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ONCE MORE, WITH KNEALING




“She’s cool. She’s hot. She’s tepid. She’s all-temperature Buffy.”





BY Mark A. Altman


Make no mistake, Joss Whedon is a god.


Not a Zeus-like god who hurls thunderbolts from the sky and demands sacrifices of goats, chickens, geese, and the occasional vestal virgin, but an honest-to-goodness writing deity, a wizard of words, a maestro of the macabre and liege of letters. Not to mention he’s far more partial to plaid button-downs than togas. But, not unlike Vargas on the receiving end of a spear gun from 007, you get the point (or Mr. Pointy, in his case). If that fact got lost on us during his less-than-halcyon days, when Whedon wrote for the mouthy Roseanne and Dan, resurrected Alien, or even when he debuted the first Buffy, who failed to slay audiences on movie screens in 1992, by now it should be abundantly clear to those of us fortunate enough to have been hip to the oeuvre of Joss Whedon, this is a man of boundless creativity, thoughtfulness, passion, intelligence, and wit.


Are you not entertained?


In a medium and a genre in which sexy blond girls were cannon fodder for the creepy-crawlies that go bump . . . and slash . . . in the night, Whedon flipped the script. Instead of being the prey, the lithe little blond girl with the silly name was the predator, keeping the troubled town of Sunnydale safe from all manner of nefarious and apocalyptic threats to her friends and family, from points north, west, south, and east. It’s been said before but it’s worth reiterating that Buffy didn’t take place in the high school world of a John Hughes comedy, it used its supernatural trappings as a metaphor for the challenges and pain of adolescence. Not many of us could relate to growing up in a small town terrorized by soulless vampires, goblins, and ghouls, but most can relate to stories of unrequited love (or lust), sexy and soulful mysterious strangers, insular high school cliques, and cheerleaders whose bodies are possessed by their obsessed mothers. OK, not so much that last one.


High school drama had come a long way since Glenn Ford in The Blackboard Jungle. And what makes Buffy so unique is that it stands as perhaps one of the last vestiges of a more innocent age of adolescence, before social media and iPhones. When Buffy was created, it was still the era of creaking plot mechanics that could hinge on a missed ring on the landline phone, and in which the only social network in a town like Sunnydale was hanging out at a place like the Bronze while listening to music from a procession of great to middling ’90s bands. Buffy was delivering its swan song to the more innocent days of high school just as the first glimmers of social networking were arriving on the scene with Friendster (remember that short-lived precursor to Myspace and Facebook?). Buffy would be a very different show today: the denizens of Sunnydale would be snapchatting and tweeting about Mayors transforming into giant lizard gods and hellish Halloween celebrations. “For god’s sakes, stay away from Ethan’s and lay off the Band Candy.” Is that more than 140 characters?


Meanwhile, Whedon’s spin-off of Buffy, Angel, is a miraculous story of survival against all odds. The series debuted with David Boreanaz’s titular vampire as Philip Marlowe lite attempting to redeem himself on the mean streets of the City of Angels in a ham-fisted, noir-tinged detective drama. Sputtering for nearly half a season, the show began to find its own distinct identity, miraculously and brilliantly reinventing itself several times, first when Cordelia was bequeathed the visions of the late Glenn Quinn’s Doyle, and then when Angel Investigations took up residence in an abandoned art deco hotel, and, finally, when Angel and company would find themselves in charge of the evil law firm Wolfram and Hart. What was stunning was that despite the seemingly inane, high-concept TV Guide description—“Angel, the vampire with a soul, is forced to run an evil law firm in Los Angeles” (redundant, to be sure)—the show’s dramatic reinvention for its fifth season was a home run, and, much like Next Generation’s darker, more brooding spin-off Deep Space Nine, Angel often outshone its progenitor, despite having a smaller audience and receiving far less critical acclaim.


Embracing a more serialized structure than its progenitor, Angel required a more serious commitment from viewers of the pre-DVR age, who would be amply awarded for their loyalty (although I vaguely recall purchasing my first TiVo around that time, and I still have my plush Mr. TiVo to prove it). As Buffy began sputtering to its inevitable conclusion, Angel continued to evolve, culminating in one of the great series finales of all time, a supernatural Godfather denouement, a cliffhanger that is, regrettably, unlikely ever to be resolved. Not since Mike Torello and Ray Luca grappled violently in the cockpit of a rapidly descending Cessna in the second-season capper of Crime Story had a series left you hungering for more as the axe swung.


And since the respective conclusions of Buffy and Angel, Whedon has continued to amass quite the filmography (a subject for another book, surely). He rarely repeats himself and, no matter how disparate the material, marks his work with a singular style and wit. Even without Joss Whedon’s name in the opening credits, it’d be hard to miss his unique imprimatur on such a diverse array of film and television as 2002’s Firefly, the addictive, short-lived cult sci-fi western about a ragtag group of underdogs and misfits long before Guardians of the Galaxy made such things en vogue and 2012’s The Avengers, featuring a distinctly different band of underdogs and misfits who save the world and transformed Whedon from a revered cult figure to a bankable blockbuster film director, all while he knocked out the microbudget adaptation of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing, a charming and delightful retelling of the Bard’s whimsical comedy, which gets a very Whedonesque makeover and was shot in his backyard. He made the film on a shoestring between Hammer time and Hulk busting. Doesn’t this man sleep? Apparently not.


Meanwhile, there was the far less successful Eliza Dushku vehicle for Fox, Dollhouse; the genre-subverting The Cabin in the Woods, directed by Buffy veteran and future Martian Oscar nominee Drew Goddard, which Whedon and Goddard cooked up in a matter of days and that harkens back to horror classics like Sam Raimi’s Evil Dead but has a distinctly Whedonesque spin; and the beloved Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog, with the always delightful Nathan Fillion as the preening, narcissistic superhero Captain Hammer, a dastardly and lovestruck Neil Patrick Harris as Dr. Horrible, and an adorable Felicia Day. (And I would know since I’ve been lucky enough to work with both of them, the awesome and avuncular Nathan on Castle and Felicia on The Librarians, where we played hours of Lord of the Rings pinball with Sean Astin, but that’s a story for another time.)


As a television writer myself, it’s hard not to appreciate Whedon’s sheer talent and prodigious output, which I’ve always enjoyed, respected, and admired. My personal connection to Whedon predates this book by over two decades. When I first moved to Los Angeles and was working as a journalist for Sci-Fi Universe, the self-proclaimed magazine for science fiction fans with a life that I had started for Larry Flynt, of all people, I attended a Writers Guild mixer, where I first encountered Joss, in his ubiquitous and unmistakable uniform of T-shirt, jeans, and button-down plaid shirt. We talked for a while about his new film, Toy Story. He was excited and equally trepidatious about the film’s imminent release, Pixar’s first. He’d already become one of Hollywood’s most accomplished go-to guys for script fixes, doing substantial uncredited rewrites from films ranging from l994’s Speed to 1995’s infamous Waterworld which contributed a new twist to the seemingly immutable Hollywood axiom: Never work with kids or animals and definitely never, ever shoot on water. We all know now, of course, that the first Toy Story is a triumph, one of the great animated films of all time, and became a perennial favorite for a generation of children (and adults). But I’ll never forget walking out of the Crest Theatre in Westwood during the opening weekend to find Joss ensconced in the shadows of the back row quietly watching the film—and the audience. Surprised, I approached him and asked what he was doing watching his own film, which he had assuredly seen many times already. Chagrined and embarrassed, a nervous Whedon smiled, answering he didn’t want anyone to recognize him, hoping to anonymously see if the film played with a real, paying audience. Indeed, it did—it was nothing short of a masterpiece. That was the last time I ever saw that side of Joss. Success didn’t make him an egotist or an asshole, as it does for many in our business, but it did make him deservedly self-confident . . . and a better dresser.


After that, I would regularly run into him on Tuesdays at the late Pico Boulevard haunt, Laser Blazer, where we both used to pick up the latest laserdiscs and, later, DVDs and Blu-rays. We would have brief and amiable conversations, but I can’t say I ever got to really know him very well, although we were bonded into that community of pre-Amazon obsessives who would march out to the store every Tuesday to pick up the latest new releases on the day they came out—often leaving them in the original shrink-wrap for years. (As anyone who is still part of the dying breed of connoisseurs of physical media will adamantly and lovingly tell you, sometimes it’s just enough to know they’re there.)


Perhaps my most embarrassing run-in with Joss was years later at the Saturn Awards, the awesomely kitsch, sweet, nostalgic, and charming awards show devoted to genre entertainment held annually by the Academy of Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror Films. For years, my wife had been consumed by a question that she desperately wanted answered. Now, you have to understand that my wonderful spouse, Naomi, is a die-hard fan of the Whedonverse and a devoted fan of Buffy and Angel. Not only did we have a string quartet play the beautiful “Sacrifice” theme from “The Gift” at our wedding and name two of our rescue cats Giles and Willow, but for her first Mother’s Day I took her to Torrance to see Sunnydale High School (aka Torrance High School) and the original Summers residence nearby. In fact, when she first moved to Los Angeles, Buffy was a great solace to her since she had left behind so many of her close friends in Chicago, and it was the gang at Sunnydale High that helped her acclimate to her new life in a new city with new friends, not unlike the slayer herself. So you see, even though I ducked having to ask her question for several years, unfortunately, when she heard that Joss was going to be at the Saturns, there was no way I was extricating myself from this unwelcome task. Naomi insisted that I talk to Joss and get a definitive answer to her vexing query.


What did she want to know, you may ask? Not far from where we live in Beverly Hills, there was a three-way intersection; at it stood the Willow School, Wesley Street, and, nestled between them and now long gone, the imposing Angelus Shoe Factory. Naomi thought perhaps this had been an inspiration to Joss when he was creating Buffy. I, of course, thought I’d never eat lunch (dinner or brunch) in this town again if I posed her question, but when your wife asks you do something—other than take out the garbage—you do it and so I did. Mortified, I approached Joss at the after party, and, after exchanging familiar pleasantries and downing a few vodka-enhanced beverages, I finally, reluctantly, asked him if indeed this had been an inspiration for Buffy. Smiling amusedly but taking pity on me by not outright laughing, he answered quietly and thoughtfully, “You can tell your wife, definitely not.” And so ended one of the all-time great, long-held mysteries of Buffy for our family.


