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William Wandless  
Undead Letters: Searches and Researches in Buffy 

the Vampire Slayer  
  

Buffy ,  I  have vo lumes o f  lo re,  o f  prophec ies  and pred ic t ions.  But  I  don ’ t  
have an instruct ion manua l .  We fee l  our  way as  we go a long. And I  
must admit ,  as  a S layer  you’ re  do ing pret ty we l l .  

—Rupert  G i les ,  in  “Never  K i l l  a  Boy on the F i rs t  Date”  
   

(1)  Buf f y  t he  Va mp i re  S laye r  ban ks  on  a  ve r y  s imp le  p re m ise :  f o l ks  d ig  r esea r ch .  Ad mi t te d l y ,  t he y  a l so  
l o ve  b rush es  w i t h  t he  supe rna tu ra l ,  snapp y  d i a log ue ,  t re nd y  c lo thes ,  p re t t y  peop le ,  s we l te r i ng  
s mooc h ies ,  a nd  the  occa s iona l  b leac hed-b londe  Br i t i s h  va mp i r e ,  bu t  no th i ng  pu l l s  t he m in  l i ke  a n  
o ve rhea d  sho t  o f  a  man  in  twe ed  th umb ing  th r ough  a  dus t y ,  l ea the r -bo und  b ook .  Sad l y ,  sque ez ing  a l l  t he  
re qu is i t e  t rapp ings  o f  va mp i re -s la y i ng  i n to  fo r t y - f i ve  m inu tes  o f  t e l e v i s ion  t ime  p la ces  se ve re  l im i t a t i ons  
on  ho w mu ch  re sea rc h  wor k  can  b e  de p ic ted  i n  each  ep i so de .  To  ke ep  v i e we rs  co ming  back  fo r  mor e ,  t he  
se r i es  te ases  t he m w i th  o n l y  a  fe w sc an t  mo men ts  o f  t an ta l i z i n g  pa ge- tu rn ing  pe r  wee k .   
  

(2)  Over  the course of  four  seasons,  however ,  the nature  o f  those moments—and the 
surround ing narrat ive  content  wh ich re f lec ts  and is  re f lec ted in  them—has changed 
dramat ica l ly .  Whi le  G i les  and the Sunnyda le  H igh Schoo l  L ibrary  former ly  centra l ized and 
loca l ized the Scooby Gang ’s  researches for  the major i ty  o f  the f i rs t  three seasons,  the ir  
methods and the ir  measures  have gradua l ly  expanded and adjusted to  enab le  them to  
understand phenomena and combat  adversar ies  wel l  beyond the rea lm of  everyday vampire-
s lay ing.  Research once of fered Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer  a  degree o f  in terna l  un i ty:  the team 
rendezvous in  the l ib rary  regu lar ly  served as a k ind o f  fami l ia r ,  and o f ten comfor t ing ly  
fami l ia l ,  in termiss ion between an in i t ia l  encounter w ith  a  threat  and the in formed response to 
fo l low.  Reassur ing rapport ,  p lay fu l  banter ,  and hushed d iscuss ion o f  the dangers  ahead 
re igned over these ca lm interva ls  o f  in te l l igence-gather ing,  and the knowledge ga ined in  these 
re la t ive ly  qu iet  caba ls  ord inar i ly  proved equa l  to  the conf rontat ions  to  fo l low.  The characters  
grew and the ir  re la t ionsh ips  changed,  but  the ir  common a l l iance aga inst  the assor ted ev i ls  o f  
Sunnyda le  remained constant .   

