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INTRODUCTION

Whedon Studies and the Ghost of Horror

Kristopher Karl Woofter and Lorna Jowett


“I want to invade people’s dreams.”1

— Joss Whedon



The Whedonverse is a haunted house. Haunted, that is, not only in its many conjurings of uncanny spaces, troubled psyches, monsters, and monstrous potentialities, but also by the avowed purpose of grappling with the excesses of a horror tradition that, in many ways, gives it substance and impact. Beyond more straightforward interrogations of the 1980s slasher-film tradition in The Cabin in the Woods, Joss Whedon’s projects have borrowed heavily from moving image and literary horror. From Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s monster-of-the-week format, to Dollhouse’s weekly monstrous-human-puppet scenarios—an inspired updating of that trope; and from the soulfully tormented Gothic-inspired monsters of Buffy and Angel, to Firefly’s abject, raping, and devouring Reavers—Whedon’s productions work both within and against popular (mis)conceptions of horror.

Ghostliness as a “conceptual metaphor” is meant here to indicate rupture, residual trauma echoing forth, demanding to be encountered.2 The ghost renders the present (or, the object) uncanny with potential revelation, creating a state of critical paranoia, where otherwise would be complacency, denial. The ghost’s power is that it disrupts assumptions; its weakness is that it is (presumed) dead, only a faint repetition. The Whedon text is often framed as a kind of resurrection, a repurposing of genre diminished through repetitive formula into a mere echo of the original form. Yet, horror texts maintain the ghost’s “unruliness.”3 In the words of Firefly Captain Malcolm Reynolds, horror texts “aim to misbehave.” In doing so, they reveal cracks in cultural and scholarly discourse, allowing monstrous truths and possibilities to seep—or gush—into awareness. Horror has endured as a genre in part because it acknowledges the place of the body—visceral emotions and physical sensations—in how we experience reality. Horror makes us uncomfortable, brings us into physical and emotional places that are fascinating, dreadful, and shocking to contemplate. Horror courts all the senses, not only vision with its privileged link to enlightened thought (seeing clearly)—but also hearing, touch, smell, and taste. Horror’s frank acknowledgment of the full human sensorium, a thinking-by-and-in-feeling, and the mixture of dis/pleasure it evokes, is another reason the genre is often dismissed as exploitative—something targeted by the Whedon-brand stance against genre excess and exhaustion.

This book investigates the unruly ghost of horror haunting Whedon’s (and his collaborators’) work on the series Buffy the Vampire Slayer (1997–2003), Angel (1999–2004), Firefly (2002–2003), and Dollhouse (2009–2010), and the films Buffy the Vampire Slayer (Fran Rubel Kuzui, 1992), Serenity (Joss Whedon, 2005), and The Cabin in the Woods (Drew Goddard, 2012). The fifteen chapters situate these Whedon productions within three contexts. One is the horror conventions, tropes, and formulae within and against which these texts operate; a second is horror production and prior genre work that informs and demarcates the creative and critical landscape of Whedon productions; and a third is a challenge to a particular tendency in scholarly discourse positioning Whedon’s engagement with horror as uniquely revisionist (i.e., intelligent, subtle, suggestive, reflexive).

From the start, the Whedon “vision” has perpetuated the notion that horror conventions are the rot and dust of corpses—something in need of reanimation. Framing Buffy as reinventing horror tropes like the slasher’s “Final Girl,” for example, implicitly announces its horror genre targets as degenerative, defunct, dead.4 “You’ve been here before,” it says, when a pretty, blond girl breaks into a high school at night for a tryst with a horny boy. And so—rather than becoming innocent fodder for his flesh-cravings (figuratively sexual, vampirically literal)—the blond girl sprouts fangs and sucks the boy dry. This preamble to Whedon’s first hit series is startling and humorous, playing as it does against expectations (generic and cultural) of female victim, male aggressor. It is also highly self-conscious. First, the ostensibly hallowed halls of academia suggest the audience is being schooled. It says, just-this-side-of-mockingly: “you’ve been here before, yes… but this time it’s different. Take notes.”