Hopefully, however, in this volume you now hold in your hand Ed Gross and I will be able to clarify many other mysteries, dispel some apocryphal myths, hip you to the best craft services, and reintroduce you to the wonderful worlds of Buffy and Angel in a new, candid, and exciting way. The joy of writing these oral histories of such beloved pop culture staples is not only to have a chance to revisit worlds we love (like Star Trek in The Fifty-Year Mission and Sunnydale and Angel’s City of Angels in this volume) and share insider stories with passionate fans about the creation and making of these iconic series but also to showcase the behind-the-scenes tales and many of the unheralded talents of so many of these wonderful shows with those who may have never encountered them before.


At twenty years old, there’s an entire generation of TV viewers who didn’t grow up with Buffy, Willow, Xander, Cordelia, Faith, Angel, Spike, Giles, Willow, Dawn, Flutie, Snyder, Anya, Kendra, Gentlemen, Masters, and Mayors. Once they read this volume, it’s our hope they will. Buffy and Angel are distinctly products of their time. They were created early in the second golden age of television, after the emergence of series like Hill Street Blues and St. Elsewhere changed the medium indelibly forever but before the renaissance of The Sopranos, The Wire, Mad Men, and Breaking Bad. But for as long as girls love boys, kids endure the endless tortures of high school, and we question the myriad sounds that go bump in the night, Buffy and Angel will always remain timeless. The visual effects of Mayor Wilkins turning into a giant snake notwithstanding, of course. That does look pretty lame now.


October 29, 2016




VAMPIRES AND SLAYERS, OH MY!




“I may be love’s bitch, but at least I’m man enough to admit it.”





BY Edward Gross


Growing up in the 1960s, I had a number of pop culture obsessions, most of which are still with me, including Superman, James Bond, Star Trek, Planet of the Apes, The Odd Couple (I saw the movie when I was eight and have loved the concept ever since), and vampires.


As to the latter, I was fascinated with the classic Universal and Hammer horror movies, most notably Bela Lugosi and Christopher Lee’s takes on Dracula. But that was nothing compared with my genuine obsession with Barnabas Collins, the vampire star of television’s only gothic-horror daily soap opera, Dark Shadows. From the moment I encountered that character one afternoon after school, he’d never fully gone away (a memory solidified by the fact that there was a period in the 1980s when I was hanging out with the man who played him, the late Jonathan Frid).


Strangely, the idea of slayers—those whose chosen path was to take down my beloved vampires, among other supernatural threats—was appealing to me as well. (I don’t even want to get into the psychology of wanting to see the thing I love destroyed.) The first person I recall doing that slaying was the reporter Carl Kolchak, played by Darren McGavin, in the 1972 TV movie The Night Stalker, in which he discovered and took down a vamp haunting Las Vegas. A year later Kolchak returned in The Night Strangler and, a year after that, in the weekly series Kolchak: The Night Stalker. There was also Roy Thinnes in 1973’s The Norliss Tapes TV movie, Gene Roddenberry’s 1977 TV movie Spectre, 1984’s Ghostbusters, the following year’s Fright Night (which introduced audiences to Roddy McDowall’s Peter Vincent), and 1993’s The X-Files (of course).


But then there was Buffy the Vampire Slayer, debuting in 1997, which was an entity all its own, capturing the imagination with horror, humor, and (shockingly) three-dimensional characters as it introduced the world (and me) to Sarah Michelle Gellar’s Buffy Summers and the rest of her particular Scooby Gang. And in that mix came the vampire with a soul, Angel, as played by David Boreanaz.


One TV show with a vampire and a slayer? My mind was boggled, and since I had been a journalist for a great metropolitan newspaper . . . sorry, that was Clark Kent . . . that is, for a number of magazines, I was given an inside look at the making of the series and also of the spin-off, Angel.


But even before there was a Buffy TV show, there was Joss Whedon. Back in 1995, I was an editor at Cinescape magazine, and it was announced that a fourth movie in the Alien franchise, ultimately called Alien: Resurrection, was going to be made (really big news at the time) and that someone named Joss Whedon would be writing it. Well, back then, before every bit of information about a film fell under the full and complete control of studio publicists or the talent involved was terrified of speaking out of turn, I figured there couldn’t be too many people named Joss Whedon out there, so I called 411, information. A moment later, I had a phone number and decided to give it a call. Joss answered, I introduced myself, and we stayed on the phone for about an hour or so, engaging in what would be the first of many hours of conversation over the years. Eventually, when Buffy did become a TV series, Joss continued to make himself available to me, and he even made it possible for me to speak to many of the other writer/producers of both series. As a result, next to Star Trek, I don’t think there were any other TV shows that I covered as much as I did Buffy and Angel.


This book, then, is the culmination of my lifelong obsession with both vampires and slayers. In telling the story of Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Angel, particularly in the oral history format, it was our hope that this would be the most in depth and intimate look at two shows that, whether people realized it or not, evolved the medium. A lot.


December 31, 2016




PART ONE


BUFFY


THE VAMPIRE SLAYER


“She saved the world . . . a lot.”




BLONDE ON BLONDE




“If I had the Slayer’s power . . . I’d be punning right about now.”


The year was 1997 and a new series debuted on the WB network with the unlikely and unpromising title Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Based on the critically reviled 1992 film of the same name, few would have anticipated that the series would soon become one of the most beloved television series of all time and pave the way for a succession of empowered female protagonists on television, including Sydney Bristow on Alias, the titular Veronica Mars, Battlestar Galactica’s cigar-chomping Kara Thrace and later Gwendoline Christie’s noble Brienne of Tarth on Game of Thrones—not to mention The Walking Dead’s badass katana-wielding Michonne, among others.


In the wake of the jingoistic, testosterone-fueled action fantasies of the ’80s with Sylvester Stallone refighting and winning the Vietnam War in Rambo and Arnold Schwarzenegger mowing down hundreds if not thousands of adversaries, female heroes were few and far between. It’s ironic given the dominance of such smart-mouthed and capable women like Carole Lombard, Jean Harlow, Myrna Loy, Katharine Hepburn, and Greta Garbo in the screwball comedies of the 1930s like It Happened One Night, The Thin Man, Bringing Up Baby, and Ninotchka, which paved the way for the powerful Barbara Stanwyck and Lana Turner in noirs of the ’40s like Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice. But women had rarely been considered action heroines; more often, they were the damsel in distress or, more likely, the scantily clad love interest for Schwarzenegger, Stallone, and Norris, who seemed more interested in stroking their weapons than their women. But that was all about to change. Ridley Scott introduced a new kind of female protagonist in 1979’s Alien with Sigourney Weaver’s smart, savvy, and sexy Ripley, and James Cameron took her matriarchal (and Xenomorph-slaying) power to a whole new level in Aliens a few years later.


By 1993 there was Johnnie To’s The Heroic Trio, a kick-ass Hong Kong chopsocky in which a trio of female superheroes defeats an evil master who is raising kidnapped children into a superarmy. Sound vaguely familiar?


But it was in the year 1997 that a new and thoroughly unexpected female superhero debuted on television, Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Like the great Stan Lee comics of the ’60s, this was a superhero who knew that with great power comes great responsibility (even if Buffy was more X-Men’s Kitty Pryde than Spider-Man’s Peter Parker) and who also found that her everyday problems as a student at Sunnydale High School often far exceeded the challenges created by her birthright as a vampire slayer.


It is a show that changed the small screen forever, and, while it’d be hard to consider television an auteurist medium, Buffy is one of the few shows whose success and tone can be almost entirely credited to one man, Joss Whedon, the visionary writer/director/producer who brought the slayer to life . . . death . . . and life again.




JOSS WHEDON


(creator / executive producer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer)


Buffy came from watching a horror movie and seeing the typical ditzy blonde walk into a dark alley and getting killed. I just thought that I would love to see a scene where the ditzy blonde walks into a dark alley, a monster attacks her, and she kicks its ass. So the concept was real simple. After all those times of seeing the poor girl who had sex and got killed, I just wanted to give her the power back.


SARAH MICHELLE GELLAR


(actress, Buffy Summers)


For a long time I think there was a lack of strong female characters on television, especially for young people, and it’s so hard because that’s the age you really want to identify with someone. You want to have a hero and the thing I liked about Buffy, and Willow as well as Cordelia, is that they are OK with who they are. They’re not the most popular or the most beautiful at school. Willow is the smartest, but they’re OK with who they are and there’s a comfort in their individuality.


SARAH LEMELMAN


(author, It’s About Power: Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s Stab at Establishing the Strength of Girls on American Television)


Buffy the Vampire Slayer was revolutionary for its time as it created fresh images of females, and demonstrated this to an important demographic—young teenage girls—who are fed all sorts of conflicting and dispiriting representations of women. The show established that girls no longer had to adhere to the standards for females in society. Buffy showed that it was not acceptable for girls and women alike to degrade themselves in order to fit into society, as society should accept all versions of females—ladylike or virile, timid or outgoing, polite or crass, and even heterosexual or homosexual, among many other conflicting personalities and characteristics for women and girls.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


(director, Sharknado)


Whereas in most horror movies, the female lead became a “survivor,” Buffy’s female lead became a “hero.” She didn’t need to become ripped like Linda Hamilton in Terminator 2 or Sigourney Weaver in Aliens. She was able to be feminine and tough at the same time. The magic of Buffy is that you could relate to her. She still had insecurities, needs, and desires, but at her core she also had to be a hero and a fighter to save herself and the ones she loved.