  
(3)  The onset  o f  the fourth  season,  however ,  marked the emergence o f  new hazards for  

the team: the threat  o f  group d isso lut ion in  the co l lege env ironment;  the presence o f  the 
In i t ia t ive,  a  compet ing group o f  vampire-  and demon-hunters with  d i f ferent  methods,  eth ics ,  
and object ives;  and the ex is tence o f  Adam, an essent ia l ly  unresearchab le  foe.  In  l ight  o f  the 
events  o f  the four th  season,  the destruct ion o f  the l ib rary  in  the bat t le  w ith  the Mayor  at  the 
c lose o f  the th i rd  seems emblemat ic  o f  a  dec is ive  sh i f t  in  the ro le  o f  research in  the ser ies .  
The center  o f  the Scooby Gang’s  research wor ld—and the very hear t  o f  the ir  shared h igh 
schoo l  exper ience—ceases to be,  destroyed in  an exp los ion o f  the ir  own eng ineer ing.  The loss  
o f  the l ib rary  occas ions  phys ica l  d isp lacement and movement outward,  and Buf fy ,  G i les ,  
Wi l low,  and Xander  beg in  to forge more fu l ly  separate  l ives  as  ind iv idua ls ,  exp lor ing ident i t ies  
beyond the protect ive  enc losure  of  the group.  The pursu i t  o f  knowledge correspond ing ly  turns  
inward for  each o f  them, and i t  is  on ly  in  the f ina l  ep isodes o f  the four th  season that  the 
co l lec t ive  y ie ld  o f  the ir  independent  researches beg ins  to  take on a  fami l ia r  shape,  a renewal  
o f  the moments  before  the dest ruct ion o f  the l ib rary ,  when a v ic tor ious  Buf fy  can ins is t  to  her  
f r iends that  “we  were great”  ( “Pr imeva l”) .[1]  

  
(4)  That express ive we  ep i tomizes  the character is t ic  gu ise  o f  knowledge in  the ser ies ,  

a  form of  understand ing that  emerges as  a  consequence o f  in tercommunicat ion and 
in teract ion.  The centra l  express ion of  th is  co l laborat ive  condi t ion in  the f i rs t  two seasons 
ar ises  f rom the gradua l  reve lat ion o f  Buf fy ’ s  dest iny as the S layer  and in  the more 
understated d isc losure  o f  G i les ’  re la ted for tunes as  her  ass igned Watcher .  The in i t ia l  f r ic t ion 
between them is  a t  once comic  and in tense,  as Buf fy ’s  vehement  res is tance to  ord inat ion as  
the vampire-hunt ing Chosen One is  met  by the ar id  w it  and seeming ly  encyc loped ic  occu l t  
knowledge of  the but toned-down Br i t .  Both,  however ,  are  v ic t ims o f  comparab le  t raged ies .  
Buf fy  has been robbed o f  any rea l  chance at  teenage normalcy,  and G i les ,  too,  has been 
robbed o f  youthfu l  dreams:  “I  was go ing to  be a  f ighter  p i lo t , ”  he laments ,  “or  poss ib ly  a  
grocer”  ( “Never  K i l l  a  Boy on the F i rs t  Date”) .  The ana logy between S layer  and Watcher ,  
however ,  has  in t r ins ic  l im itat ions:  a segment excerpted f rom the or ig ina l  te lep lay  o f  “Rept i le  
Boy” has  Buf fy  rebuf f  G i les ’  a t tempt  to  commiserate  with  her  youthfu l  impulses  by remind ing 
h im that  he doesn’ t  “know what  i t ’ s  l ike  to  be s ix teen,  and  a  g i r l ,  and  a  S layer”  (Go lden 6) .  
The growth o f  the ir  re la t ionsh ip ,  as  a consequence,  is  cont ingent  on the ebb and f low of  
rec iproca l  d iscovery.   

  
(5)  G i les  learns  that  h is  ass igned S layer  can be governed on ly loose ly ,  i f  a t  a l l ,  and he 

