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 Introduction

Many have noticed
particular gems in the names of Joss Whedon. There’s Jayne Cobb, stuck with a
“girl’s name.” Mal, Latin
for bad. Doctor Horrible, Captain Hammer, Penny
and Moist. The beloved
Buffy the Vampire Slayer, whose very name
is a joke. Angel and
Spike, Xander and
Willow – the names overflow with
meaning.

This book examines all the
Whedon names, contrasting and
cross-comparing. There are tropes of naming oneself
for strong characters and drifting namelessly for
weaker people. There are nature names for (mostly)
Whedon’s ladies: River, Skye, Dawn, Willow, Robin
Wood, Sierra,
Ivy, Iris,
Dandelion, Lily,
Jasmine, Saffron.
There are superhero names, nicknames,
aliases, hacker names, and NATO designations. There are allusions to literature, history, and
myth. Word names are the most frequent
from Pike to Faith to Glory to Echo to Serenity itself. Some are Puritan
style (Patience Buckner, Jayne
Cobb’s mother Radiance,
or the ridiculously named Fantastic Rample) while others emphasize
their skills: Charles Gunn, Abigail
Brand, The Siphon, Shepherd Book. There are the villains and heroes with
Bible names: Simon Tam and Paul
Ballard versus
Caleb, Adam, Luke, Eve, and the chilling Dr.
Mathias. There
are many Daniels, Danas and Danielles, many Carls and Carolines,
and most of all Williams and Wills. Comparing these for patterns,
allusions, and clever winks to the audience reveals everything
about Whedon’s naming patterns as well as
characters’ hidden agendas.

For the five television
shows, Whedon appears to have named or
co-named the major characters and many minor characters. Likewise,
for his movies In Your Eyes, Cabin in the
Woods and Doctor
Horrible, the
characters were thoroughly his. It’s unlikely that he invented or
named characters in his script treatments, but in his comic book
runs, he added characters to the preexisting
Marvel’s X-Men and Runaways regulars.
The Avengers gave him
less of a chance, with many returning characters and an ensemble of
comic-book superheroes needing screentime, but he added plenty to
their universe through Agents of
S.H.I.E.L.D.. Alien: Resurrection was his
script and his characters, aside from the returning
Ripley. His original comics from
Fray to
Sugarshock offer more
intriguing names and characters, from Melaka Fray to Phil the Robot. Even when he
doesn’t invent or name a character, it’s generally created by one
of his co-producers, who share his delight in pop culture
references and clever naming. In the DVD
commentary of “Earshot,” Jane Espenson says, “In general, if a line’s really good, it tends to be
his. It’s remarkable how many times the writers get complimented on
a line and it turns out to be one of Joss’s.” The same is true for
names. As popular Buffy critic Rhonda V. Wilcox
concludes, “One should never overlook the
significance of naming and language in Buffy” (“Who Died and Made Her the Boss?”
8)..

The importance of naming
is hardly a surprise for someone who named himself “Joss”
(Chinese for lucky) from the more prosaic
Joseph Hill Whedon. In fact, Joss
Whedon and his wife Kai Cole named their
son Arden and daughter Squire, continuing the exotic naming
tradition.

Of course, there are no
characters named Joss or Joseph or Hill. Even John is rare
(whereas, other shows created a strong everyman hero named John
Sheppard John Crichton, or John Sheridan). Jayne
Cobb, Johner, and
Joan (what Buffy names herself in “Tabula Rasa”) are
closest, though the Joss stand-ins generally have geeky nicknames:
Wash, Topher,
Fitz, and Xander. Jesse McNally,
Xander’s friend killed in the first
episode, shares characteristics of both.