SARAH LEMELMAN


The world of Buffy the Vampire Slayer was a refreshing escape for the female sex. Women were seen enacting change on their own accord, and were equalized to—if not stronger than—men. Buffy asserted that women could, in fact, be valued in society. Unlike its predecessors in Wonder Woman and The Bionic Woman, Buffy the Vampire Slayer showed that young teenage girls could be powerful, too. The members of its cast became role models for girls to escape demeaning female stereotypes that had been laid down for so long and instead showed girls that it was perfectly acceptable to define themselves.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


Ripley [in Alien] started out a lot like Buffy. She was the everyperson on that ship. The unlikely survivor and hero. She learned to become a badass and a hero, while not sacrificing being herself in the process. Could Buffy have existed without Ripley in Alien? Probably, but Whedon has great taste and, again, understood what he appreciated about great horror movies of the 1970s and 1980s and did his spin on it, taking the best qualities from the best movies and making it into its own.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Before Alien, movies that showed female empowerment focused on sex appeal—Charlie’s Angels, Wonder Woman—which is not the case in Alien. Obviously, Buffy focuses on the title character’s sex appeal, but the point of that is to undermine stereotypes. You can be beautiful and not in need of saving. Sigourney Weaver is this tireless fighter, which is something that is seen in Buffy.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


Buffy really paved the way for more empowered female characters in the genre. Slasher films always had the strong female lead who was the “final girl,” but in some ways it was the process of elimination that made them the final survivor. In Buffy, it was less about a survivor and more about becoming a hero. In many vampire movies, women were under the thrall of a vampire and the victim in many instances, who needed to be saved by a Van Helsing–like character. Buffy on the other hand looked like the victim but was Van Helsing instead—but with a healthy sense of fashion and pop culture smarts.


CHARISMA CARPENTER


(actress, Cordelia Chase)


She was just a normal kid and she just wants to be a girl. My worldview at that age is not the same as it is now. I was twenty-four at the time. We weren’t going through what we’re going through right now. There wasn’t an Internet, there wasn’t empowerment, there wasn’t a female presidential candidate. I don’t think woman power came into my consciousness until Buffy. I guess when you feel empowered in general you aren’t really propagating it because you don’t really need to. I never felt held down or held back or anything like that, but I learned discrimination did exist for a lot of woman. I didn’t go to college, so I didn’t have the experience with civil rights. I was a little bit naive.


SARAH LEMELMAN


It may seem like a laughable idea that a show made up of vampires and young high school girls could possibly help pave the way for the future of women in television, but it in fact did just that, and became a popular culture phenomenon in the process. The program’s heroines are presented as feminist role models to its largely teenage-girl-based audience, showing that women should fight for what they want and not be discouraged by the limits that a patriarchal society places on women. Buffy the Vampire Slayer constantly pushed the boundaries of how the female form was represented on television and showed its audience that feminism can be a normal part of everyday lives.


JOSS WHEDON


I was watching a lot of horror movies and seeing blondes going into dark alleys to get killed and I thought it would be interesting to see the blonde go into the dark alley and be the one who kills instead. So that became Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, which I wrote and was promptly rejected by everyone in Hollywood till Fran [Rubel Kuzui] came along and found it and produced and directed the movie. Then a couple of years later, Fran and Gail Berman, who was working with Sandy Gallin who had the rights, came and asked if I’d be interested in doing a TV series of it. I thought about it a while and said, “Gee, that would be cool.” High school as a horror movie, pretty much sums up my life. I thought there was a whole series there.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


I really enjoyed the original Buffy movie, but the TV show lived up to the potential of the concept. Joss Whedon decided to use all the tropes of high school and growing up and then mask it with a vampire-show template.


GAIL BERMAN


(executive producer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer)


One of the things we did when we went to see Joss, Fran [Kuzui] and I, was to talk about this character and see that we were simpatico about her being a young empowered woman. Probably the most important thing we went to talk about originally. There weren’t any young empowered women on television and it struck us that this was a real vacuum that could be filled. Not only creatively, but it was important for women to see someone empowered on television.


JOSS WHEDON


Everything I write is about power and helplessness. And somebody being helpless and their journey to power is the narrative that sustains me. A lot of it has to do with being very helpless and tiny and I had two terrifying older brothers and a terrifying father and a withholding mother and, generally speaking, I knew I was on my own and I had no fucking skills. I was, like, I don’t know how to survive. I got mugged every time I left the house. Just like people were waiting in line. I’m pretty sure one in six New Yorkers has in their lifetime mugged me. I would just be walking around in my head creating these narratives where these little tiny people that nobody paid attention to kicked everybody’s ass in one way or another. Why they are always female I’m still not sure, but I’m not uncomfortable with it.


SARAH LEMELMAN


It may seem odd that a man, rather than a woman, had a passion to write and produce a show with a strong female lead, but Whedon—who was clearly ahead of his time—wanted to show that powerful and captivating young women can be a part of everyday life. As a graduate at Wesleyan University, he studied both film and feminist theory, and is a self-proclaimed feminist, stating that he has always found strong women interesting because they are not overly represented in the cinema [and] that there are a lot of ways to break new ground without having original thoughts. Perhaps one of the most important projects he worked on prior to the Buffy the Vampire Slayer movie was Roseanne, which starred a housewife who showed the world a new type of independence, while still relying on, and embracing, her femininity. This seems to have inspired and influenced Whedon, and with the success of Roseanne, he continued to hold on to Buffy.


JOSS WHEDON


It took a while, actually, to figure it out. I wanted to do this girl who was different and had powers. Plus I love vampires; they’re so cool. But it started with Buffy. Before the vampires became part of it, I knew that I wanted to make her this special person. Someone who wanted desperately to fit in, but had a higher calling. That’s how the idea of her being a vampire slayer first came to me.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


(editor in chief, Cinefantastique)


The evolution of vampires on page, stage, and screen paved the way for Buffy the Vampire Slayer in the sense that, as the depiction of the undead changed, something was lost. To coin a phrase, the bat had been thrown out with the bloody bathwater. Old-fashioned, frightening vampires became passé if not outright cornball while literature and cinema focused on sexy, romantic immortals suffering existential angst.


A serious depiction of a life-and-death battle between good and evil risked being laughed off the screen. Joss Whedon found a way to give us evil vampires again and undercut the risk of unintentional laughter by affecting a droll tone, somewhat akin to the 1960s spy series The Avengers: treat the important stuff in an offhand way; treat the trivial stuff as if it were really important. So Buffy may have been averting a vampire apocalypse, but she really would have preferred to focus on fitting in at school and making friends.


JOSS WHEDON


The title is one of the things I fought for. The only disagreement I ever really had with the network was I would not let go of the title. A lot of people said, “But it’s stupid, and it’s the title of a comedy movie, and people won’t take it seriously.” I’m sure there are some people who still don’t.


DAN VEBBER


(co–executive producer, The Simpsons)


I was a huge fan of the show. You hear the stories all the time about how hard it was for him to keep the name Buffy the Vampire Slayer instead of just calling it “Slayer” because people wouldn’t watch a show called Buffy the Vampire Slayer. As a fan I found that to be the case, too; it was hard to convince people how good it was, because it just had a silly name.


I agree with Joss, though, that he absolutely should’ve kept the name, because it’s essential to the mood and the tone of the show; that’s what the show is called and it says everything you need to know.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


One interesting thing about Buffy is the appellation “vampire hunter.” The notion of a vampire hunter is pretty much a cinematic invention. Stoker’s Van Helsing was a professor called in to consult on an unusual medical case, who recognized the signs and then read up everything he could find; in other words, he was not a professional vampire hunter. The same could be said of Kolchak, at least in The Night Stalker telefilm. The main difference between Buffy and these examples is that Buffy has a normal life—or tries to, anyway. None us really knows what Van Helsing or Kolchak would like to do in their spare time; in fact, the very notion of them relaxing and hanging out is almost comical.


But Buffy would love to go to a club and just enjoy a night out with friends. Which brings us to probably the main reason for the success of Buffy the Vampire Slayer: it gave high school girls a protagonist they could relate to, who lives in a world that, at least on the surface, resembled theirs. For high-school-age people, everything seems to be of life-or-death importance; every failure is the end of the world. The series’ little joke is that, for Buffy, this is not a metaphor but literal reality: her life is in continual danger, and she is trying to prevent the end of the world.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Women have historically been subjugated to men in both the home and workplace and I think that has permeated into literature and the media. In terms of the “girl in peril” trope, essentially, women are not capable of saving themselves. They are typically young and beautiful and need the big, strong, brave man to offer help and protection against some foe, or to get the girl out of a distressing situation.


Whenever I think of the modern girl-in-peril trope for television, I think of Marissa Cooper from The O.C., who is this beautiful girl, who always seems to get herself in the worst situations, and has another character, Ryan Atwood, who saves her. In recent times we’ve connected the damsel to blond girls, because of the stereotype that blond girls are dumb/ditzy/incapable of making decisions for themselves, so therefore they’re the most likely in need of saving.


The beauty of Buffy is that Joss purposely plays to these stereotypes—Buffy is blond, beautiful, petite, and a cheerleader. Also, let’s be honest, the name “Buffy” doesn’t sound very threatening. Instead, Joss shows that Buffy can do the saving, despite looking the part of the typical girl-in-peril trope. Moreover, he plays on this with inserting Xander as someone who needs constant protection. In earlier seasons, Xander is seen bullied in school and becomes the “damsel” in distress, who is saved by Buffy, the new hero.


HOWARD GORDON


(executive producer, Homeland)


Adults can love it and kids can see themselves in it. It just had that voice that makes you sit up and pay attention. I would say that its cult status was burnished because it really was the crucible of adolescence; particularly, being a strong, powerful young woman really resonated with a certain portion of the population that elevated it to cult status.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


Buffy is surprisingly responsible for how a majority of television has been reinvented. It took some of its cues from The X-Files in the sense of having an overall mythology mixed throughout, but it also deviated from what X-Files did to evolve the television genre itself. The first season of Buffy featured a “Big Bad,” a concept most TV series use as a buzz word during development, even though it came from Buffy, while doing stand-alone episodes as well.


SARAH LEMELMAN


The use of long story arcs was not the only tactic that was used which influenced modern television. As the title Buffy the Vampire Slayer suggests, vampires were a crucial component to the success of the show. While vampires have always captured the minds of readers and viewers alike, Buffy has revitalized the vampire genre. Angel is depicted as a romantic hero—with the catch-22 that he can never truly be happy or fulfilled, otherwise he will revert back to his soulless self, Angelus.