And perhaps we should. But what are we meant to learn? A key characteristic of horror is just this kind of self-consciousness. Horror relies on intertextuality and built-in allusion to its own conventions to celebrate, reinvent, and subvert them (see Figure I.1). The House of Whedon is haunted by inconsistencies in its scholarly analyzes (and prominent statements by Whedon and his collaborators) that frame Whedon productions as constant innovators in a genre that risks degenerating into cliché. In this critical context, “formula” connotes corpselike stasis. Genre formula, however, is more constructively understood as certain tropes that structure a set of texts—without which, there would be no genre to adhere to, or to subvert. The very spaces that horror returns to again and again are, then, both a comfort and a burden. Genre fans and scholar-fans want to see something familiar subverted or transformed. They want, in other words, an uncanny experience of genre—shocking violations, pleasing innovations, but also the comfort of classic formula. In this respect, all genres dance the razor-thin edge of convention-versus-invention. Production contexts are key to forming genres, certain characteristics being molded into form(ula) because of prior success, and thus the idea of repetition, and certainly sequelization, can seem to merely exploit formula, as Peter Hutchings (2004) has noted.5 Horror sequels are often seen as symptomatic of creative bankruptcy, merely pandering to the market. Yet Hutchings also argues that “so far as an understanding of genre history is concerned, the follow-up films are more important than the films that spawned them inasmuch as they reveal patterns of generic development not immediately apparent from just looking at the initial work.”6 Sequels and remakes are, then, crucial to the development of a generic discourse. Horror film sequels of the 1940s, for example, crystallize many tropes of the “classical” period, 1930s horror cinema, represented by Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (Rouben Mamoulian, 1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (James Whale, 1935). Even in this revered period, films like The Mummy (Karl Freund, 1932), The Wolf Man (George Waggner, 1941), and arguably Cat People (Jacques Tourneur, 1942) attempted to replicate the success of Dracula (Tod Browning, 1931).7 For the horror fan, the horror scholar, and the horror artist alike, convention in the form of repeated returns sets the rules by which genre statements are made, and against which genre texts are measured as original, while remaining consistent. Herein lies the dilemma: genre is a specter. Horror’s forms and conventions are powerful haunters, but to be ghostly is also to be constantly on the verge of disintegration—an echo that reverberates into the future with diminishing force. Discussions of the work of Whedon and his collaborators are most often framed within a context of such diminishing returns, yet this forgets that the ghost is a shifting, boundary-challenging hybrid.

[image: fig-I-1]

Figure I.1 Being Schooled: Classic horror imagery at Sunnydale High opens “Welcome to the Hellmouth.”

If anything can be said to be the primary characteristic of the work of Joss Whedon, it is its attempt to hybridize and reinvent genres that the writer-director-producer sees as worn out, degenerating, or even defunct. Buffy (both film and series) and Cabin parody or tackle horror, Angel the crime genre and film noir cycle, Firefly and Serenity the western, Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog the musical and social media performance, and Dollhouse Gothic-inflected science fiction. Within these series, audiences find a great degree of generic hybridity, including moments of horror, comedy, melodrama, musical, fairy tale, and other styles; indeed, appeal to a genre-savvy fandom seems to be a key ingredient in this modal stew. Buffy the series, for example, contends with the post-Scream (Wes Craven, 1996) environment where a “savvy” horror audience is built into the film’s reflexivity. And, as Kristopher Woofter has argued vis-à-vis Cabin,8 a hesitancy as to whether that canny fandom should be addressed as skeptical or adoring of sacrosanct genre tropes risks undercutting the creative verve. Are Whedon and company perpetual re-inventors of the genres within which they work, or practitioners adept at manipulating those genres? The degree to which both apply is a central drive informing this collection.