This book
examines the original character names – not Wolverine or Thor but
Buffy and her friends along with Darla, Harmony, and even
Aphrodesia. After examining name meanings, name origins, and each
name’s impact on the character arc, the book moves to the next
series: Angel, Firefly/Serenity,
Dollhouse, Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., then the comics Fray,
Runaways, Sugarshock
and X-Men and the movies Alien:
Resurrection, The Cabin in the Woods, Doctor Horrible’s Sing Along
Blog, and In Your Eyes. An
appendix at the end cross-compares characters, sorting the names by
similarity and origin.

 





 


 


 


 Buffy the Vampire Slayer
and Angel

While struggling through high school, Buffy
battles vampires, because she’s the chosen one. In the movie, she
discovers her destiny and is kicked out of her L.A. high school.
Her story continues as she finds herself at Sunnydale High with
beloved friends, a mentor-librarian and a boyfriend who’s a
vampire. After she graduates, she continues through college and
beyond as she discovers how to recreate the world into a place of
true girl power.

After Buffy’s third season, Angel leaves
for L.A. and starts a detective agency in his own spin-off.
Cordelia joins him from Buffy, as does former watcher Wesley
Wyndam-Pryce. With a few more allies, they battle demons and
especially the evil law firm of Wolfram and Hart.

 


 The Scoobies

Alexander “Xander” Lavelle Harris

Alexander is a popular
American name, reminiscent of the great
conqueror of worlds (who was also known for being unsubtle). This
foreshadows a great future for Xander someday. His name means “defending men,” and indeed, he’s
Buffy’s defender and “cavalry” on
occasion. Xander turns into a soldier in
“Halloween” (B2.6), showing that he truly does have a tough guy
inside him. He retains the training and power of command, which he
uses on occasion thereafter.

According to Greek
legend, the first Alexander was Paris, who
absconded with Helen of Troy and destroyed
all his family and friends with his love. Xander’s romantic selfishness certainly throws his friends into
chaos and creates the conflict of several episodes. Thanks to his
betrayals, Buffy transforms into a rat
while women fight over him, Buffy nearly
kills Angel, Cordelia wishes Buffy had never come to
Sunnydale, and Anya turns vengeance
demon once more. If anyone is the Paris of
the series, it’s him.

At the same time, he calls
himself Xander, an esoteric, even geeky
version of the grandiose name, with the science-fiction “X”
starting it off. Thus he sets himself up as described in the
script: He is “bright, funny, and will one day be suave and
handsome. Till that day arrives, he’ll do the best he can with
bright and funny” (Buffy: The Script
Book). The first time we meet him, he’s
falling off his skateboard, and he goes through much of the series
as comic relief, absent of the powers the other characters boast.
Over time Xander “gradually acquires a
sense of his own worth,” Roz Kaveney explains in her essays (“She
Saved the World, a Lot” 11). At the same time, he’s the most
“human” of the characters – someone for the audience to identify
with, who strengthens his friends in times of emotional
torment.

“Xander
stands for Joss Whedon –
and, again, for every normal person lost in a mad, mad world”
(Wilcox, Why Buffy Matters 141). Whedon
is known for creating stand-ins for himself,
geeky goofy boys who are the immature best friend to the story’s
powerful women. He’s the ordinary teen, the science fiction fan
with a crush on Buffy – he’s us. When
Xander asks for an explanation “for those
of us in our… audience who are me,” he provides a bridge to
understanding for us, the audience who are him.

“Xander
is another name clearly launched by
Whedon. When the series debuted in 1997,
Xander was a rarity. By 1999, he was in
the US Top 100, and he’s gained quickly
since” (appellationmountain). On the
show, Xander’s name stands out as unusual
– when the team lose their memories in “Tabula Rasa” (B6.8),
Willow calls him the standard “Alex.”
Xander wants to be called the more
impressive and daring “Nighthawk” in “Dead Man’s Party” (B3.2) and
Sergeant Fury in the comics, but is always simply Xander
(though by season seven, sometimes “Mr. Harris”).
If a cool nickname is his goal, he never truly acquires
one.