In the first three seasons of Buffy, he is essential to the story line in helping Buffy fight the forces of evil. Angel is despised by other vampires and demons, as he is expected to be torturing defenseless victims, not helping them. His heroic acts and inner sufferings create the image of the “sympathetic” vampire, which the viewer loves and approves of.


ARMIN SHIMERMAN


(actor, Principal Snyder)


Buffy fell in love with a vampire. If she let herself get too close to him she could get hurt. And yet with the growing love for that vampire, she wanted to be closer to that person. You don’t have to go very far to see that as a metaphor for young people’s sexuality. That a young girl is in love with a young man whom she’s frightened of. I assume she hasn’t had a sexual experience yet and that’s what he’s going to want and that she could get hurt by that. And yet, because of her growing love for that person, she wants to but she’s terrified because of how she might get hurt. She might say yes and then the guy may leave her. All kinds of decisions and fears that I, as a man, have no understanding of. But the writers on Buffy did.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


The characters grew up on Buffy, they graduated, they fell in love with different people, they grew up. The downfall of many shows is doing the same thing all the time. Buffy took a lead heroic character, Angel, and in season two turned him into the “Big Bad” halfway through. It was a ballsy move, and paid dividends. Buffy explored same sex relationships in a way that didn’t feel jaded or a ploy for shock value. And Buffy had shocking deaths of major characters throughout its run—something most shows do almost too ritualistically today.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Typically vampire films—and shows—are meant to represent the marginalized groups in society. The most obvious and blatant in-your-face example is the use of vampires in True Blood to represent the LGBTQ community and civil rights in general. It’s set in an unaccepting southern community where people know that vampires exist, but [the vampires] are largely frowned upon.


In its title sequence, there’s a sign to a store that says “God Hates Fangs,” and the phrase “coming out of the coffin” is used in multiple episodes. In its concluding seasons, the government creates “Hep-V” which is fatal to vampires, and it is clearly meant to be an allegory for HIV/AIDS. We also see this idea of movies representing marginalized groups, in X-Men, where mutants are seen as freaks, and not deserving of equal rights. On a broader level, vampire films are used to represent more straightforward, abstract things, like fear, or the “other.”


ARMIN SHIMERMAN


Buffy spoke to the fears, neurosis, of young people. Primarily to young woman who were just learning about their own sexuality, about their own emergence as adults. A great deal of the episodes were metaphors for that emergence. I remember one episode, in particular, where there was a girl who had been neglected, overlooked by all of her classmates and she became invisible and took out her revenge by using that invisibility. Well, I can imagine there were hundreds of thousands of young girls who felt that they were neglected in school and would like to be invisible.


SARAH MICHELLE GELLAR


I remember Joss saying the basic principle of the show is you take all that is horrible about youth and all that is scary, and we literally made them into monsters. But I think anyone can relate to what high school is like and how that is the worst monster for you and the worst nightmare, and it was something that was so relatable.


MARTI NOXON


(executive producer, UnReal)


These people—Buffy, Oz, Xander, Willow, Cordelia—they are teenagers. They make mistakes—and they should, for emotional reasons. They do stuff that isn’t very smart just as most of us do when we are that age. When I was trying to decide if I wanted to take the job, which wasn’t a very hard decision, but I hadn’t seen the show, so I was watching the episode “Angel,” when Buffy is fighting Angel at the very end and then she bares her neck to him, and says “Go ahead, take me, if you can, go ahead and kill me, if you can.” I thought, this is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, because she’s the hero, but she’s an adolescent, and she’s going to make decisions sometimes out of total emotion, out of passion, as opposed to her head, which makes it that much more interesting. That’s one of the things I loved about these characters: they’re fighting evil, but they were still teenagers.


STEVEN S. DEKNIGHT


(director, Pacific Rim 2: Uprising)


All the writers were giant fans of this genre and if I have one big complaint about other genre shows I see on TV, it’s hearing about people who work on them and getting the sense that the creators, the people who run these other shows, don’t have the love of the genre. If you don’t really have the love of it, you don’t understand it. That’s where you get things that seem creaky and a little too earnest and clumsy. It’s because that’s what they think the genre is. And it’s not. You go back to the original Star Trek. It’s the beautiful metaphor that you can tell a story about gay marriage, you can tell a story about terrorism, you can tell a story about racism, under the guise of flights of fancy. By God, we need another Rod Serling!


THOMAS P. VITALE


(executive vice president, Programming and Original Movies, Syfy and Chiller)


Unfortunately, aside from the notably great sci-fi and supernatural shows we all know and love, most genre television series before the 1990s weren’t made with the fan in mind . . . and probably most of them weren’t made by fans. In fact, there are too many mediocre genre shows in television history in which the sci-fi or supernatural elements are just used as a “setting,” but not much more. In other words, if you removed the genre elements from the show, the story would still work.


Conversely, in the best science fiction and supernatural literature, the genre elements are critical to the stories and those elements work as metaphor in addition to being used as part of the plot. But Buffy was important in the history of genre shows, because the genre elements are crucial to the story. Most important, Buffy was made by fans for fans. Buffy succeeded on every level—great characters, great stories, great metaphor and symbols, great homages, and great buzz among its target audience.


ARMIN SHIMERMAN


So, why is it endearing? Because it speaks to universal problems that young people have. And then of course it spoke to other things as well. It was a very powerful cast, with very good directors, and of course incredibly good writers.


TIM MINEAR


(executive producer, American Horror Story)


It also had a sense of humor, but because it was called Buffy, I don’t think that the network or some of the executives ever really understood what it was. I think they all thought that it was John Waters on some level, that it was camp. In fact, this was as far from camp as can be. It was serious hero drama . . . with some funny.


DAN VEBBER


For me, it was always about the characters. They were the smartest and funniest written characters that I’d seen at that point on a television show. That’s just Joss’s character voice that he writes in. It’s very quick banter and very pop culture savvy driven by goals which are heightened compared to real world characters. At first, it was the dialogue that appealed to me. Plus, being a genre fan I did enjoy the horror stories. I immediately latched onto the metaphor of the show: that high school is hell. I saw it as a place I could really pitch some stories that I thought would be really funny.


DAVID FURY


(executive producer, 24)


When I met Joss, he was specifically looking for comedy writers. He kind of knew what the tone of the show was and he was also aware that a lot of drama writers can’t do comedy and so when the show was initially in development, he had a lot to figure out, but he knew he wanted comedy writers.


DAN VEBBER


At that point I was exclusively a comedy writer, so I only thought in terms of, “Will this be funny or not?” That was always my first thing. And that was a detriment to me working on a show like Buffy, because emotion on Buffy is such a huge part of it. That’s something I did not have a lot of experience in and I was learning from Joss about the basic things involved in constructing a dramatic story for a one-hour TV show, because I had never done it before.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


Like any genre, the vampire genre itself had been run into the ground right before Buffy arrived. There had been clever deviations on the formula. There were horror comedies like Love at First Bite, Vampire’s Kiss, Fright Night, and Vamp that had fun with the vampire concept and you had groundbreaking reinventions like The Hunger and Martin. But what was brilliant about Joss Whedon is that he has a unique voice that looks at the world and genre in a different way. That allowed him to approach Buffy from a different vantage point, first with the original movie and then later with the TV series. He appreciated the conventions that came with the genre, but he wanted to find a way to subvert it by grounding it in metaphor as well.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


I’m not sure any vampire films in particular had a big effect on Joss Whedon. The impression I get is that he caught bits and pieces on the late show and mashed them together for an audience that wouldn’t know the difference. I suppose the Hammer vampire films were influential, at least indirectly, in that they tended to feature action. Count Dracula was never staked in his coffin—at least not successfully—there was usually some kind of struggle or fight scene, the most memorable being the one in Horror of Dracula, with Christopher Lee’s Dracula and Peter Cushing’s Van Helsing fighting to the death. And, of course, Hammer gave us Legend of the Seven Golden Vampires (aka The Seven Brothers Meet Dracula), which combined vampires with martial arts.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


I also think Buffy owes a huge debt to Kolchak: The Night Stalker series as well. The Buffy movie felt a bit broader than the TV show, which is more in line with Whedon’s quirky sensibilities. And as he gained more of a footing as a show runner, and later director, the show’s identity really came to the fore. Whedon is a great storyteller, who understands why great genre movies work—they were about something more than just the monsters. Strip away the vampires and monsters from Buffy and it’s about a high school girl coming of age. Look at George A. Romero’s Dead movies, and those films are allegories for other things.


HARRY GROENER


(actor, Mayor Richard Wilkins)


Part of its success is not just the vampire myth. It’s the sense of humor of it. It’s funny. It doesn’t take itself too seriously and it has a moral. It teaches something. It can be about abuse or it can be about bullying or it can be about whatever it is. And the monsters are actually monsters.


JOSE MOLINA


(co–executive producer, Agent Carter)


What resonated with me and what probably resonated with a lot of people was that it was a high school story, first and foremost. The monsters she were battling were all metaphors for the travails that a high school student goes through while they’re in school. The other thing that I found really unique about Buffy is that here she is, this beautiful, former cheerleader, all the boys think she’s cute and want to date her. But the people that she chooses to hang out with are these couple of misfits. And she’s a bit of a dork herself. I had never seen that before. I’d never seen a girl who looked like Sarah Michelle Gellar being one of us. One of the nerdy, geeky, high school losers. She was a relatable action hero who you kind of identified with. You either wanted to hang out with her or be part of her gang.


SARAH LEMELMAN


One of the major reasons that Buffy was able to garner such interest from fans and scholars alike is the fact that the program’s main characters are marginalized and considered outsiders, which . . . was not a typical formula for television in the 1990s, and even today. Rather than most teenage television series that showcase “popular” high schoolers, such as jocks and cheerleaders, Catherine Siemann calls Buffy’s protagonist the “ex-cheerleader who fell from grace,” who is paired with two other outsiders, the shy Willow considered a “brainiac,” and the awkward Xander, who uses humor to deflect derision from his classmates. Joss Whedon stood firmly behind the idea that “the show is about disenfranchisement, about the people nobody takes seriously” and [consulting producer] David Greenwalt stated that “if Joss Whedon had one good day in high school we wouldn’t be here.”


