernatural. They are always in conflict with their destinies or given gifts that separate them from the Ordinary, mostly prone to fail their duties, and even in disagreement with their mentors or guides. 

Joss Whedon ingeniously deconstructs Buffy’s –also Giles’ as her mentor – conservative attitude which reminds the classical mythical archetypal heroes, through positing encounters with volatile characters which are blurring strict demarcations of good and evil, human and demon, natural and supernatural. Through ambiguities and dilemmas, the series reflect postmodern freedom afforded by the demise of modern dichotomies stemmed from the need of order. On the contrary, the heroines in post-Buffy shows are not themselves conservative: Joan is a non-believer to whom God speaks through; George has become a grim reaper who never considered the possibility of an afterlife when she was a mortal; and Jaye, a pathologic narcissist is forced to help people around through the insights given by inanimate objects. These series aspiring to reconstruct, not deconstruct, its heroines within their course of heroic journeys, manifesting the desire for discipline and order in the cacophonous freedom postmodernity offers. 

"The Shell I'm In": 

Monstrous embodiment and the case of Illyria in Angel
 

Bronwen Calvert
This paper is developed from another I gave on monstrous mothers in Angel (at Bring Your Own Subtext, Huddersfield, UK, June 2005 and forthcoming in Critical Studies in Television).  While working on it I realised that the "monstrosity" under discussion also applied to Fred's transformation into Illyria in Angel season five.  Ideas of monstrous embodiment are, of course, at the forefront of Angel the series with its vampire hero; the series has also seen "monstrosity" played out upon the bodies of Darla and Cordelia. Illyria's brief appearance towards the end of the series immediately attracted critical commentary; to cite two recent examples, Jes Battis discusses Illyria's "outsiderness", while Lorna Jowett explores the transformation of Fred into Illyria in the context of gender and science. [1]  The character also captured the imaginations of the audience and initial dismay at the loss of Fred became delight at the appearance of Illyria.    
In this paper I discuss Illyria, not only in the context of the "monstrous-feminine", but also in light of theories of female embodiment discussed by Elizabeth Grosz, among others. Illyria can be read as an example of a maternal goddess-monster giving birth to itself, and as such I analyse Fred's death as a form of gestation and a parallel with Cordelia's demonic pregnancy in season four.   In Illyria's embodied representation (from "Shells" onwards) I see gender problematised in the appearance of a nominally genderless or masculine character (a "god") as a leather-clad female.   However, I also read Illyria's "monstrosity" and strangeness as positive attributes, both for the character within the world of Angel, and also for the audience who experience pleasure in viewing this complex and ambiguous character. 
  


[1] Jes Battis, "Demonic Maternities, Complex Motherhoods: Cordelia, Fred, and the Puzzle of Illyria", Slayage 18 (5.2), 2005; Lorna Jowett, "Serious Girl Spectacles: Women Scientists Juggle Gender Roles", unpublished paper, 2005.
Does the Whedonverse have an unconscious?

Yehudit Anna Coen

I propose that the “miniverse” known as “Restless” (0422) proves the existence of this unconscious, and calls it The Cheese Man, AKA, Joss Whedon.  Further, this existence is confirmed by the conscious and collective coining of the word “Whedonverse,” a natural next step of Robert Heinlein’s a general “World as Myth” concept.

The writer writes he knows, and no matter what a writer says, a character can only take on a life of its own as far as is contained with the brain of its writer.  It is Whedon’s brain and self-journey, attested to over and over in his episode commentary, that drives the Whedonverse.  Whether the characters are conscious of their journeys, they are in the end unconscious of what is a priori consciousness for the audience, that they are driven on their journey by Whedon.  Whedon knows it, and we know it because he describes the process of letting go of form, of writing dream sequences, in his commentary to “Restless.”  At the same time, he has also acknowledged the necessity for consistent rules to maintain the believability of a created universe.  This is as familiar a contradiction as ee cummings creating poetry in rebellion to established form and as Jackson Pollok creating art that fought with its own frame.

In the end, it seems to me that whether Whedon is conscious of this idea, he himself is the Cheese Man, as the Cheese Man appears consistently within each dream, Joss himself is the obvious consistent rule within his Whedonverse.  