deve lops  a deep and ab id ing respect  for  the sacr i f ice  Buf fy  proves f ina l ly  w i l l ing  to  make and 
the unconvent iona l  way she determines to  make i t .  Buf fy ,  in  turn,  gathers  that  her  ass igned 
Watcher  is  more than just  a  wooden funct ionary,  and she deve lops  a  pro found t rust  in  h is  
gu idance and h is  f r iendsh ip .  Though Gi les  in i t ia l ly  a t tempts  to  indoct r inate Buf fy  in  the formal  
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t rade o f  s lay ing,  by the midpo int  o f  the second season he admits  that ,  in  Buf fy ’ s  case,  he ’s  
essent ia l ly  thrown out the S layer  handbook (“What ’s  My L ine,  Par t  Two”) .  The concess ion is  a  
s ign i f icant  one,  both as a  reasoned response to Buf fy ’s  in t ractab i l i ty  and as  a  ref lec t ion o f  
G i les ’  regard for  the st rength o f  her  commitment and conv ic t ion.  Though Gi les  is  fu l ly  aware 
o f  the s t r ic tures  and r i tua ls  o f  the Watcher ’s  Counc i l ,  h is  understand ing o f  the essent ia l  
purpose o f  h is  o f f ice—and the pecu l iar  v i r tues  of  h is  vampire-s lay ing protégé—makes h im wise  
enough to accept  the ir  uncommon re la t ionsh ip .  H is  knowledge,  he qu ick ly  learns,  must be 
f i t ted to  her power;  the converse s imply  does not  work.  

  
(6)  Though Gi les  consequent ly  may not  be the idea l  Watcher  in  the t rad i t iona l  sense,  

as  the Scooby Gang’s  pr inc ipa l  source o f  arcane knowledge,  the ir  ch ie f  researcher ,  and the ir  
de facto “Super l ibrar ian”  (as Xander ca l ls  h im in  “Never  K i l l  a  Boy on the F i rs t  Date”) ,  h is  
va lue to  the team is  mani fest .  G i les ’  ro le  ear ly  in  the ser ies  is  doub ly  important:  he not  on ly  
needs to  uncover  the in format ion Buf fy  needs with  speed and prec is ion—or at  least  as  much 
speed and prec is ion as  hours  o f  arch iva l  research admits—he a lso  needs to  in terpret  and 
present  that  in format ion in  a  language access ib le  to  h is  young ward,  her f r iends,  and the 
v iew ing aud ience.  He must ,  in  essence,  t rans form occu l t  research in to  pract ica l  knowledge,  
someth ing the team can reason with  and u l t imately  app ly .  In an apprec ia t ive  assessment  o f  
G i les ’  e f f icacy,  GraceAnne A.  DeCand ido summar izes the v i r tues  o f  h is  pecul iar  pract ice  o f  the 
researcher ’s  c ra f t:   

  
Gi les  be l ieves  that  what he needs to  know for  Buf fy ’ s  sake l ies  in  h is  many vo lumes at  home 
and at  work.  G i les  a lso  makes the necessary  leap of  fa i th  common to a l l  good l ib rar ians:  He 
br idges the chasm between the in format ion as  i t  l ives  in  the text  and the t rans fer  o f  that  
in format ion in to  a form the S layeret tes  and Buf fy  can actua l ly  use.  Somet imes that  means 
l i tera l  t rans lat ion,  other  t imes i t  means recast ing what  he reads in to  stor ies ,  tag l ines ,  or  
aphor isms that  make sense to  the teens he serves.  (46)  
Gi les  o f ten works  at  the per iphery o f  the Scooby Gang, but  h is  researches are  f requent ly  
centra l  to  the reso lut ion o f  the externa l  c r ises that  beset  the group.  Though Buf fy ,  Wi l low,  
and Xander  incessant ly  razz  h im for  h is  unvary ing “get  my books .  .  .  look s tu f f  up”  response 
to  the ir  myr iad  prob lems (as  i t  i s  i ron ica l ly  construed in  “The Pack”) ,  they never  d isparage or  
underva lue h is  contr ibut ion to  the wel fare  and the communal  knowledge of  the team. 
  