STEVE BIODROWSKI


Xander, to me, seems to be in the tradition of sidekicks like Harry Sullivan, from the Tom Baker era of Doctor Who: Harry looked like he should be the archetypal male hero, but since that role was already taken, Harry was a bit of a third wheel, who had to settle for providing comic relief, though his assistance did come in handy from time to time. The only difference is that Xander was playing second fiddle to a woman.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Obviously, Whedon himself faced struggles that the average, day-to-day teenager faces in high school, and not many television shows have been keen on portraying this. The Scoobies, ignoring their involvement with the supernatural, do not fit into the mainstream, and Whedon wanted to embrace this, hoping that it would provide a connection for viewers who were not always accepted by their high school peers.


HARRY GROENER


Everything has been pretty much said about how talented Joss is. He was just incredibly perceptive, and in tune and in touch with those kids. He knew how to write for them. He knew how to characterize the angst that was going on in these kids and he’s fast on his feet.


JOSE MOLINA


There was a sense of inclusiveness, which is a word we use a lot nowadays. But even back then I felt like the Scooby Gang was open to anybody who wasn’t an asshole. And even if someone was an asshole like Cordelia, if her heart was in the right place, she was still welcome.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Whedon’s portrayal of high school “rejects,” aside from the Scooby Gang, is especially shown in the earlier seasons, most notably in the episodes “Out of Mind, Out of Sight” and “Earshot,” which depict a girl who feels ignored by the rest of the world—and turns invisible—and a bullied boy who attempts to commit suicide, respectively. Buffy addresses these struggles to any ostracized students and sends the message to viewers that “belonging” does not mean a person has to be “cool” or popular but that having a supportive network of friends and family is more important than fitting into mainstream society.


JOSS WHEDON


It was about four years after the end of the run of Buffy that I really just went “Oh, I was Buffy! The whole time.” I always thought I was Xander before he started getting laid. I’m the wacky sidekick. Then I had this shocking moment of idiotic revelation that I’d been writing about myself that whole time.




HELLMOUTH OR HIGH WATER




“A Slayer with family and friends. That sure as hell wasn’t in the brochure.”


In the beginning, there was the movie. And the movie kinda sucked. It certainly wasn’t what its writer, Joss Whedon, had intended. Not entirely surprising considering that he was “only” the film’s writer, attempting to move from working on such television shows as Roseanne and NBC’s first attempt at bringing the movie Parenthood to TV into features—which was long before he ever contemplated putting Iron Man, Captain America, and the rest of the Avengers through their cinematic paces.


Whedon, who would go on to become one of the most successful and highly paid script doctors in the go-go ’90s, when it wasn’t uncommon for a scribe to get a million dollars for a week’s worth of rewriting on a big-budget action film, grew up on the tony West Side of Manhattan, in a family for whom the performing arts were nothing new, seemingly right out of a Noah Baumbach movie like The Squid and the Whale.




JOSS WHEDON


(creator / executive producer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer)


My parents were theater geeks in a big way and also just film lovers. They would just take us to things that were wildly inappropriate or strange. I saw The Exorcist in the theater when I was like nine. It didn’t damage me. And my mom was head of the history department and every year she would abuse her power to rent a bunch of 16 mm movies and throw them up on our living room wall before she showed them to her students. Every year for like ten years we watched The General, Steamboat Bill, Nosferatu, Grand Illusion, The Seventh Seal, and a couple of others. Not only did I get to see movies a lot with my parents, but I got to see the same ones over and over and over and over, which is really the key. That’s the thing that makes you go, oh, wait a minute, now I want to know how that’s done. I’m not saying Star Wars didn’t help. That also.


The big moment, it feels so stupid because I was so old, I was like sixteen, the moment of like “Oh, somebody directed this” was the Big Wheel shot in The Shining. That’s when I went, “Hold on a second, somebody decided to do this.” And that set everything sort of in motion. Right after that I got Truffaut/Hitchcock which was just the bible and the best comic book I’d ever read at the same time.


I went to Winchester in Southern England. The year I graduated we celebrated our six hundredth anniversary. The queen came, and I got to sing for her, which was pretty exciting. Then we had a big opening for our new theater and I had a little solo in the number. We watched the news that night and there was my little solo on the news. I was just, like, can anybody imagine how drunk I’m about to get?


There’s no way that Stan Lee and those guys weren’t influenced by Shakespeare. He invented a lot of the structures and rhythms that we understand and that we’ve built off of. I feel like Shakespeare was absolutely about let’s take this grand spectacle of theatre about kings and queens and gods and fairies and absolutely bring it down to earth. That was his genius. Let’s humanize this. Let’s tell stories about ourselves and pretend that they’re kings and queens. I’m always doing something large and dire in my scripts and in my ideas. There’s always genre, there’s always some big sort of concept I can build off of. The world is often threatened or the lives of the people, it’s not very Sundance-y, I don’t have a Sundance-y vibe. Nobody is going to go on a road trip and reconcile with their family. Unless they take an evil road trip.


It wasn’t long after graduating that Whedon decided he wanted to pursue a career in writing. He quickly discovered how much he liked it and that he had an aptitude for the craft.


JOSS WHEDON


I knew I wanted to be an artist and by that I mean not really work. Not do actual human work. I didn’t actually study writing, it was just something I did for fun. When I got out of college, I was, like, I want to make movies and I just sort of assumed I’d write them, but I didn’t really think it through. I didn’t have a plan. I was, like, “I’m going to make movies! Writing is perfect joy.” The moment I started writing a script I was, like, “This is my true love, this is why I’m on the planet if there’s any reason at all.” And that’s still the case. Even after things sometimes don’t go the way you wish they would.


I’ve always been working since I started writing, and that’s good. It’s required a lot of work and there were many times when it was heartbreaking and awful, but just in terms of day-to-day life, as long as I’ve been able to write, I’ve been able to make money at it. Hopefully I’ll move up and forward every time I try to do something and get to that next level. But that’s all about the writing; that’s all about doing the best job that you can.


I really needed money. My dad wrote for television and my grandfather also wrote, so my father suggested I try my hand at an episode of a TV show so that I could make enough money to move out of his house. So I did, but it was strange. I was a film major; I was supposed to make movies and I never thought about writing, but I just assumed I would without ever thinking about writing. I did a bunch of TV-episode spec scripts. First I tried to get an agent and then I tried to get a job. I ended up on Roseanne.


Roseanne was a groundbreaking sitcom and a huge hit for ABC. Starring comedian Roseanne Barr and John Goodman, Roseanne was the story of a working-class family of five in which its outspoken matriarch struggles with the never-ending problems of marriage, children, and work.


SARAH LEMELMAN


(author, It’s About Power: Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s Stab at Establishing the Strength of Girls on American Television)


Roseanne is another situational comedy that starred its namesake, Roseanne Barr. Roseanne is different than its predecessors, in that it not only features a strong and independent woman but also shows that she is far from the ideal image of what a woman is supposed to be. Although she is a married woman who deeply loves her husband and children, she still desires time to herself and to be free of traditional wifely duties. Roseanne changed the tide for women, showing to its audience that every body type is beautiful and feminine and that a woman who enjoys her independence and strength could still embrace the family around her.


Roseanne seemed to be a huge victory for feminists. It was an instant smash hit and had one of the most successful runs of programming during its time, as it reached the top of Nielsen ratings for most of its stretch while it aired on television.


JOSS WHEDON


Roseanne was quite a carousel ride. It was an extraordinary year. I liked the speed at which you had to turn the stuff out. It teaches you a good discipline. I would never have written anything if I hadn’t spent a couple of years on TV. We actually got so behind at one point that the plot of the next episode was listed in TV Guide before we’d written it. It all depends on the show. In TV, it’s all about the process. If you’re turning out a quality show where it’s consistently good, then you do have to go through hell, but there are certain times when it becomes only about the process. Then it’s about this guy’s power and this guy’s vanity and all of a sudden all you’re turning out is work. Toward the end of the year I was on Roseanne, that started to happen, which is why I quit. There were a lot of different factors, but basically the show started to suffer and it was all about, “Who’s angry at whom?” and none of it was about, “What’s happening this week on Roseanne?” I can’t help but learn a lot every time I do something. Just once I would like not to learn something.


Shortly after leaving Roseanne, Joss began writing what would become the 1992 Buffy the Vampire Slayer feature film, a tongue-in-cheek affair that cast Kristy Swanson as high school cheerleader Buffy Summers, who is recruited to battle the undead. Although he was satisfied with his original script, the final result was disappointing, creatively and financially. In addition, Whedon butted heads frequently with Swanson’s costar Donald Sutherland, a long-time genre fan himself and notorious pain in the ass.


JOSS WHEDON


I started writing the Buffy movie right after, but I spent a year on Parenthood [the 1990 series], that ill-fated show. Then I was working on a pilot for a while and that didn’t go anywhere. At that point I had had enough of that and pretty much wanted to do movies. [The script for] Buffy had gone out and had been pretty much ignored and then the woman who eventually directed it got a hold of it—Fran Kuzui.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


(editor in chief, Cinefantastique)


Outside of Paul Reubens’s death scene, I have a hard time remembering the feature film. I do think that the movie took a bit more of a silly comedic approach to the material, assuming that the very notion of a blonde high school vampire slayer would be automatically entertaining. The series wanted us to laugh at the character’s jokes, not at the premise of the show itself.


JOSS WHEDON


What I started with was a horror action comedy. It had fright, it had camera movement, it had acting—all kinds of interesting things that weren’t in the final film. Apart from the jokes, and there were a lot more of them—and all of my favorite ones got cut—it was supposed to have a little more edge to it. It was supposed to have a little more fun and be a visceral entertainment rather than a glorified sitcom where everyone pretty much stands in front of the camera, says their joke, and exits.