“I’m Under Your Spell”:

Willow & Tara: The Vanishing of the Other and the Utopia of Love

Carmen Denhart

Few events in BtVS have caused more public uproar than the love and death of Tara Maclay. But debates revolving around this issue mostly tend to get stuck in a dull dichotomy. Where artistic freedom is posited against social responsibility, both sides fail to address the question of artistical responsibility: What aesthetic necessity – if any – underlies Tara’s murder and Willow’s ensuing campaign to wreak havoc? 

To understand Tara’s dying, you have to understand her living – namely, the one she shares with Willow. As often, a psychoanalytical reading can help. Of course, psychoanalysis is infamous for equating lesbianism with narcissism. But given the two witches, the claim cannot lightheartedly be dismissed. Instead, by unfolding the dialectics of narcissism, it has to be stripped of its homophobic stance. In the case of Tara and Willow, homosexuality functions first and foremost as an overt token for the uniqueness of their love. Whereas all other couples on BtVS obey to the phallic concept that opposites will attract, Tara and Willow truelly bond as equals.

During the course of the series, their relationship is deliberately (and also very poetically) set up as a site of transcendence, an outerwordly safehaven against the constraints of normality. Horrificly, Willow’s violation of her lover’s memory is driven by the same libidinal logic. Unrelented love knows no boundary, no fixated border between me and you. And because of that, it always endangers the lovers, when exposed to the atrocities of society, to suffer jointly in undifferentiated symbiosis. (Mark the disturbing mother-child-scenes between Willow and Tara at the end of season 5.)

But only by means of the same narcissistic desire can the wounds that it cleaves be healed. The story of Willow and Tara manages to capture those rare, elusive and enchanted moments of bliss where the annihilation of the other is transformed into the sublation-elevation of the self. And that may well be a better monument of a love to remember than a tombstone could ever be.

Willow’s Skin Ego and The Fantasy of the Flayed Skin

Tuna Erdem

In the Buffyverse where demonism is considered a dermatological illness, it is no wonder that when Willow turns evil, she prefers to murder by skinning. Evil which is an attribute we generally regard to be more than skin deep is inscribed on the skin in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. 

Therefore Willow’s turn to evil is presented as a physical transformation that begins with black magic crawling on her skin and ends with a newly acquired veiny skin as well as new hair colour. As if this is not enough to show that her evil incarnation is of the dermis, she then goes and kills a man by the gruesome method of flaying. When a repentant Willow comes back to Sunnydale after being rehabilitated for her crimes, she falls prey to a demon that flays, proving that her skin problems are yet to disappear. 


In this paper I will use Didier Anzieu’s theory of the Skin Ego to interpret Willow’s character arc in the sixth and seventh season and propose a possible explanation to why her problems are represented as a psychosomatic skin disease. I hope that Anzieu’s concept of ‘the fantasy of the common skin and the flayed skin’ will enable us to interpret Tara’s death as a violent tearing of the common skin formed between the lesbian lovers, creating a wound that festers into her deathly skin ego illness. 
Rending the Sound Envelope in the Buffyverse

Seda Ergül

During choice moments of Buffy the Vampire Slayer an unconventional technique of narration is put to use, which although quite striking is still hard to notice. Whenever it is used, this technique always occurs during the representation of the inner images of characters. 

The soundtrack, which usually functions as a bridge between the subjective and objective spaces, is cut abruptly in this technique creating a harsh effect and proposing neither a bracket nor a smooth transition between the objective and subjective world of the characters. Furthermore by breaking off the audience from the diegetic world it also echoes the same harshness in the extra-diegetic space.

In this paper I will look at three scenes from three different episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer that are examples of the above-mentioned technique. First I will compare the three scenes in order to find what similar motive has occasioned its use, then using French psychoanalyst Anzieu’s theory of the sound skin I will try to interpret this technique from a psychoanalytic paradigm. 

When Buffy Came to Town…

How BtVS Changed our Perception in Television

Selim Eyüboğlu

Seen through the prism of Žižekian cultural studies, BtVS can be said to have made the TV audiences conscious of the role of three social force fields, namely, the symbolic, the imaginary and the Real. While Spike lives in the domain of the Imaginary, ignoring the rules of the society, Buffy and her mentor Giles fulfill the demands of the big Other. Yet, Spike is still bound to the prohibitive codes of the society, desiring Buffy, among other things. Furthermore, the ordinary vampires represent the Real, the very absence of any societal rules, conscious or language. Thus, the witty interactions of the inner dynamics of those three force fields make the show exceptionally thought provoking.