Genres, because they are discursive, are also complex. Rick Altman argues that “genres are not inert categories shared by all […], but discursive claims made by real speakers for particular purposes in specific situations. Even when the details of the discourse situation remain hidden, and thus the purpose veiled,” he continues, “we nevertheless do well to assume that generic references play a part in an overall discursive strategy.”9 Neither audiences, nor artists consider genre to be a stable entity that resists hybridity or change; in fact, hybridity is one element audiences have come to expect of horror (or perhaps any genre). As Mark Jancovich observes,


each new text cannot be a simple reproduction of an existing model but is always engaged in a process of negotiation and transformation, and this process works both within and between periods. […] [G]enre history is a complex process of assemblage, in which each new text is only ever constructed through the articulation of existing elements, a process that necessarily reworks the meanings of these elements.10



The ghost haunting Whedon’s work and its critics is just this: genre is a complex “process of negotiation and transformation” in conversation with industry, artists, fans, and scholars. Let’s further uncover the inconsistencies inherent to the myth of horror and the work of Joss Whedon.

On the perennial importance and endurance of horror, Whedon has stopped just short of a judgment call regarding horror’s attractions:


Why do we need horror stories? And I don’t mean enjoy, I mean NEED. Because we do. We revel in them. […] If there’s one constant I’ve found in my work, it’s the devastating and necessary human capacity for conflict of interest. We are always at war with ourselves. Our darkness and our better angels. Our desire to achieve and our desire to succumb. Our capacity for self-destruction, or at least self-sabotage. Watching horror, identifying and objectifying, rooting for and against both sides, is a particular thrill, a sleigh ride into that inner conflict. And it’s fucking fun.11



The “conflict of interest” against “our better angels” identified by Whedon in a companion book to Cabin is key to understanding Whedon’s oblique stance on horror. His framing elides a good deal of the productive and complex relationship between the horror object/text and its reception. The ostensibly perverse pleasures and cathartic release horror offers a deeply repressed (and oppressed) audience—what Stephen King calls horror’s power to “keep the gators fed”—are only two among myriad possible explanations for horror’s draw.12 Additionally, catharsis presupposes that emotions need purging, when emotions are exactly what audiences of horror (and other “body” genres)13 seek out. The foundational work in horror scholarship since the late 1970s (see Appendix II) has shown the genre to have endured not only because of its psychoanalytical underpinnings and its metaphorical adaptability to the zeitgeist, but also because of its aesthetic complexity, its political capacity to challenge institutionalized oppression, its ability to move its audience viscerally and profoundly, its inherent reflexivity and hybridity, its collapsing of binaries and challenging of categorical thinking, and its aesthetic and epistemological engagement with sublimity. The degree of agency that these scholarly conclusions most often grant to audiences, whether stated directly or not, is critical. Horror fans and horror artists expect a ghostly return of formal, thematic, and theoretical precedent.

This collection testifies to how the Whedonverse is haunted by the following broad concepts in horror.

Repetition and Return

In horror, (most) everything returns, especially it if has been buried in an attempt to forget, forego, deny—or, in psychoanalytic terms, repress. Edgar Allan Poe’s economical short story “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843) might be the most feverishly allegorical treatment of the theme: its narrator butchers a loved friend, covers up the heinous crime, and then betrays the deed to the authorities in a perverse, staged performance of unconscious guilt. Whedon evokes his own monstrous unconscious in an interview, on the eve of Donald Trump’s election to the office of U.S. President, where he discusses a new “historical fiction slash [/] horror” script he is working on:


I’m in the middle of a screenplay that I am extremely passionate about, and I’m going to be extremely passionate about it again on November 9. It’s definitely a departure from the things I’m known for. It’s as dark as anything I’ve ever written. […] I just said, ‘OK, id, your turn’. I would write scenes and be like, ‘Oh this is great! I shouldn’t be allowed near people.’14



History repeats itself, with fears (by now more or less realized) that the potential Trump presidency would be an uncanny reenactment of past terror of World War II, “when the world was going insane.”15 But Whedon’s own history repeats itself here, too: the writer-director—now with some clout after the success of two box-office-topping Avengers films (2012, 2015) behind him—is able to turn back to the genre that gave his first series its basic concepts.