I wasn’t happy about anything—although there are some people who are faithful to it. I had one advantage from it: the direction was so bland that the jokes kind of stood out, because they were the only things to latch on to. In a way, that kind of worked for me, because it got people to notice it. But, no, that was a big disappointment to me. It could have been a lot more than it was.


FRAN RUBEL KUZUI


(director, Buffy the Vampire Slayer [1992])


Joss Whedon had written the original script, which, in all honesty, had been rejected by almost every studio in the United States. When somebody showed me the script, I saw an enormous potential in it. I optioned it, and then paid Joss to rewrite it accordingly to my concept and idea. Joss’s screenplay had Buffy just romancing around, sticking stakes through vampires’ hearts. There was no humor, and absolutely none of the martial arts that you saw in the final film. I think Joss envisioned his story as being a De Palma–type movie, something like Carrie. Also, he had written the character of Buffy as being so stupid and empty; she was totally unbelievable.


JOSS WHEDON


The movie is pretty different from what I originally intended. I like horror, but the movie ended up being more of a straight-on comedy. While it is an absurd story, I wanted to go for the thrills, the chills, and the action. The movie wasn’t as focused on that as I was. They lightened up the tone, and I always like things as dark as possible. In my original draft there were severed heads and horrible stuff going on. Camp was never my interest. I can’t really write camp, because it takes you away from the characters. I don’t like laughing at people. I like laughing with them.


ANTHONY C. FERRANTE


(journalist, Fangoria magazine)


There’s a lot of 1980s influence in Whedon’s Buffy work. Less so with vampire films, but horror movies that successfully mixed horror and humor—where the humor was organic and not forced. An American Werewolf in London, The Howling, and Return of the Living Dead come to mind.


SARAH MICHELLE GELLAR


(actress, Buffy Summers)


In my opinion, eighties horror films became almost comical in a sense. It was almost funny. It was the “babe” running in the woods; it was decapitation and gore and guts and blood. Truthfully, after a while it’s not scary; it’s funny.


FRAN RUBEL KUZUI


I was a very big fan of John Woo and his original Hong Kong marital arts movies. I especially admired Woo’s use of humor; he could have you watching a bloody fight yet have you chuckling at the same time. I showed the films to Joss and suggested that we use the elements of martial artist and humor in Buffy. That’s how all the tongue-in-cheek fighting got in the movie. I saw the whole concept of Buffy as very much about girls in high school who don’t want to acknowledge that they’re different. They’re encouraged to marry the brightest, smartest, best-looking guy who is going to take care of them, but then they find out that they’re not destined to just be somebody’s wife. I emphasized that detail in the story, because I wanted girls to know that it was OK to be different, it was OK to kick serious butt. I also wanted them to know that even with acknowledging their power, they might be able to get a hold of that bright, smart hunk anyway.


KRISTY SWANSON


(actress, Buffy the Vampire Slayer [1992])


So many people have gotten confused. They say to me “You’re Buffy, the vampire slayer, aren’t you? You’re the girl on the TV show?” I tell them, “No, I was the original Buffy—the one in the movie.” Then they ask, “Did they ever ask you to play the part in the show?” When I tell them no, they ask, “Doesn’t that bother you?” And I go, “No, not at all. Why would it?” I was too old to play a high school girl. Secondly, I’ve already played Buffy, already made my mark in a film that’s something of a classic. People get the wrong idea. They think I’m sensitive about talking about the TV show, whereas I’m actually proud to discuss it. The series is very different than the movie. Other than the fact that some of the characters are basically the same, it had nothing to do with the film whatsoever. First of all, the show was shot differently; it’s darker, more Nancy Drew-ish. And also the TV show is much more serious. The film was a lot lighter, fluffier, with more satire.


It wouldn’t be long after the original Buffy movie came and promptly left theaters that Whedon began work as a highly paid script doctor on a succession of major Hollywood films following his critically acclaimed work rewriting 1994’s Speed, which became a huge hit for Keanu Reeves and Sandra Bullock.


JOSS WHEDON


Once you start making the big money or working on the big projects, then all of a sudden there are movie stars, a giant budget, and there are suddenly a bazillion people who are trying very hard to make this work their way and there’s really no place for the writer. No one’s ever really going to listen to the writer. As a writer you may get to play in the big leagues, but we never get the ball because they’ve got this big guy, the big director.


Basically, when they are making a movie already and they should not be, they called me in. That can be, “Gosh, this one scene doesn’t work,” or “Wow, this script sucks.” What it is, for me, is connecting whatever dots they already have. It’s taking whatever they’re wed to and then trying to work something good in between the cracks of it. In the case of something like Speed, there were a lot of opportunities to do that. They had the entire premise and I couldn’t change a single stunt, but I could change every word.


Apart from rewriting about 90 percent of the dialogue, the best work was stuff that nobody would ever notice: just trying to make the whole thing track logically and emotionally so that all of those insane over-the-top stunts, one after the other, would just make sense. That’s the biggest part of script doctoring that’s actually interesting to me. When somebody says, “We’ve got a guy and he’s falling off a cliff, and later he’s hanging from a helicopter and we need you to tell us why. We need you to make the audience believe that he’s doing it”—that’s what Speed was about, apart from writing the jokes.


What I like about that is taking a scene and saying, “OK, she’s married to him, but he’s shooting at her, so wouldn’t he feel this? What if we do it like this instead?”—all without changing who gets shot. I think that’s really fascinating, because a lot of scripts, even when they’re well-wrought, people will throw something in and they won’t track it emotionally. They’ll say, “This would be cool, this would be cool, this would be cool,” but then you have to go in and say, “How on earth did that happen?” Even if it’s just throw in some jokes, throw in some action, it’s all about making my contribution fit with what they already have.


The success of Speed, which is the best of the Die Hard knockoffs (“Die Hard on a bus”), which included movies like Under Siege (“Die Hard on a boat”) and Cliffhanger (“Die Hard on a cliff”) led to work on a succession of other films including Titan A.E., Atlantis: The Lost Empire, and 1996’s Twister, also directed by Speed’s Jan de Bont, about a team of storm chasers who pursue a deadly tornado. But no film had a bigger cinematic impact than Toy Story, the Oscar-nominated film in which Whedon collaborated with seven other writers, including the film’s director, John Lasseter.


GLEN C. OLIVER


(journalist / pop culture commentator)


Despite some stumbles during its production, Toy Story is, as far as I’m concerned, the most well-balanced, artfully conceived, and skillfully executed project Whedon has been involved with to date. I believe every creator/artist has one shining moment that stands far above the rest of his or her work. In regards to his writing involvement, I strongly suspect history will show that Toy Story is such a title for Whedon.


On a side note: since seeing Toy Story, it has been a great deal harder for me to throw away, or donate, toys or potentially precious items. Someone should conduct a broad psychological study to determine if there was an uptick in hoarding proclivities throughout the world after the release of this movie. Fuck you, Joss.


DAVID GREENWALT


(co–executive producer, Buffy the Vampire Slayer)


Toy Story comes out and I know I’m going to take my kid to the Crest Theatre in Westwood and I know I can have a nice nap in the theater and take him to a kids’ movie, right? We go, we sit down, this movie comes on. I had the same feeling when I read the Buffy the Vampire Slayer script. It’s one of the finest movies I’ve ever seen. It’s like when I saw Pulp Fiction not knowing anything about it, or Silence of the Lambs at the premier and you’re, like, “Somebody got it right, somebody cared.” It really worked and it makes it worthwhile. I had that experience watching Toy Story.


GLEN C. OLIVER


Twister made quite of bit of money—nearly half a billion dollars in theaters alone—so it can’t really be called a failure in that sense. But as a piece of filmmaking, it’s a bit of a tepid mess. Whedon has himself indicated that a number of elements in Twister were not realized in the way he’d intended, so its not entirely clear whom to blame for this wreck.


Early teasers for the film, featuring a terrified family—presented largely in complete blackness, lit only by the briefest flashes of lightning—cowering in a storm cellar as a tornado hammers the crap out of their home above. A hugely impactful promo. Yet not one single moment in the actual film lived up to the power of that short teaser.


A few years earlier, Whedon had previously worked with Twister director Jan de Bont on Speed—a film that very much nailed the energy it was going for with investment-worthy characters and a great atmosphere in a hugely entertaining and smooth way. Clearly, the de Bont / Whedon reteaming may not be entirely to blame for what happened with poor Twister—but it does further beg the question, Where and how did such a seemingly sure thing go so very wrong?


One of the highest profile films Whedon would become involved with was the assignment of writing Alien: Resurrection for 20th Century Fox. He would be charged with the challenging task of resurrecting the Alien franchise after the box-office implosion of 1992’s Alien 3, a responsibility that came on the heels of his own enormous success as a highly sought after script doctor along with the high-priced sale of his original spec script, Suspension, which was lauded at the time as “Die Hard on a Bridge.”


JOSS WHEDON


Quite frankly, I don’t know what makes a big spec sale. I think certain things will sell, but it’s hard to pinpoint exactly what they want and why they think they should pay a lot of money. I know they don’t revere writers. Although I’ve been treated well by good people a lot of the time, I have the usual bitter, “They’re jealous of us, they need us and they hate us because they need us” writer thing, which is probably true. I think that on the totem pole, writers are still pretty much the part of the totem pole that’s stuck in the ground so that it will stay up.


I think the compensation and the high profile has to do with the whole media being more insider than it used to be, with people knowing more about directors and the industry. Everything is becoming sort of more high profile. But I think that, ultimately, the industry’s attitude toward writers is pretty much the same: “How can you facilitate our blockbuster and how can we push you around?” The fact that they’re paying them a lot of money doesn’t really have anything to do with that. In a way, I found that the more successful I got as a writer, the less power I had.


Alien: Resurrection, released in 1997, would eventually be helmed by French auteur Jean-Pierre Jeunet, the brilliant director who was part of the critically acclaimed duo behind the masterful, The City of Lost Children and Delicatessen. It was an odd pairing with Whedon’s distinctly American sensibilities and colloquialism, and the film would please few, including Whedon himself.