Like BtVS, other TV shows can also be positioned within the matrix of the symbolic, the imaginary and the Real. There are, for instance, the so-called symbolic-happy shows such as CSI:Miami where the symbolic order appears threatened. There is, therefore, a strong motivation to restore the traditional values of the society that praises prohibition. There are also the Imaginary-happy series like Nip Tuck where moral ambiguity, narcissism and enjoyment are presented as the outcome of the post-prohibitive society where individuals are obsessed with themselves on an Imaginary field. Lastly, there are the Real-happy television shows. Here, most provocative of all, the symbolic order appears impoverished. In shows as distinct as Smallville and Six Feet Under, one can observe the dissolution of the society at large, as well as the failure of the symbolic to mend its rule-generating network, which Giles would have regarded as the sign of Apocalypse.

Representing the conflictual fields of the Real, the Imaginary and the Symbolic in the most provocative manner, BtVS, along with Angel and Firefly are likely to have sensitized the audiences to similar dynamics operating in other shows, beyond a point of no return.    

Sanctioned Places/Sacred Spaces: 

International Relations and the Buffyverse

Monica Ingber


The concept of sanctioned space - articulated in terms of ideas like sovereignty to no-fly zones – has occupied an important, but often controversial place in international relations discourse. By applying metaphors of sanctioned spaces from both of Joss Whedon’s television series Buffy the Vampire Slayer and its sister show Angel, this paper seeks to explore the idea of sanctioned spaces in international relations for the purpose of problematizing dichotomies like inside/outside, friend/enemy, and safe/unsafe, which arise from the creation of such spaces. Using various examples of sanctioned spaces, this paper will attempt to demonstrate that although the terms of the spaces can be presented in as black and white, in practice this is never actually the case. Instead, there are always areas of grey and exceptions to the rule that destabilize the dichotomies and force us to question the very concept of good and evil that guide our construction of the world in which we live.

Angel’s Female Freaks

Lorna Jowett

Angel is, like several other recent “quality” television dramas, primarily concerned with masculinity but this doesn’t mean it has nothing to say about femininity. In working to deconstruct binary views of gender, its female characters play important roles in negotiating territory traditionally coded as “feminine” (sexualisation, nurturing) or “masculine” (professionalism, control). As a vampire, Angel embodies power and difference; as a vampire with a soul he embodies the need for self-control. Control of the body and its (super)natural powers is an ongoing theme in Angel (and subsequent superhero shows), but here I examine peripheral characters, some of whom appeared in only one episode, in an exploration of the female freak.

Like other supergirl protagonists of the late 1990s and 2000s, most of these “freaks” are constructed as alienated. They strive for a sense of belonging or they desire to be “normal” but their superpowers inevitably set them apart from other people. Because these special powers are inherent in their genetic make up (a recognisable version of the superhero), the presentation of female freak characters is strongly tied to negotiations of the body and of sexuality. Angel often has a special relationship with these women, advising them on how best to control their power, or experiencing an attraction to them because of their shared experience of being a “monster.” Inevitably such characters are used as foils for regular characters, and while contributing to ongoing stories and concerns these female freaks reflect different versions of female power and control. I focus predominantly on Gwen Raiden (season four) and werewolf Nina (season five), though similar characters from earlier seasons will also be mentioned, exploring how their inclusion reinforces and complicates the show’s concern with sexuality and the body, competency and professionalism, and nurturing and the family. These issues are important for male characters too, but minor characters like Gwen and Nina are seemingly positioned to play out particularly “feminine” versions of them. Several scholars have pointed out that Angel has problems maintaining its strong female characters, and the resolution of these characters’ stories is often ultimately unsatisfying.

Coming Apart, But Moving Forward:

Magic Twins and Older Sisters in Fray
Dale Koontz

This paper seeks to examine the important role of family as an anchor in troubling and tumultuous times by analyzing the character of Melaka Fray in Joss Whedon’s eight-issue comic Fray.  Although Fray has received the least critical attention of Whedon’s body of work, it is well worth a serious examination.  While Whedon uses Fray to advance the Slayer mythos begun with Buffy and continued in Angel, he also uses the narrative to add some twists and turns to that mythos. Moreover, arcing constantly throughout all of Whedon’s work are the twin themes of the necessity of personal sacrifice and of the worth of unconventional families.  Both of these themes are central to the discussion of Fray.