Like
Xander, Lavelle is an unusual name.
Meanings and uses vary widely, from a kingly household of Ireland
to a surname and girl’s name. Xander too
is struggling for his place as he decides which identity he wishes
for himself. The Irish meaning of Lavelle is “fond of movement or travel,” while the
French name comes from Laval, from Old
French for “valley.” So Xander
is “from the valley” (or rather the dale,
specifically Sunnydale) and also eager to go travel (as seen when
he decides to backpack around the world, drifts through jobs, and
finally joins Buffy in Scotland during the
comics).

Harris, from “son of
Harry,” is one of the most common surnames in Britain. Thus he
comes from traditional roots, even as he struggles to reinvent
himself . It’s a soundalike for
the Arabic Haris, which
means “Lion” or “Guardian” and heir, hinting that
he is an heir to the Slayer legacy as well as
Buffy’s soldier and guardian. In Greek
“alexo” means “to protect” or “to help,” and he is Buffy’s
perpetual right hand, no matter the difficulty.

Xander may be named in homage to Zonker
Harris, the
stereotypical unfocused hippie from Doonesbury,
though he grows far beyond his episode one
role.

 


Anya Christina Emanuella
Jenkins/Aud/Anyanka

 


Some call this character
“Aud,” others “Anyanka.” Throughout her elongated life and
namesakes – Anya Emerson, vengeance demon, Mrs. Xander Harris, Mrs.
Anya Christina Emanuella Jenkins Harris, Mrs. Anya lame-ass made up
maiden name Harris – we have come to know her simply as Anya.
(Francis)

 


Aud begins her story with an “odd” name emphasizing her
oddness. “But it is worth
remembering that her oddity started in innocence and goodwill,
distorted by a choice to control” (Wilcox, Why Buffy Matters
55). Tellingly, the name means “deserted,
empty” in Norwegian, heralding her lifelong struggle for the
spouse, employer, job or even name that will give her a stable
identity. Aud is domesticated mate to Olaf, cooking for him and
keeping his house, while seething with love and
jealousy:

 


ANYA: I am sorry. I
simply love you so much...I feel as though I could burst at
times...I could not live without you.

OLAF: Fear not, sweet
Aud, you will always be my beautiful girl. (“Selfless,”
B7.5)


After her lover Olaf
betrays her, D’Hoffryn informs Aud
that she does not “see her true self” and names
her Anyanka:

ANYA: I am Aud.
(pronounced Odd)

D’HOFFRYN: Are you? Hmm.
I’m afraid you don’t see your true self. You are Anyanka. I’m a
patron of a family of sorts. We’re vengeance demons. I’m sure
you’ve heard of us. (“Selfless,” B7.5)

…

ANYA: Why do you keep
calling me that? My name is Aud.

D’HOFFRYN: Perhaps, but
Anyanka is who you are.

 


She fights to continually
say that her name is Aud, but
D’Hoffryn dismisses her comments.
D’Hoffryn calls Anyanka her “true self,” but it’s actually a stereotype. She is one
of his many girls, but as he shows by killing
Halfrek, they are disposable employees,
not cherished family. “I’ve got plenty of
girls. There will always be vengeance demons,” he tells
her (“Selfless,” B7.5). Seeking the purpose he offers, Anyanka
goes from happy dark ages housewife to
ultra-radical feminist vengeance demon,
who murders unfaithful men in cleverly brutal ways.
In turn of the century Russia, Anya
says, “Vengeance is what I do, Halfrek. I don’t
need anything else. Vengeance is what I am.”

In “The Wish” (B3.9),
“Giles names Anyanka when he calls her before him, and moments later, he is the
one who destroys that existence. Once again, a male figure has been
allowed to create and eliminate an identity for this character. She
was selected into vengeance through a male figure and removed from
it by another male, not of her own accord” (Francis). Names have
power, and here her name is used to rob her of her talisman and
purpose (admittedly to save all of Sunnydale).