(7)  As  the pr imary source o f  lo re  and arcana for  much of  the ser ies ,  a t  least  dur ing the 
f i rs t  three seasons,  G i les  is  usua l ly  respons ib le  both for  ar t icu la t ing the essence of  h is  
research f ind ings,  for  in terpret ing and pred ic t ing  phenomena,  and for  tender ing a  respons ive 
course o f  act ion.  In  h is  own vampir i c  way, however ,  he is  a lso  respons ib le  for  in fect ing the 
group with  h is  contag ious  appet i te  for  knowledge. The ent i re  Scooby Gang o f ten grudging ly  
hunkers down in  the l ib rary  over  dusty  vo lumes in  some of  the show’s most  conv iv ia l  scenes,  
and in  th is  in tent  yet  co l leg ia l  a tmosphere i ts  members deve lop an endur ing apprec ia t ion for  
the researcher ’s  c ra f t ,  as DeCandido cont inues in  her  d iscuss ion o f  the shared qua l i ty  that  
b inds  the group together in  the ir  f ight  aga inst  ev i l :   

   
The th i rs t  to  know .  .  .  i s  a t  the core o f  i t  a l l :  to  know the forces  o f  darkness,  to  name them, 
and hence to defang them; to know themse lves,  as  they dance on the edge o f  matur i ty;  to  
search out  the spec i f ics  o f  how to  overmaster  a  par t icu lar  demon a long with  the pr inc ip les  o f  
how knowledge can lead to  larger  t ruths .  (46)  

 (8)  Research in  Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer  o f ten h inges on such a  ba lanced 
understand ing o f  knowledge.  Whi le  the in te l l igence the team gathers is  rare ly  co l lec ted for  i t s  
own sake— immediate  ut i l i ty ,  and not  s imply  the abst ract  va lue o f  knowing,  usua l ly  governs  
the act  o f  gather ing—it  a lso  const i tutes  a  cruc ia l  par t  o f  the group ’s  shared network o f  
exper ience.  Knowledge in  the ser ies  does not  s imp ly  turn up in  the pages o f  rare  books:  i t  
issues f rom every moment  o f  group in teract ion, f rom every d iscovery Buf fy ,  G i les ,  Wi l low,  and 
Xander  make about  each other  and about  themse lves.  When the usua l ly  f l ippant Xander ,  in  an 
e f for t  to  conv ince Wi l low that  G i les  can take care o f  h imse l f  on a  dangerous errand,  reminds 
her  “ that  knowledge is  the u l t imate weapon” (“Never  K i l l  a  Boy on the F i rs t  Date”) ,  he 
succ inct ly  expresses  an idea which e f fect ive ly  dominates  the f i rs t  three seasons. 

  
(9)  S ign i f icant ly ,  coming- to-knowledge in  the ser ies  is  ne i ther  s tat ic  nor s tab le .  

Dynamic  and f lu id ,  i t  moves in  f i t s  and s tar ts ,  engag ing the ent i re  team in  d i f ferent  ways on 
d i f ferent  occas ions.  At tempt ing to  def ine  a  convent iona l  model  for  in terna l  or  externa l  
researches in  Buf fy  proves  v i r tua l ly  imposs ib le .  Buf fy  typ ica l ly  supp l ies  exper ient ia l  
reconna issance o f  the hazards  at  hand,  but  her  intu i t ion and determined reason ing are  cruc ia l  
for  counter ing an unseen threat  l ike  Der K indestod  in  “K i l led  by Death” or  for  acc identa l ly  
ta lk ing a  d is t raught Jonathan out  o f  su ic ide in  “Earshot .”  G i les  usua l ly  prov ides  the bulk  o f  the 
team’s  arch iva l  researches,  but  h is  resume a lso features  spe l l cast ing knowledge and ab i l i t ies ,  
as  ev inced in  “The Witch”  and a  handfu l  o f  o ther  ep isodes,  and the capac i ty  for  exp los ive 
v io lence (see “Ange l”  and “Graduat ion Day, Par t  Two”) .  Wi l low customar i ly  o f fers  a  sa lutary  
dose o f  modern knowledge and know-how to G i les ’  archa ic  scho larsh ip ,  but  she a lso  per forms 
detect ive  work f i rs thand (uncover ing the secrets  o f  Joyce ’s  new beau in  “Ted,”  for  example)  
and her  own nascent  spe l lcast ing powers—she te l ls  Joyce “I ’m a dabb ler”  in  “G ingerbread,”  
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even though she has  a l ready summoned the formidab le  sou l-b ind ing magic  o f  “Becoming,  Par t  
Two”—serve to  expand her  o f f ices  cons iderab ly .  Xander  f requent ly  o f fers  c ruc ia l  in tu i t ive  input  
to  the team, yet  he a lso  complements h is  g l ib  connect ive  in ferences  with  a surpr is ing 
versat i l i ty ,  showcased in  the undercover  work of  “Go F ish”  and the unacknowledged exp lo i ts  o f  
“The Zeppo.”   