Melaka Fray’s narrative can be read to closely mirror the “hero’s journey” described by Joseph Campbell.  Specifically, Fray must go through the three stages of departure, initiation, and return that Campbell notes are central to many of the world’s mythologies.  It is notable that in Fray’s case, her journey is inward as much as outward. Of particular interest is Whedon’s decision to make Fray a biological twin, a choice which raises clear questions of identity and purpose.  As the first Slayer in two hundred years, Fray is already coded as the “other” within her society.  Being a twin heightens this sense of “otherness,” as twins are often viewed simultaneously as being objects of fascination and fear.  Additional examples of twinship will be discussed, using examples from both classical mythology and contemporary works.  In addition to being a biological twin, Fray’s duality is also immediately apparent in her multi-layered name.  When readers first meet Whedon’s Fray, her sense of self is beginning to fray as rapid, dramatic changes take place in her life.  Who she determines herself to be as she faces the reality of the coming fray is at the very center of her inward journey, which is one Whedon suggests we all must take.  

Well, that’s the most fun you can have without having any fun: Recurrence of the tortured, bare, male body

Anna M. Liebmann


When I got my hand on an Astonishing X-Men-TPB, I was, well, astonished. Didn’t Issue 4 end with the exact same image as did the Episode 3.04 Beauty and Beasts? The believed-dead ex- boyfriend (Peter “Colossus” Rasputin/ Angel) recognizing his love (Kitty “Shadowcat” Pride/ Buffy Summers) kneeing in front of her and searching for comfort in her lap, with her standing frozen because of his animal-resembling outburst of violence two seconds ago, fear of attack and general disbelief about him being alive and recognizing her? And wasn’t Scott Summers “spearified” the exact same way (while writing this abstract, it’s still point of speculation if his death “takes”) as was Wash in Serenity? 


The most recurrent image in a Whedon-Text is the tortured bare male body. (At least the up- per part!) It’s never showing a woman, the guy’s always tied up, and he’s at his “most manly” and “true” in this situation. May it be Angel, Giles, Spike, Wesley, Mal and Wash or Xander. Does Joss Whedon actually believe in the “works of Shan You”? Do we meet the “real man” in the Whedonverse through torture? Is it a metaphor of the male sex in need of saving, and how is it possible, that the exact same image is able to create a different subtext in almost every sequence it is used? 

Questions of Authorship: The Paradox of Cult Television

Barbara Maio

My proposal is focused around the idea of authorship in television series from last 20 years. In this period quality television is often tied with cult production and Joss Whedon seems to be a perfect sample of this new kind of auteur. Stylistic representations, ideological choices, narrative structures and audience perception are all aspects that work for the realization of superior products but it is interesting to explore how much these products are samples of an original and personal creation and how much are the results of a workgroup and industrial strategies. Analysing the three  main creation of Whedon (Buffy, Angel and Firefly) I will explore analogies and variations from different point of view: texts, contents, mise en scene, editing, music and so on.

Frankfurt School at Sunnydale High

BtVS and the critique of culture industry

Lars Quadfasel

It has become commonplace in cultural studies to think of Adorno as an elitist and boring old fart. That undoubtedly makes things easier – but not better. So, assuming the Frankfurt School critique of culture industry is still unsurpassed, the challenge is: Can there be any way to legitimate one‘s devotion to Buffy? How, in other words, should culture industry, the device of mass deception, ever be able to become more than culture industry?

Of course, a content analysis – depicting all instances where the show conveys politically correct attitudes – would not suffice here. The secret, as Adorno teaches, always lies in the form, and this is what has to be analyzed. Most importantly, the form of BtVS is not that of artsy television (imitating avant-garde cinema imitating visual avant-garde art in general), but is constituted by a mixture of some of the most degraded genres imaginable: gothic horror, sitcom and team soap. And it is by this technique, by transforming clichés into allegories, that the series achieves a hitherto unseen self-reflexivity, far exceeding camp and the like: a second-hand authenticity, so to speak.

The show can only do that by taking things seriously – its viewers as well as itself. BtVS provides TV with what Adorno always missed: namely, means appropriate to the medium. Not only does television lack all depth of focus, it almost inevitably tends to inscribe alienation into the daily routines of life. But what accounts for the worst, can also, as Buffy demonstrates, work as base for the best. BtVS brings home the notion of television: looking into the far – but with the looking-glass turned around. Viewed through such a distorted perspective, our world seems distant and strange, nearly monstrous; and that may well come nearer to the truth than social realism could ever get.