JOSS WHEDON


I got the gig for Alien: Resurrection by writing a treatment that did not involve Sigourney [Weaver]. Then they said they wanted to get her in it. At first my response was, “Bullshit, she’s dead.” I had to figure out how to bring her back. We didn’t just say, “We’ve brought her back, let’s make the movie.” It’s the central issue of the movie, the fact that we bring her back. We knew that once you do that, everything must be different. Somebody comes back from the dead, especially in a movie where death is the ultimate threat, you can’t just say, “It’s OK, anybody can die and come back because we can do this now.” It was very important to me that it’s a very torturous, grotesque process so that people will viscerally feel what it’s like to be horribly reborn in a lab.


I enjoyed the bleakness of the third film, but it played that and it played it to its logical conclusion. Originally my whole pitch was that she wakes up and she’s got to be pretty angry, and she’s got a lot of shit to work through. What’s interesting about this was she could be all kinds of different people at this point rather than just play that same note again.


GLEN C. OLIVER


I’d argue that much of what Whedon chiefly intended throughout his screenplay drafts made it to screen—more or less at times, in other instances exactingly. I can see Whedon trademarks stamped throughout the film—both on paper, and on screen. One example: characters project a vibe, a ’tude, which can be spotted fairly easily and can be correlated to Whedon’s approach to characters in his other works. There are some innate Whedonesque thematics present as well.


JOSS WHEDON


I saw Alien when I was fourteen and there’s not another movie that had as big an impact viscerally and aesthetically on me. Alien changed the face of science fiction, even more than Star Wars, into a working man’s universe. It was a submarine movie. It’s like that thing in Star Wars where Luke looks at the Millennium Falcon, which is the coolest thing I’d ever seen, and says, “What a piece of junk.” All of a sudden you’re not in robes proclaiming, “Mars will explode!” You’re in a science fiction universe inhabited by us. I think that’s a huge part of it.


Also they created a monster that was not only genuinely new, but sort of horribly resonant. For the first one, that was the huge thing. Aliens just made brilliant changes on it. That’s what was disappointing about the third one for me. I thought the attitude and the feel of it was great, but people want to see those changes. They say, “We know the Alien and we know it intimately, what’s new? What’s different?” Cameron did it big just with the title, and Alien 3 said, “Yeah, well this one is small and kind of slow.”


They weren’t rushing to make another one afterward. I think they were disappointed, because it wasn’t the film they were hoping to make. And, again, how does that happen? How does a bunch of guys with a ton of money and a great franchise set out to make a certain kind of movie and then say, “Oh, I don’t get it”? They all felt that the matter was kind of closed, and Sigourney had dissolved into a pit of lava, so it wasn’t like they thought they had a star. Alien 3 was beautiful, but it was neither exciting nor scary, which is a travesty. It needs those things.


My friend Tommy had an interesting theory about what was wrong with the third one. He said that all of the Alien movies were very specific. The first one was a bunch of pros on a submarine, the second one was an army movie, and the third one was a prison movie, only it wasn’t a prison movie and that’s where it failed. As he said, it was just a bunch of bald British guys and you couldn’t tell one from the other. That’s not prison genre. In prison genre, they’re Americans very specifically. That was a big mistake in terms of trying to evoke a prison movie, because they carry their own level of terror and it was hard to be scared of these guys. Making them all British totally undermines the prison movie idea. I think the fans were robbed in the third one. You know what they did in the third one that just upset me beyond imagining?


They actually had a scene where people we didn’t know were killed by the alien. That’s bullshit, because nothing is more boring than people you don’t know being killed. I just want every scene to contain something amazing. I want to do Evil Dead, where it’s really menacing and then about twenty minutes into it the action starts and never stops.


GLEN C. OLIVER


One of the brilliant conceits of the Alien franchise is that each of the film installments has represented radical stylistic departures from the previous entries. Thus, I don’t think it would be fair to say that what director Jean-Pierre Jeunet and Whedon were attempting was categorically less relevant or worthy than previous films in the cycle. Each movie has its own approach, its own aesthetic, its own thematics, and its own voice. Which, for my money, is exactly the kind of diversity that should be reflected in an ongoing big screen franchise. So, Resurrection got that part right, at least.


JOSS WHEDON


I fucking hated it! I thought it was as badly directed as a movie could be and I thought it was bad in ways that I didn’t know movies could be bad. I learned more from that movie than anything I’ve ever been involved in. I thought it was badly cast, badly shot, I didn’t like the production design. Everything that was wrong in the script was incredibly highlighted by it, and everything that was right about the script was squashed with one or two very minor exceptions. I just couldn’t believe how much I hated it.


GLEN C. OLIVER


Jeunet’s overall execution of Whedon’s “vision” is highly suspect. When viewing the movie, I’ve always perceived a sense of conflict and struggle within the filmmaker. At some level, he was clearly aware of the enormous dramatic potential of the project. Ripley’s discovery of her prototype clones in the Auriga lab somehow manages to be both horrific and touching and thrilling simultaneously—not an easy feat to accomplish for a director. Our heroes taking on the alien beasties underwater is both quite striking and very smartly executed. In moments like these, Jeunet shined as the amazing and provocative filmmaker he can often be. The filmmaker this particular project needed more of.


JOSS WHEDON


I wasn’t really involved in production. I went to the set once, because I was busy doing Buffy. I went to dailies once and thought, “This doesn’t seem right, but I’m sure it’s fine.” I saw the director’s cut with the studio brass and I actually began to cry. Then I started to put on a brave face and tried to be a team player, but I can say with impunity that I was just shattered by how crappy it was.


I worked really hard on it for a really long time. But you know what? It was an epiphany, a wake-up call. After that I said, “The next person who ruins one of my scripts is going to be me.” I have always wanted to direct. I’m not just a bitter writer trying to protect his shit. I think they’re two very different talents, but there is an element of, “Enough already.” I was making an argument in the past that I had yet to really live, as far as I was concerned. It was the final capping humiliation of my crappy film career.


GLEN C. OLIVER


Where the film suffers most greatly—and deviates most significantly from Whedon’s intent—there are frequent instances where Jeunet is clearly viewing the source material as little more than a glorified B movie. Certain action and suspense movements feel not that far removed from the less disciplined days of Troma or New World. Some moments here feel like they’ve been carved from a less thoughtful, respectful version of the franchise. Not quite parody, but not fully reverential, either. There were times when I wondered if Jeunet was making an Alien movie, or . . . in some weird way . . . if he was lampooning the “scruffy crew in a compromised setting” genre on the whole. It’s a strange, and unclear, tone at best—one which I think resulted in no small portion of pushback from audiences.


JOSS WHEDON


A lot of writers become directors because they want to protect their material, and after Alien: Resurrection anybody would feel that way. Directing is the other half of storytelling, and that’s what I wanted to do. What I only ever wanted to do is tell stories, and sometimes it was very frustrating to me that I’m not this incredible lens man. I’m not the most adept. I see people who can shoot so much better than I can and it’s a little frustrating. But I also have a little bit of that glint thing of, Was the gun in the frame? I know what’s important and it’s what they’re feeling and what I’m feeling about what they’re feeling and for the rest, I’ll do my best. I’ll work very hard, but it will also take care of itself. But writing was always just the first half. And back then when I started, you wrote a script and then maybe a studio would buy it. But I had ten scripts I wrote, one hundred pages plus each that nobody ever made. So the act is somewhat masturbatory. If you don’t get the partner, if you don’t get the other person involved, if you don’t see it to fruition, then you’re just telling stories to yourself like when you masturbate.


GLEN C. OLIVER


I can’t fathom that, given the body of his work on the whole, Whedon ever once conceived that the characters in Alien: Resurrection shouldn’t connect with viewers more fully. If an audience doesn’t care for the characters on screen, the audience doesn’t care what happens to them either—and the fabric of the film quickly begins to unravel. Which I very much feel happened here. And the fact that the film’s principal iconic contribution to the franchise—the alien “Newborn”—looked like a rubber chicken which had been left in the sun too long didn’t help much, either.


Whedon also was involved with an even more notoriously troubled feature film, Kevin Reynolds’s 1995 would-be sci-fi epic, Waterworld, in which most of the Earth is underwater after the polar ice caps have melted. Kevin Costner’s Mariner befriends Helen (Jeanne Tripplehorn) and her young companion, Enola (Tina Majorino), as they escape from an artificial island pursued by Dennis Hopper and his malevolent Smokers in the hopes of finding the mythical Dryland.


JOSS WHEDON


I lost the patient! That experience was pretty interesting and a pretty good example that, by the time I got there, there was too much going on for me to make a real difference. They were too far into it. With Speed, I had leeway to kind of really work on it. With Waterworld, there were only tiny cracks I could get in between. I will tell you that that film is one of the projects that proved to me that the higher you climb, the worse the view.


BEN EDLUND


(creator / executive producer, The Tick)


I ended up working on Titan A.E, which was a late ’90s sci-fi, which actually had eighteen writers that worked on it, but the credits ended up landing on myself, Joss Whedon, and John August. We were the ones who got screen credit. But I had actually not worked ever a moment with either of those dudes. We all did our own individual drafts, but I had actually been cocredited with Joss on a movie and had never met him.


After a succession of these unsatisfying but financially lucrative writing gigs, Whedon got the phone call that would change his life from the WB (forerunner to the CW), a fledgling network that was attempting to stake out the young audience that had all but been abandoned by ABC, NBC, and, especially, CBS. The idea was to come up with programming that would never be greenlit by the mainstream networks, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, despite its failure as a feature, somehow seemed ideally suited to their needs at the time.


GEORGE SNYDER


(former assistant to Joss Whedon)


I’d worked for the producers of the Buffy film and was introduced to Joss by Gail Berman. Then Joss mentioned that the Warner Bros network was talking about doing a pilot of Buffy for television and wanted to know whether or not I had ever done a pilot. I told him, “No” and he said, “Neither have I. Let’s do it.”