  
(10)  Moreover ,  the group a lso  acqu ires  in tel l igence f rom a number  o f  externa l  sources:  

the computer  savvy and gypsy lo re  of  Jenny Ca lendar  and her technopagan network,  the 
centur ies  o f  l ived (or  un l ived)  supernatura l  exper ience o f  Angel ,  Sp ike,  and other  vampires ,  
the underground demonic  connect ions o f  Wi l ly ,  and the c lues ,  h ints ,  and sundry in t imat ions  
o f fered up,  w i l l ing ly  or  unwi l l ing ly ,  by a host  o f  o ther  in formants .   

  
(11)  Unsurpr is ing ly ,  the in te l l igence the group acqu ires  f rom the ir  mot ley co l lec t ion o f  

sources var ies  w ide ly  in  i t s  re l iab i l i ty .  At  t imes,  in format ion is  t rustworthy even when the 
in formant is  not ,  as  in  the case o f  the deranged Dr .  Car ly le  in  “Teacher ’ s  Pet , ”  who fu l ly  
grasps the nature  o f  the She-Mant is  yet  suspects  h is  mother has  been re incarnated as a  
Pek ingese;  at  other t imes,  ev idence i tse l f  is  c rypt ic ,  l ike  the v io lent  reenactments or  
sp i r i tua l ly-cha lked messages o f  Grace and Stan ley in  “ I  On ly  Have Eyes for  You.”  Occas iona l ly ,  
the group even must  dea l  w i th  in format ion that  is  appa l l ing ly  exact—the prophec ies  o f  the 
Pergamum Codex  in  “Prophecy G ir l ”  come immediate ly  to  mind—yet proves happ i ly  incomplete.  
In  every  case,  however ,  what  Buf fy ,  G i les ,  Wi l low,  and Xander come to  know in  each ep isode 
is  invar iab ly  enr iched by how they come to  know i t ,  and the manner  in  wh ich they put  the 
knowledge acqu ired to  use speaks vo lumes about  the in tegr i ty—here ind icat ive  o f  both 
upr ightness  and who leness—of  the group.   

  
(12)  The format ion and deve lopment o f  th is  in tegr i ty  through the accumulat ion o f  

group knowledge,  arch iva l  knowledge,  and se l f-knowledge prov ides  the foundat ion for  the 
centra l  narrat ives  o f  the f i rs t  three seasons.  Though narrat ive abst ract ion necessar i ly  detracts  
f rom the complex i ty  and soph is t icat ion o f  Buf fy ,  each season u l t imate ly  focuses  on a s ing le  
pr imary conf l ic t :  the Scooby Gang ’s  ef for ts  to  prevent  the Ascens ion o f  the Master  and the 
open ing o f  the He l lmouth un i fy  the f i rs t ,  the ir  e f for ts  to  come to  terms with  the dua l  nature  o f  
Ange l/Ange lus  and to  thwart  h is  a t tempt to  awaken the demon Acath la  connect  the second, 
and the ir  e f for ts  to  f rustrate  the demonic  Mayor ’ s  p lans  for  h is  own ascens ion dominate the 
th i rd .  Buf fy  is  the nomina l  S layer  o f  the ser ies;  however ,  the successfu l  reso lut ion o f  a l l  three 
major  c r ises is  cont ingent  on the complementary  exer t ions  and co l lec t ive  act ion o f  the group.  
Surpr is ing ly ,  the very  ex is tence of  a  group is  anomalous—Slayers ,  a ided on ly  by the ir  
Watchers ,  have h is tor ica l ly  worked a lone.   