Stranded in America but
still clinging to her old purpose, she says, “I have witnessed a
millennium of treachery and oppression from the males of the
species and I have nothing but contempt for the whole libidinous
lot of them,” she says, oblivious to the contradiction as she asks
Xander to be her prom date (“The Prom,”
B3.20).

The name
“Anya” is obviously half of
Anyanka, as she’s been cut in two. She has
her demonic memories and experience, but no powers or sense of
purpose. Anya
is a Russian diminutive of Anna. Thus
she’s linked with Buffy’s middle
name, which means grace or divine favor. Perhaps losing her Anyanka
identity is meant to be a blessing, if she can only seize hold of
it and find her chosen path. Wilcox identifies
“Anya” as “a variant of the name
for an ordinary girl [Anne] or someone seeking normality”
(Why Buffy Matters 62). Like Buffy,
Anya calls herself
Anne/Anya while hiding and
pretending to be an ordinary human girl. As Anya, she’s terribly lost, as she
seduces Xander seeking some sense of
belonging, just as she asks him to prom so she can participate in
the high school ritual.

Three extra names appear
suddenly when she tries defending herself to the
Watcher’s Council in “Checkpoint,”
(B5.12), insisting she is pure mainstream American
so she won’t be exposed as a
demon: “Anya Christina Emanuella Jenkins, twenty years old. Born on the
fourth of July, and don’t think there weren’t jokes about that my
whole life, mister, ‘cause there were. ‘Who’s our little patriot?’
they’d say, when I was younger, and therefore smaller and shorter
than I am now.” While she determinedly adds three more names to
“Anya,” along with an American holiday as
birthday, they don’t give her a sense of purpose. Even the
Watcher’s Council member dismisses her new identity, only inquiring
how to spell “Anya.”

Her (invented) middle name
Christina simply means she’s a Christian,
another mainstream label she affixes to herself. Emanuella means
“God is with us,” a match for Christina and emphasis that she is on
the proper side. Her surname, Jenkins, is classic
American, with British origins clarifying her upper-class heritage.
“Jenkin” originally meant “son of John,” a
derivation of the most popular of men’s names. With mainstream British and religious names, she marks
herself as a WASP, the ultimate American insider.

Anya’s last name was planned as Emerson in the early seasons, and
is thus listed in the yearbook (72). Emerson is another insider
name, belonging to the famous transcendentalist writer. He was a
champion of individualism, but not perhaps
the best choice for Anya, who generally
values cash over personal improvement.

Later Anya
tries to find an identity through capitalism and
the Magic Box, and then agrees to marry Xander. Secretly engaged, she pushes him to reveal their status to
the group, once more hoping for a secure public identity: fiancée
and wife. Falling into a new stereotype, she sings joyfully of
wedding Xander and becoming “his Mrs.” in
a Disney-style 1950s pink dress with long blonde curls (“Selfless,”
B7.5).

 


(singing) Mr. Xander
Harris.

That’s what he is to the world outside. 

That’s the name he carries with pride.

I’m just lately Anya. 

…

But who am I?

Now I reply that 

I’m the Missis

I will be his Missis.

Mrs. Anya Christina Emanuella Jenkins Harris.

…

And I’ll be Missis

I will be his Missis

Mrs. Anya Lame-Ass-Made-Up-Maiden-Name
Harris.



She longs for a name and
sense of self like he has. Thus she hopes being his “Mrs.” will
give her a path in life. However, it would mean trading a new
stereotyped persona for all the others she’s held. When
Xander leaves her at the altar, she
strides miserably up the aisle in her white dress, aware that it’s meaningless as a sign of identity –
she’s not going to be a bride. Filled with fury, she takes back the
vengeance powers and becomes Anyanka once
more. If she is not Xander’s, she will be
D’Hoffryn’s again. “More than any other
character, she is anxious about her existence, her mortality, and
her role in the world,” Mukherjea notes. “What if I’m really
nobody?” she asks sadly in “Selfless.”