Repetition in horror also comes in the form of convention, as suggested above, and this collection begins with the Whedonverse’s various derivations from key horror conventions and concepts. Essays in the opening section, “(Under)Groundwork: Horror Concepts and Conventions in the Whedonverse,” place Whedon productions in terms of their adherence to and deviations from horror tropes. In Chapter 1, Clayton Dillard examines stylistic and thematic parallels between Buffy and perhaps the most canonical slasher film, Halloween (John Carpenter, 1978). Rather than a wholesale reinvention of the slasher cycle, Buffy, Dillard claims, essentially reenacts its tried-and-tested tropes in a number of revealing ways, particularly in its first seasons. Selma A. Purac takes up the silent era of horror in Chapter 2, explicitly examining the Buffy episode “Hush” and arguing that while scholarship has tended to note Whedon and company’s subversion of horror, this episode is a striking homage to silent horror. Unpacking the ways in which “Hush” returns to, rather than revises, techniques of silent-era horror, Purac makes a strong case for Whedon working with key conventions and established strategies of the genre. Mario DeGiglio-Bellemare in Chapter 3 situates a key Whedon-directed episode of Buffy, “The Body,” within several important scholarly, media, and aesthetic traditions, from Noël Carroll’s influential study of horror’s “disclosure narratives” around a monstrous entity, to more recent scholarship on embodiment, affect, and the long tradition of non-narrative, attractions-based cinema in horror from early cinema into the twenty-first century. In Chapter 4, Anne Golden addresses another attractions-based genre, the musical, illuminating the parallels between the two genres via a case study of “Once More, with Feeling,” and what she calls the “melancholy musical.” In Chapter 7, Stephanie Graves situates one of Whedon’s most cynical collaborations, The Cabin in the Woods, within a wider context of postmodern horror cinema. For Graves, Whedon and Drew Goddard’s film can be placed within a tradition of self-reflexive horror rather than (re-)initiating that tradition, as many critics would have it.

Along with repetition, horror is associated with return, most particularly with what Robin Wood calls the “surplus repression” caused by oppressive ideological forces.16 The dread and sudden awareness of resurfacing surplus repression is the power Freud sees as generating a sense of the uncanny. In Wood’s Marxist-Freudian framework, American horror cinema performs the same function as nightmares, confronting us with an awareness of the terrible exigencies of bourgeois, hetero-normative, patriarchal capitalism.17 Drawing on Wood, Cynthia Burkhead in Chapter 5 traces the horrifying prophecy of dreams in Angel and Buffy. Focusing primarily on the “ensouled” vampire Angel, Burkhead distinguishes between dreams that draw upon the anxieties of the characters, and those that tag the audience’s collective anxiety. In Chapter 6, Bronwen Calvert examines a later series, Dollhouse, via foundational psychoanalytical concepts such as abjection and haunting. Calvert’s study treats space and place in Dollhouse as intensely Gothic, resonating with the dreadful suggestion of the uncanny, as well as the powerfully visceral confrontation of the abject. Dollhouse, Calvert argues, both upholds and updates horror’s “haunted house” trope in illuminating ways that may go unnoticed in this under-seen show.