On Souls, Chips and the Surplus of Desire:

Castration and the Oedipal Vampire

Lars Quadfasel

Picturing the two most prominent vampires on Buffy, Angel and Spike, as castrated seems quite apt. Angel cannot sleep with the one woman he loves; and Spike’s ›impotence‹ scene in »The Iniative« (4.07) is, of course, legendary. But peculiarly, being ›castrated‹ results, for both Angel and Spike, not from a lack, but from an excess, an object that shouldn‘t be there.

This object, I want to argue, embodies the dialectics of negativity that, in Lacanian psychoanalysis, is known as the Law of the Father (the ultimate threat of which, as everybody knows well, is castration). Only when possessing a soul does Angel experience the fear of losing it; free of it, he misses nothing. Only because his natural demon-state of being has been disrupted, he is able to fall in love – but his love is forbidden by the same curse that made it possible. 

Ingeniously, Angel, the cool kid that can wait eternally, demonstrates the contradictions of symbolic castration. The Law generates desire – but also, and foremost, the desire to keep desire at safe distance. Angel’s fate is paradigmatic male angst: The horror of being deprived of one’s (corporeal or metaphysical) integrity by coming too close to your object of desire.

One might think of the neutered Spike as the farce to Angel’s tragedy; and, wryly said, he really is forced to move from oral to genital stage. But there‘s more to it. If the Law is internalized as a soul by Angel, then it is defied as an intruder by Spike. His chip represents nothing but the brute, senseless leftover of the Law’s traumatic imposition, an abject. The more Spike revolts against his chip, the more he is reduced to it. Neither man nor non-man, he is, to the eyes of everybody, nothing but scum. And only through identification with his abjectal state he paradoxically regains his dignity. Ultimately, Spike’s humanity is achieved by fulfilling the Lacanian categorical imperative: to stay true to one’s desires.

Flirting with Death: 

Thanatos in Vampires, Witches, and Children

Colbey Emmerson Reid

Adam Phillips, the British psychoanalyst of children, argues in On Flirtation: Psychoanalytic Essays on the Uncommitted Life, that flirtation is an apparently frivolous erotic activity that accomplishes something very serious. “The fact that people tend to flirt only with serious things,” he contends, like “madness, disaster, other people,” combined with “the fact that flirting is a pleasure, makes it a relationship, a way of doing things, worth considering.” The different objects with whom we flirt become ways of trying on different identities. Flirting is a way to meet the plethora of selves that can be created by relations to different objects. Flirtation thus assumes a relationship to love radically different from the “happily ever after” scenario that is pursued in western romance narratives. For the flirt, there is no “ever after,” there is only a present that goes nowhere. But flirting makes a pleasure out of our doubts about where the present might lead, turning what could be an uncomfortable ambiguity into the frisson of suspense. Flirtation defers ending, banishes The End as a conceptual entity. In this respect, for Phillips all flirting bespeaks a relationship to death, one that entertains the possibility of an ending lightheartedly, without committing to it or seeing it as a state defined by commitment at all.


Whedon’s “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” literalizes the flirtation Phillips contends is the preoccupation of all children, their lighthearted experiments with death, in the central sexual relationships of the series. Initially, in her love for Angel, Buffy flirts with death by committing herself to a love object which, as a vampire, breaks all the rules of death. This act prepares Buffy for her own death, which is also only temporary. Her passion for Spike undertakes a more radical flirtation, still playful even as the darker undertones—the stakes—of flirtation become more visible. Vampires are children’s love objects, representative of a flirtatious relationship to death that refuses to acknowledge the permanence of loss. Willow, too, as the witch who raises the dead, gratifies the childish wish for an impermanent death. Witches are children, their refusal of death best witnessed in Willow’s world-shattering tantrum on encountering the permanent loss of Tara. Neither character can become an “adult” until she banishes the world of witches and vampires, that is, the world of loss that can always be reversed or redeemed through mythology. While both Buffy and Willow eventually encounter, however, forms of death that exceed the limits of flirtation—the permanence of loss endured by the unresurrectable bodies of Joyce and Tara—only Willow succeeds in sloughing off her childish relation to death for an adult one: she gives up witchcraft, and becomes a computer “wiz.” 