In the same episode,
D’Hoffryn and Xander squabble over calling her Anya or
Anyanka. D’Hoffryn mentions a “funny
historical sidebar” about her original name, but is interrupted
when she bursts out, “I wanna take it back.” While she apparently
means the vengeance spell that killed a room of young men, many
scholars note that she seems to want to reclaim her original name. She would rather
be “odd” and even deserted than an instrument of others’ vengeance.
“Here, Anya wants to recover the lives of
the fraternity members whom she had killed, but this is also a move
to reclaim the self. In returning life to the fraternity members,
an original name and self may be possible to obtain for
Anya, specifically because the desire is
her own” (Francis). She tells Xander,
“Xander, you
can’t help me. I’m not even sure there’s a me to help.” She’s
making an independent decision without a man guiding her.
Anya offers her precious
self to accomplish this, but her sister Halfrek is taken in her place. This
is a turning point, as Anya realizes,
“My whole life, I’ve just clung to
whatever came along,” and resolves to find a path for herself
without D’Hoffryn or
Xander. Anya walks away into the night, more alone than ever.

Aud, lover of Olaf, has been left far far behind in Norway.
Though she may have been happier as a lover of rabbits, which she
shared freely with her neighbors, that personality was lost long
ago. She returns to being Anya, and
completes the journey she failed in season three, just after
becoming Anya the first time. While she
fled Sunnydale before the Mayor’s
ascension, she stays for the final battle of “Chosen” (B7.22). As
she tells Andrew:

 


There was this other
apocalypse...this one time, and...well, I took off. But this time,
I don’t...I don’t know … Well, I guess I was kinda new to being
around humans before. But now I’ve seen a lot more, gotten to know
people...seen what they’re capable of, and I guess I just realized
how amazingly screwed-up they all are. I mean really, really
screwed-up in a monumental fashion … And they have no purpose that
unites them, so they just drift around, blundering through life
until they die...which they...they know is coming, yet every single
one of them is surprised when it happens to them. They’re incapable
of thinking about what they want beyond the moment. They kill each
other, which is clearly insane. And yet, here’s the thing. When
it’s something that really matters, they fight. I mean, they’re
lame morons for fighting, but they do. They never...never quit. So
I guess I will keep fighting, too. (“End of Days,”
B7.21)

 


To summarize, she wants to be part of the
human condition, all of it, including foolish death, in order to
save the world. Sadly, she only finds a noble purpose shortly
before her sacrifice.

The name Anya
may have correspondences with Áine,
an Irish goddess of love, summer, and
sovereignty. After her husband was cruel to her, she took her
revenge by changing him into a goose,
killing him, or both. In folklore, Áine is about as close as it gets to
a vengeance demon. As a name, Anya is a
Russian spin on Anna, and it’s definitely increased in use since Joss added her to
his cast.

It also must be remarked
that Anya is quite close to
Buffy’s middle name, Anne.

 


Like Cordelia, Anya is
an occasional Shadow for Buffy. After their similar romances in
“The Harsh Light of Day,” both are crushed by the male’s lack of
interest. But while Buffy must live with her mistake, Anya
persuades Xander to begin a loving relationship. Much later,
Riley’s leaving Buffy pushes Xander into the opposite reaction, and
he tells Anya he’s in love with her. While Buffy has demon
strength, Anya has the inverse – demon memories and arcane
knowledge. As their stories progress, they share a forbidden lover
in Spike as both try to lose their pain in covert, loveless sex.
When Anya expresses Buffy’s annoyance with the world, her
Faith-like desire to have tantrums and break rules, she is once
again the neglected rage, fear, and whim-driven selfishness within
Buffy, fighting to be heard. Though she’s shallow, Anya is a force
for seizing the pleasures of life beside the increasingly-dark and
duty-driven Buffy. As Buffy drifts unhappily through season six,
Anya’s happy engagement and lust for work are her inverted mirror.
And like Faith, when Anya goes too far and kills humans, Buffy must
rein her in.