Repetition and return are also characteristic of the Whedon production context, as attested to by the collection’s second section, “Mutant Enemies: TV Horror, Industry and Influence.” Here, Jerry Metz, Stacey Abbott, and Erin Giannini explore production contexts that inform and influence the aesthetic attributed to Whedon and his collaborators’ work. Both Metz in Chapter 8 and Abbott in Chapter 9 are concerned with the degree to which production restraints, particularly around ratings systems and a reserved climate for horror in the 1990s, were integral to the form and style of Whedon’s earlier productions. Metz’s chapter focuses on what is for many a kind of pariah text, the film version of Buffy the Vampire Slayer, directed by Fran Rubel Kuzui from a script by Whedon in 1992. The film’s failure to “bite” has been attributed to either Kuzui’s vision straying too far from Whedon’s conception, or her inept direction, or both. Metz’s fresh look at the film examines an interstitial period in Hollywood horror cinema, with the introduction of the PG-13 rating, and all the expectations (and limitations) this new rating brought with it. In this context of possibility and restraint, the Buffy film becomes part of a PG-13 horror sub-genre or cycle, periodizing the film and looking beyond its reputation as a missed opportunity. Abbott traces the Whedon aesthetic against the backdrop of television horror production prior to the recent horror “boom,” represented by visceral US network shows such as Hannibal (2013–2015) and popular cable series like The Walking Dead (2010–present). Before these and other successes, Abbott identifies a production context where constraint was a priority, leading to the more nuanced or subtle aspects of the Whedon aesthetic.

In Chapter 10, Erin Giannini implicitly addresses repetition and return in her genealogy of television horror and crime hybrids, also providing an example of the discursive nature of genre, as outlined by theorists like Altman, Rick Worland, Hutchings, and Mark Jancovich. Focusing on three hybrid shows—Forever Knight (1992–1996), Angel, and Supernatural (2005–present)—Giannini traces similarities in narrative, themes and production contexts that demonstrate clear development from one North American series to the next, looking at intertextuality through casting to shed light on the complex interactions between production, reception, and genre now characteristic of contemporary horror TV.

Monstrosity, Sublimity, and Radical Otherness

One integral aspect in the body of horror-related work produced by Whedon and his collaborators is the degree to which it acknowledges the broad, complex nature of the “monster.”18 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, in his preface to Monster Theory: Reading Culture (1996), tells us “that the monster is best understood as an embodiment of difference, a breaker of category, and a resistant Other known only through process and movement, never through dissection-table analysis.”19 Cohen’s focus on the monster’s liminality, its “propensity to shift,” informs many chapters in this collection.20 Several chapters in the third section, “‘It’s About Power’: Revisiting Whedon’s ‘Revisionist’ Horror,” engage with these concerns head-on, including Kristopher Woofter’s positioning of monstrous sublimity in Buffy and Firefly between the Gothic and Weird traditions in Chapter 12. Woofter demonstrates hesitation in Whedon productions between the Gothic’s hauntological mode of resurfacing trauma and psychically charged, metaphorical landscapes, and the Weird tradition’s configurations of monstrosity as resisting even the unsettling familiarity of the uncanny, radically confronting the subject with confounding unknowns. Woofter argues that these characteristics are often situated or collapsed into the figure of the hero, and Brenna Wardell notes in Chapter 13 that even the seemingly superficial fairy tale tropes and allusions in a series like Buffy reveal that the monster is “not necessarily a marker of evil but of difference,” a breaking-down of binaries of self/other.

In Chapters 11, 14, and 15, Lorna Jowett, Karen Herland, and Alanna Thain, respectively, raise this discussion within the wider context of feminist horror. Jowett tracks the feminist framing of Whedon’s work, examining possible contradictions or tensions between production and reception within a broad canvas that identifies several characteristics of the horror genre in Whedon productions, and suggests how horror is, potentially, moving away from traditionally masculinist tropes and approaches to attract female and queer viewers. Jowett suggests that feminist horror is glimpsed in the fantastic spaces between mundane and supernatural, the generation of physical and emotional effects, and the centrality of female protagonists. Herland links the borders and frontier spaces of two series, Firefly and Westworld (2016–present), to the way these western/sci-fi/horror hybrids confront the body itself as an uncanny frontier. For Herland, both series generate unease around individual agency and the vulnerability of bodies, particularly the interaction between the monstrous-masculine and the female body. Alanna Thain’s concluding chapter explores the “horror of dispossession” that marks Whedon’s work, with a particular focus on the wiping
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