  
(13)  An encounter  w ith  Kendra,  the exceed ing ly  or thodox S layer  act ivated at  the 

moment o f  Buf fy ’s  death at  the hands o f  the Master ,  revea ls  the abnormal i ty  o f  a  group 
arrangement.  Star t led by Wi l low’s  ar r iva l  a t  a  pr ivate  Watcher-S layer  conversat ion,  Kendra 
rece ives  a  s tammer ing exp lanat ion o f  her  presence f rom Gi les:   

   
Gi les:  Kendra,  there  are  a  few peop le—civ i l ians ,  i f  you l ike—who know Buf fy ’ s  Ident i ty .  Wi l low 
is  one o f  them. And they a lso  spend t ime together  .  .  .  soc ia l ly .   
Kendra :  An d  yo u  a l l o w th i s ,  S i r?   
Gi les :  W e l l  .  .  .   
Kendra :  Bu t  t he  S la ye r  mu s t  work  i n  sec re t ,  f o r  secu r i t y .   
Gi les:  Of  course.  But  w ith  Buf fy ,  however ,  i t ’ s  .  .  .  some f lex ib i l i ty  is  required.  ( “What ’s  My 
L ine,  Par t  Two”)   
 That  f lex ib i l i ty ,  wh ich both G i les  and Kendra regard as a  token o f  h is  immoderate  
permiss iveness  as a  Watcher ,  never the less  serves  a  cruc ia l  purpose.  Buf fy ’s  commitment  to a  
c lose  c i rc le  o f  f r iends,  though a v io la t ion o f  the S layer  handbook,  pro found ly  t ransforms her  
own ex is tence as  an object  o f  knowledge.  The forces  of  darkness,  wh ich t rad i t iona l ly  on ly  had 
a  s ing le  young woman to dea l  w i th ,  f ind themse lves  cha l lenged by a team of  adversar ies ,  not  
a  s ing le  foe.  To e f fect  the ir  dark  des igns,  they must  out th ink and overcome not  on ly  Buf fy ,  
but  her f r iends and a l l ies  as  wel l .  
  

(14)  Even a  cursory  scan o f  the f i rs t  three seasons revea ls  exact ly  how advantageous 
Buf fy ’ s  var ious  f r iendsh ips  can be and how profound ly  they can impact  the e f for ts  o f  the 
forces o f  darkness  to  assess  accurate ly  the threat  she represents .  Buf fy ’ s  c l imact ic  
conf rontat ion with  The Master  at  the c lose o f  the f i rs t  season serves  as an exemplary  instance 
in  th is  regard.  The ep isode centers on the fu l f i l lment  o f  prophecy,  both for  Buf fy  and the 
S layeret tes  and The Master  h imse l f .  Buf fy  must dea l  w i th  the unequ ivoca l ly  c lear  prophecy 
f rom the Pergamum Codex ,  a  vo lume of  unerr ing lo re ,  on the eve o f  the conf l ic t :  “Tomorrow 
n ight  Buf fy  w i l l  face  the Master ,  and she wi l l  d ie”  ( “Prophecy G ir l ” ) .  The Master ,  meanwhi le ,  is  
qu i te  smug in  h is  own knowledge o f  the prophec ies  surround ing h is  Ascens ion.  He,  too,  knows 
Buf fy  wi l l  d ie .  Moreover ,  he knows that  Buf fy  is  actua l ly  the agent  o f  h is  escape f rom his  
underwor ld  pr ison.  He defeats  her read i ly ,  a f ford ing h im ample  opportun i ty  for  g loat ing.  
“Prophec ies  are  t r icky creatures,”  the Master  in forms the mesmer ized S layer  as  he draws her  
to  h im—“You’ re  the one that  sets  me f ree,”  he h isses ,  “ th ink about that ! ”  (“Prophecy G ir l ” ) .  
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He dr inks  her  b lood,  the fue l  for  h is  exa l ta t ion,  and re leases  her;  she fa l ls  to  the ground,  
where she comes to  rest ,  face down,  in  a  poo l  o f  water .   