In “Selfless” (7.5), as
Buffy struggles to allow the repentant sinners Willow and Spike
back into her life, Anya expresses the fury Buffy cannot, diving so
deep into her former vengeance demon self that she kills an entire
house of frat boys. Buffy decides this destructive part of the
Scoobies has gone too far. They fight, both in slim black and
equally matched. As with Faith, Buffy stabs Anya, pinning her to
the wall but not killing her. With Anya trapped there, Buffy can
force her to rethink her actions. Anya’s boss D’Hoffryn tells her,
“You’re a big girl, Anyanka. You understand how this works. The
proverbial scales must balance. In order to restore the lives of
the victims, the fates require a sacrifice” (“Selfless,” 7.5). For
Anya this is “the life and soul of a Vengeance Demon.” For Buffy,
this is the rage she’s felt. She and Dawn can take their lives back
if she lets go of her anger. Anya ends the episode alone, learning
that, like Buffy, she must discard all her old identities to
discover who she is beneath them all. (Frankel, Buffy
116)

 


Buffy Anne Summers

Buffy (a yuppie eighties name) sounds like a cross between Bunny
and Fluffy – the most innocuous helpless damsel most likely to get
axed in a horror movie. “In common cultural currency, Buffy
suggests an upper-middle-class girl who has few
material problems in life. The dissonance in its joining with the
term ‘the Vampire Slayer’ makes for humor of course; but it is also
a witty defiance of stereotype” (Wilcox, Why Buffy Matters 63). This was a
deliberate gesture on Joss Whedon’s part:
As he put it:

 


The first thing I ever
thought of when I thought of “Buffy: The Movie” was the little
blonde girl who goes into a dark alley and gets killed, in every
horror movie. The idea of “Buffy” was to subvert that idea, that
image, and create someone who was a hero where she had always been
a victim. That element of surprise, genre-busting is very much at
the heart of both the movie and the series. (Commentary, “Welcome
to the Hellmouth”)

 


The new WB network wanted
to name the show “Slayer,” but Whedon protested – the jarring mash-up of silly name and serious
calling, he felt, was necessary to the franchise.

In “Buffy as Femme
Fatale,” critic Jason Middleton describes Whedon inventing Buffy as
the “beautiful blonde” cheerleader with a name that “could not
possibly be coded as more feminine” (161). She triumphs, despite
the traditional fate of gorgeous feminine blondes who have sex in
horror. As such, she’s Whedon’s genre-breaker, a rewriting of all
the horror tropes.

Buffy is technically short for Elizabeth,
linking her with England’s most powerful ruling queens who took
over the country in times of patriarchy and stunned the world with their strength. Elizabeth means
“Pledged to God,” and Buffy is indeed the
Chosen One, battling forces of evil with a cross shining on her
chest. It must be noted, however, that Buffy is never called Elizabeth, even on her gravestone – she is “sweet,
brave Buffy” only.

In college, she has trouble finding this
self:

 


XANDER: The point is,
you’re Buffy. 

BUFFY: Yeah, maybe in high school I was Buffy. 

XANDER: And now in college you're Betty Louise? 

BUFFY: Yeah, I'm Betty Louise Plotnick of East Cupcake, Illinois.
Or I might as well be.  (“The Freshman,” B4.1)

 


Like her middle name Anne, Betty Louise
smacks of countrified normality, rather than the striking name
Buffy (which has now come to represent iconic girl power, thanks to
the show).

She names herself
several times in the series, always a sign of
self-determination. In “Anne” (B3.1), for instance, she must call
herself “no one” until she bursts out “I’m Buffy
the Vampire Slayer. And you are?” Her self-aware
quips likewise establish her power over her enemies. In “The Gift”
(B5.22) significantly, she meets a vampire who’s never heard of
her, and she reencounters her roots before her final
challenge.

 


BUFFY: Wow. Been a long
while since I met one who didn’t know me.

…
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