Whedon, too, flirts with the anguish of death by presenting the same question about death to his viewers, in the episode where an institutionalized Buffy is revealed to have committed herself to the psychopathic fantasy of the Slayer. Which version do viewers prefer: the flirtatious myth or a reality permeated by loss? And what does our preference suggest about the culture of children to whom Whedon’s narratives appeal? What is, and what should be, our ideal: the magical present sustained by the “flirtatious child”? The adult “committed to death”? What are the problems and values of each?

Buffy and the Female Bildungsroman

Norma Rivera-Hernandez

This presentation seeks to address the issue of whether Buffy the Vampire Slayer can be read as a Bildungsroman and more specifically as a feminine Bildungsroman.  The Bildungsroman, or novel of personal development, has a long history initially associated with Goethe’s canonical texts Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship and The Sorrows of Young Werther. While today it’s hard to imagine teens reacting to the travails of Werther as they did in Goethe’s own age, any number of commentators on television have observed that the popularity of television teen dramas replicate some of the main aspects of the Bildungsroman. These are coming of age television shows which trace the moral and psychological growth of their protagonists, often placing them in an apprenticeship of some sort, key to the formation of their character. While the canonical Bildungsroman revolve around male characters, there are a variety of sub-genres, including those that explore the travails of development from the perspective of a central female protagonist. On the surface, it seems reasonable to read Buffy the Vampire Slayer as a Bildungsroman, as many in fact do and initially this seems right in that we can chart Buffy’s growth and development from high school to college to young womanhood, much of it shaped under the apprenticeship of her Watcher, Giles. And yet, as the central protagonist of a Bildungsroman, Buffy’s character remains rather static. She is after all the hero who must fulfill her destiny, whether she wants to or not. Throughout the series, Buffy’s path is set for her by virtue of her unique status as the Slayer. And indeed few of the characters on Buffy actually change significantly through the series, the one exception being Willow, who goes from being a shy and mousy girl to a full-fledged witch, along the way discovering her sexuality, almost destroying the world, and ultimately saving it by transforming the world’s potentials into Slayers. Can Buffy be read as a feminine Bildungsroman? Through an examination of the many faces of Willow Rosenberg, this presentation seeks to address that question.

“I Feel Like a Joan”:

Purity vs. Passion in Buffy the Vampire Slayer

Charlotte Sundström and Hanna Lahdenperä


Could Faith have saved the world? Probably not. Not because she is uncontrollable and primarily protecting her own interests, and not because she was lured over to the forces of evil, but because she is dirty. It is no coincidence that Faith, the one in need of redemption, is also the one who acts on her desire.


“I feel like a Joan”, Buffy says in Tabula Rasa (6ABB08) when the Scoobies lose their memories as a spell goes awry, and thus the writers open for a parallel to the purest of all saviours, Joan of Arc. The one who will save the world needs to be not only brave but a good girl. And good girls don’t get to both enjoy sex and live happily ever after.


This paper examines manifest female sexuality and desire in Buffy the Vampire Slayer from two angles. Firstly, we look at the ways Buffy handles sexuality and desire through her three main lovers: Angel, both a classic romantic hero and, as a vampire, a queer transgression, Riley, a quest for normalcy and finally Spike, pure physical indulgence.


Secondly, we discuss the gaze of the viewer and their perceived gender. While the consequences for acting on desire are swift and severe, there is a strong sexual undercurrent in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. For a show that so strongly disapproves of sex, Buffy the Vampire Slayer is extraordinarily erotic, and we discuss this in relation to female gaze in and at the Buffyverse.

The Magic of Critique: Science and Technology Studies in Joss Whedon’s Televisual Cosmos