  
(15)  Buf fy  drowns;  both vampir ic  lo re  and textua l  research prove fau l t less  in  the ir  

pred ic t ion o f  the fa te  o f  the S layer .  They fa i l  to  reckon,  however ,  w i th  the consequence o f  the 
S layer ’ s  f r iends.  Xander  and Ange l  ar r ive  on the scene fo l lowing the Master ’ s  ascent ,  and 
Xander  succeeds in  rev iv ing Buf fy  w ith  CPR.  Buf fy  defeats  the Master  shor t ly  thereaf ter—when 
he rages “You were dest ined to  d ie !  I t  was wr it ten!” ,  Buf fy  per t ly  responds “What  can I  say? I  
f lunked the wr i t ten”  (Prophecy G ir l ” )—thus set t ing a precedent  that  w i l l  govern the next  two 
seasons.  In  each of  the major  conf l ic ts  to  fo l low,  Buf fy ’s  ch ie f  adversary fa i ls  to  account  
adequate ly  for  her  spec ia l  s tatus  as  a  member o f  a  la rger  soc ia l  network.  In  the second 
season, Ange lus  successfu l ly  dea ls  w ith  the threat  o f  Jenny Ca lendar  and her  sou l- restor ing 
spe l l ,  but  he over looks  the poss ib i l i ty  that  an in jured Wi l low might  prove equa l  to  i t s  cast ing 
in  “Becoming,  Par t  Two.”  The Mayor prepares qu i te  de l iberate ly  for  h is  own at tempted 
ascens ion in  “Graduat ion Day,  Par t  Two,”  the th i rd  season’s  f ina le—he adopts  h is  own S layer  
and gathers an army of  vampires  to  back h im up—but  f inds  h imse l f  to ta l ly  unprepared for  the 
organ ized res is tance o f  Buf fy ,  the S layeret tes ,  and the ent i re  Sunnyda le  H igh Schoo l  student  
body,  not  to  ment ion a  l ib rary  packed with  exp los ives.  When Whis t ler ,  the en igmat ic  demon 
who brought Ange l  to  Buf fy ,  encounters  Buf fy  herse l f  jus t  before  her confrontat ion with  the 
sou l less  Ange lus ,  he o f fers  her  a b i t  o f  ex is tent ia l  adv ice:  “ In the end,  you ’ re  a lways by 
yourse l f .  You ’ re  a l l  you ’ve got .  That ’s  the po int”  ( “Becoming,  Par t  Two”) .  In  the f i rs t  three 
seasons,  that  po int  cons is tent ly  proves untrue.   

  
(16)  The fourth  season,  however ,  marks  a turn ing away f rom co l lec t ive  act iv i ty .  What 

Buf fy ’ s  a f f ronts  to  her  f r iends ( in  “When She Was Bad”)  and her  d isappearance fo l low ing the 
damnat ion of  Ange l  (chron ic led  in  “Becoming,  Part  Two” and “Anne”)  cou ld not  e f fec t—the 
d isso lut ion o f  her  core  group o f  f r iends—is  prec ip i ta ted by a  far  more bana l  cause:  enro l lment  
at  UC-Sunnyda le .  Though they cont inue to  work together  in termit tent ly ,  the group sudden ly  
d isperses .  Buf fy  s t rugg les  to adapt  to  co l lege,  endur ing her  genu ine ly  demonic  roommate and 
seeming ly  demonic  pro fessors ,  but  eventua l ly  secures  a measure of  comfor t  in  the arms o f  
R i ley .  Wi l low,  in  contrast ,  thr ives  in  the un ivers i ty  env ironment ,  f ind ing in te l lec tua l  
s t imulat ion,  the opportuni ty  to  pract ice  her  w itchcra f t ,  and a  f r iend and lover  in  Tara.  G i les ,  
now an unemployed l ib rar ian and ex-Watcher ,  beg ins  to  deve lop h is  own interests ,  an o ld  
f lame named Ol iv ia  and co f feehouse-croon ing among them, and becomes more and more 
d is tant  f rom the youthfu l  members of  the Scooby Gang. And Xander ,  fo l lowing a  sou l-
search ing road t r ip  rep lete  with  mishaps and male s t r ippers ,  re turns  to  a basement  apar tment 
in  h is  parents ’  house,  where h is  anx iet ies  about  be ing the on ly  non-co l leg ian and the Zeppo of  
the group soon return.  The absence o f  the l ib rary  and the regu lar  gather ings  i t  once housed 
he ightens the sense o f  phys ica l  and emot iona l  d isconnect ion among the members  o f  the group.  
Though Buf fy  and Wi l low eventua l ly  w ind up be ing roommates,  the t rans i t ion f rom the th i rd  
season to  the four th  f inds  the team growing up and growing apar t .   