JOSS WHEDON


I thought a series would be very different from the movie, but there is an idea in the “high school horror show” that would sustain . . . an entire television show [and] keep it going for years. The movie, the idea, the premise is really just for one piece. Where the show would be different is we could broaden it out a little with different monsters, different problems, new characters, and things like that. It was appealing to me as an idea for a show, but I hadn’t thought of it until they brought it to me.


DAVID GREENWALT


Gail Berman worked at Sandollar at the time and she was the one that said, “The vampire story should be a TV series.” They said to her that you got to get Joss Whedon, knowing that he’d already sold a million-dollar script and done all this stuff in movies. Gail went and got Joss, whom we thought would never do TV, because he’s a big movie guy. But he doesn’t care if it’s TV, movies, that Dr. Horrible Sing-a-Long thing, or a play in his backyard. He only cares about quality, and he was disheartened with the movie version of Buffy, which was very camp. It was a great script that I don’t think was that well executed, and he wanted to do it right. They made a deal with him that they only owned him for the first twelve episodes. That’s unheard of, not to own a guy for at least two or three years who’s going to be the igniting element in the show. He just stayed and did it because he loved it, and because he was getting it right. Gail turned out to be pretty smart.


FRAN RUBEL KUZUI


I wanted to make the sequel in Hong Kong, and make it even more of a martial arts movie than Buffy. I lost interest in it, though, and it wasn’t until a few years later that Gail Berman approached me about possibly turning Buffy into a TV series. Gail’s timing must have been right, because I agreed to go ahead and do it. I loved doing the movie, loved so much of it that I was ecstatic when I was given the opportunity for it to have another life as a TV show.


IAN WOOLF


(first assistant director, Angel)


What happened was that the Kuzuis produced the feature film and had the ancillary rights in perpetuity. We never saw them. I used to do a funny thing early on in the first and second seasons. On the first day of principal photography on the first episode of that season, I would call the Kuzuis’ office and call in for a shot. They were, like, “Who is this?” “It’s Ian Woolf, first AD on Angel. Just calling in the first shot for the Kuzuis.” They’re, like, “What?” because they don’t know. It’s kind of a joke, because, typically, when you get the first shot, it’s always called into the production office or called into Fox, because they like to know when the first shot rolls and when the break for lunch is and all that stuff. I just used to fuck with the Kuzuis and call in the middle of the show.


But they had nothing to do with it; they just got a check and that was it, basically. When they would do crew jackets for everybody, they’d always ask the Kuzuis for money, because we felt it was a waste of money. The crew jackets just end up in somebody’s closet. We prefer to give the money to a charity. But the Kuzuis never gave money to the crew. They were real assholes.


CHARISMA CARPENTER


(actress, Cordelia Chase)


Joss had no desire to have another awful experience where his idea was there to get basically trampled on, and where he has no voice because he sold it and they’re going to do it their way. In the end, he wanted control over his vision, and he had no desire to have another bad experience where he didn’t get to do his vision. So when Gail [Berman] was able to go, “No, no, no, you will have total creative license,” she was able to kind of talk Joss into it.


He has always been sort of a pioneer—I remember after Buffy and Angel, after I wasn’t on the show anymore, he called me and asked if I would participate in this round robin with some of the writers and actors from the show and talk about stuff. I always thought he hated me and one of the things he said is how we have to own our own content and how important it is to do it ourselves and not let big budget or studios control it. He’s a rebel. If you want something done right, it has to be your voice. You can’t have any interference from the financier.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


I see parallels with Dark Shadows in the sense that Dark Shadows started with the vampires and branched out to include just about everything: witches, ghosts, werewolves, even “Diabalos.” I think that’s how the devil was billed, though never so named out loud. It was an attempt to recycle familiar, well-loved horror clichés in a television format. The “rules” of these creatures might be bent a little bit, but there was generally no overt revisionism. In the same way, Buffy might have played around with the nature of vampires, but they didn’t sparkle in the sun.


SARAH LEMELMAN


Dark Shadows started off as not even having any supernatural elements, and then much later into it, we’re introduced to Barnabas Collins. My mom has said that’s who she remembers from the show and I think that just speaks to the popularity of vampires. She said it had werewolves and time traveling, but she, and everyone who watched it, remembers Barnabas. He was this charismatic character that drew in the audience, especially with the love story between him and Angelique. It’s likely that Joss was aware of Dark Shadows, and may have partially based the relationship of Angel and Buffy off Barnabus and Angelique. I think it’s safe to say, people love forbidden love. That’s why Romeo and Juliet or Tristan and Isolde have stayed popular for centuries. Vampires shouldn’t be with people, and when a vampire falls in love with a vampire slayer, now that’s a captivating story.


STEVE BIODROWSKI


The other parallel between Dark Shadows and Buffy would be that both retained the basic notion vampirism was a bad condition even while allowing that individual vampires might have a conscience. Barnabas Collins didn’t want to be a vampire, but occasionally he was able to use his unwanted powers for good (several of his victims were villains we were glad to see him kill). On Buffy, Angel was a sympathetic if conflicted vampire, and of course he got to put his undead powers to good use on his spin-off series.


GEORGE SNYDER


Gail Berman went around to the major networks and was literally laughed out of the room. People said to us, “Why did you go to this little network?” and Joss would say, “Well, they were the only network that would take us.” Fox, who were producing it, said they already had their own vampire show, which was Kindred: The Embraced, but they would produce. It was Gail Berman who said, “This has got legs,” and she’s the one who asked Joss if he would be interested in pursuing it as a TV series. He thought it could be intriguing as long as he could do what he wanted to do with it. Then it was a matter of trying to sell it.


DAVID GREENWALT


She’s great and we had a lot of fun, and then she ran Fox Network. My wife always liked Gail, because Gail never treated her like she was a piece of shit because she wasn’t in our business.


GEORGE SNYDER


The reason I think the WB took on the show is that they were very smart people; it was a little network that had nothing to lose at that point. I think they just got the idea and a lot of people didn’t. Hybrid shows, shows that play with genre . . . there was just something very different, but they got it. As Joss has said more than once, they were very nurturing. They were willing to take the risk, they could afford to take a risk, but it was a risk nonetheless.


JOSS WHEDON


The idea of the movie was that Buffy is someone who is completely ignorant to the world, who was never expected to do anything except be pretty. And someone who’s nice but self-centered and kind of vacuous who learns about the world, basically because she has to learn about vampires and stuff and becomes a more mature person in the process. This Buffy is dealing with the same stuff, but she’s already a slayer and has been a slayer for a while. She is instinctively a hero, but at the same time there are some things she will always be dealing with: the pain of adolescence and growing up, but her journey is not quite the same. In the series she’s already empowered; she’s just trying to deal with how that empowerment affects her. She tries to put the events of the film behind her a little bit, but basically she accepts what she is. It’s just a question of balancing her life as a slayer and her life as a teenage girl who would rather go out on a date than spend the night killing vampires.


THOMAS P. VITALE


(executive vice president, Programming and Original Movies, Syfy and Chiller)


The original Buffy movie was fun and entertaining, but if considered in a vacuum, I don’t think that movie would ever be considered an “important” film. Beyond that, I don’t think anyone in the Buffy movie audience could have imagined that little film turning into an iconic and long-running television series. The fact is that very few film-to-television projects ever become hits. The “prebranding” of a theatrical movie definitely helps with the original launch of the show, as familiarity can attract viewers to sample the series version. But if the television series doesn’t stand on its own and have something new to say, it won’t last. Out of the countless television dramas ever made, I’d estimate there are only a couple of dozen film-to-television series that have become hits, and maybe none as special as Buffy.


STEVEN S. DEKNIGHT


(executive producer, Spartacus: Gods of the Arena)


I remember when I heard they were doing a Buffy the Vampire Slayer TV show, I thought, “Well, that’s not going to work.” Like everybody else, I wasn’t a huge fan of the movie. Then I watched the first episode and I’m, like, “Oh, wait a minute . . .” I think by episode three I was, like, “This is the best thing ever. This is brilliant.” I really, really loved it. I started watching it before I had broken into the business.


JOSS WHEDON


Truthfully, I can spot the similarities between Buffy and my other scripts. It’s not that different. Our approach on Buffy was to make little movies. The good thing is that I had no idea what I was doing, so a lot of that works to my advantage. We shot a little higher than we should and it’s easy to break rules when you’re not sure of them. At the same time, I’m very traditional. I like to tell a good story, I care about my characters and all that stuff.


It’s not like Twin Peaks where it’s completely out there. I’m actually a very conservative storyteller. We’re always so dedicated to “what is the emotional reality of being locked in a cage by the substitute teacher who then turns into a giant praying mantis?” And we’re very serious about it. Otherwise it becomes jokey. If you can’t connect your story to some emotional reality to your characters, then there’s no reason to tell that story.


GEORGE SNYDER


The WB got the metaphor. When you go in to pitch a show, you pitch some ideas for possible episodes. The two Joss went in with were what eventually became “The Pack” and “Out Of Mind, Out of Sight.” The pitch for “Out of Mind, Out of Sight” was that this is a girl who is so shy and so unpopular that she doesn’t get noticed to the point where she becomes invisible. Well, everybody got that. It was one of the hardest episodes in the end to write, but that pitch was something they got. The high school metaphor, the idea of being lonely in high school, Buffy’s problem of, “I can’t be a part of this, because I’m a slayer,” translates to, “I’m too tall,” “I’m too short,” “I’m too funny looking,” “I’m not athletic.” Whatever teen issue I’m burdened with keeps me separate, and this is a story about that alienation. We were off and running.


JOSS WHEDON


It made sense to me, but it definitely surprised most people. Why are the best writers in TV? Because they can control their product, they’re given something resembling respect, and they see what they create come up on the screen not only the way they want it, but also within a few months as opposed to, like, four years. Plus it’s steady work. That’s my theory, because most movies are so bad that you have to wonder who in their right mind would want to write those. I love movies and want to make more movies, but if the idea is to tell the story, then TV is the best way to do that.


SUSANNE DANIELS


(president of programming, WB Network)


Every once in a while you meet a writer whose passion and vision just blow you away, and that’s what happened when we met with Joss Whedon for the first time. As soon as we saw Joss’s pilot script, we knew we had something unique.
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