Dennis M. Weiss

At first blush, Buffy the Vampire Slayer hardly seems like the television show to turn to as a reflection on science and technology studies. Something of a cross between the teen drama and horror genres, Buffy was more about vampires, wooden stakes, and cross bows, than high technology. And yet, running throughout the series, this presentation will contend, is a meditation on the place of science and technology in our postmodern age. It is in fact clear from a cursory glance, that Buffy had an interest in the state of technology. In “I Robot…You Jane,” the Moloch is unleashed onto the Internet when an ancient text is scanned for digitization. Ted, the homicidal robotic paramour of Joyce, almost kills our lead. Season four revolves around the high-technology Initiative and plans to construct the ultimate demon-fighting technology, in the form of the hybrid Adam. Season five focuses on those high-tech geeks Warren, Andrew, and Jonathan. Running through the series then is an interest in technology. And yet, the series seems to opt for magic over technology, endorsing the ancient ways over the modern, or perhaps postmodern, ways. This is nowhere made clearer than in Buffy’s confrontation with Adam. Willow, Xander, and Giles join forces to magically imbue Buffy with the power of the Primitive, the first Slayer. Buffy uses this power to vanquish Adam, who might be taken to represent the postmodern interest in hybrids currently dominating work in science and technology studies. Buffy seemingly comes down consistently in favor of ancient magic and ritual. Focusing on the character of Willow, though, suggests a counter-narrative in which the forces of technology, our “postmodern magic,” are not to be denied but must be tamed through critique. This presentation contends that a close reading of Willow, as the site where the forces of magic and technology converge, suggests a worthwhile perspective on the current state of science and technology studies.

Joss Wants You! 

Wank Your Way Through The Text And We’ll Bring The Chips: Joss Whedon’s Television and Hyperawareness of Fannish Meaning

Afşar Yeğin

Television shows, by their very nature, are invariably cognizant of the reception of their text by the viewers. As episodic texts that are consumed incrementally and over an indeterminate period of time, their very fate depends on the warmth of that reception, quantified by a show’s ratings. As such, all television shows, including those of Joss Whedon, are very aware, and cater to the taste and opinion, of their audience base. What sets shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel apart from others is not the fact of this awareness but the way it plays itself out in the text. This paper will attempt to identify one facet of the ‘whedonesque’; a particular relationship these texts have with their viewers, especially in reference to the ‘fan’ viewer. To that end, it will rely significantly on three concepts, two of which are associated with the Postmodern: hyperawareness, self-reflexivity and fannish meaning. Using examples from Buffy and Angel as well as other texts such as Veronica Mars that arguably bear ‘whedonesque’ qualities, it will attempt to reveal a pattern wherein not only are these texts aware of their own meaning and position within contemporary culture and fannish meanings that are shaped by and in turn influence the canonical text; they are also very skillfully able to generate, manipulate and incorporate fannish meanings to the industrial text. More significantly, unlike most of their predecessors, they do so without a veil to obscure these machinations. Whedonesque texts ‘talk back’ to the fan and embrace her – gleefully, blatantly and with loving flare. Fannish meanings are spurred on and nurtured by the canonical text, only to be reinserted back into canon in an endless cycle which ensures the endurance of the commercial enterprise. 

That’s Child’s Play

Grown-Up Television: Reading Between The Lines Doesn’t Make For a Good Lesson

Afşar Yeğin

Almost a decade ago, with the help of nerdy librarians, and perky cheerleaders, Joss Whedon built a universe. And while Buffyverse may have become a veritable powerhouse in popular culture, it has remained in the dog house of mainstream television, far away from ‘grown-up television’. This paper compares examples from Joss Whedon’s shows with those of ‘grown-up television’ to outline their structural narrative differences. In doing so, it aims to reveal the emergence of a tertiary meaning that runs concomitant to the text and the subtext in Whedon’s work and which is conspicuously absent from ‘grown-up television’. This tertiary meaning is akin to a metanarrative that extends beyond the text to reveal a discussion of universal conundrums that employ the text merely as metaphors. It is, in effect, a lost art Whedon valiant reclaims from the Postmodern. 

In outlining the factors that contribute to the emergence of the tertiary meaning, the paper focuses on the differences in the interaction between character (existent), plot (event) and subtext. In Whedon’s work, semic and hermeneutic codes are in an organic relationship; the text consistently strives to protect and balance these with the subtext. Buffy is, in equal parts and simultaneously, a kickass vampire adventure, the psychological profile of a girl going through growing pains and a metaphysical discussion of good, evil and free will. However, in ‘grown-up television’ there is a clear line between events and existents with the text often favoring one over the other. While this constant struggle between the two elements of narrative may nurture the subtext, it also prevents the formation of the tertiary meaning by distracting the energy of the reader. This absence is symptomatically revealed in the frequent need for a deus ex machina moral-of-the-story. Using examples of episodes from Whedon’s work on the one hand and primarily The West Wing and CSI: Miami on the other, the paper attempts to map out the presence and contributing factors of this tertiary meaning in the former.