  
(17)  S ign i f icant ly ,  the increas ing d is tance between Buf fy ,  G i les ,  Wi l low,  and Xander  is  

not  mere ly  phys ica l .  The exchange of  knowledge a lso  suf fers  as  a  resu l t  o f  the ir  separat ion,  
and in format ion becomes a  commodity  wh ich is  somet imes,  by acc ident  or  des ign,  w i thhe ld ,  
not  shared.  An ear ly  cata lyst  is  Wi l low’s  separat ion f rom Oz in  “Wi ld  at  Heart , ”  a  separat ion 
made doub ly pa in fu l  by the onset  of  Buf fy  and R i ley ’s  romance.  Wi l low,  though she fee ls  l ike  
she ’s  been “sp l i t  down the center  and ha l f  o f  [her]  is  los t”  in  “Someth ing B lue,”  fa i ls  to  f ind a  
sympathet ic  ear  among her  f r iends and eventua l ly  resor ts  to  spe l lcast ing to  hea l  her  broken 
hear t .  G i les ,  for  h is  par t ,  f inds  h imse l f  increas ing ly  out  of  the loop.  He invests  weeks 
research ing the In i t ia t ive,  “ t ry ing to get  a s ing le  scrap of  in format ion about  [ the]  myster ious  
demon co l lec tors ,”  on ly  to  f ind  out ,  in  “A New Man,”  that  the remainder  of  the Scooby Gang 
a l ready knows qu i te  a  b i t  about  the organ izat ion and that  Buf fy  is  dat ing one of  i t s  members .  
Soon thereaf ter ,  Wi l low wonders a loud at  Buf fy ’ s  deepen ing invo lvement with  the In i t ia t ive,  
not ing how the t ime she former ly  spent  w ith  her  f r iends has  marked ly  decreased (“The I  in  
Team”) .  In  turn,  Wi l low beg ins  spend ing more t ime with  Tara,  and Wi l low admits  that ,  though 
she ’s  par t  o f  “ th is  group th ing that  revo lves  around the s lay ing,”  she would  l ike  to  preserve 
“someth ing that ’ s  just ,  you know,  mine”  (“Who Are You?”) .  Moreover ,  Wi l low concea ls  the 
nature  o f  her  re la t ionsh ip  with  Tara as  long as  poss ib le ,  a f ra id  her  f r iends wi l l  not  understand.  
To compl icate  the exchange o f  knowledge even further ,  Tara success fu l ly  impedes Wi l low’s  
at tempt  to  use magic  to  f ind demonic  s ignatures  in  Sunnyda le ,  Buf fy  w ithho lds  the fu l l  deta i ls  
o f  her re la t ionsh ip  with  Ange l  f rom Ri ley ,  and Professor Walsh withho lds  in format ion about  the 
t rue purpose o f  the In i t ia t ive  f rom the commandos o f  the In i t ia t ive i tse l f .  The channe ls  o f  
communicat ion become rad ica l ly  obstructed,  and knowledge i tse l f  soon becomes an iso la ted 
persona l  property  with in  the Scooby Gang.  

  
(18)  Th is  ind iv iduat ion o f  knowledge,  though i t  pro found ly  impacts  the re la t ionsh ip  of  

Buf fy ,  G i les ,  Wi l low,  and Xander ,  has l i t t le  e f fect  on the mi l i ta ry  h ierarchy o f  the In i t ia t ive.  
The organ izat ion o f  the two groups d i f fers  st r ik ing ly ,  as  do the ir  research methods and 
tact ics .  For Buf fy  and f r iends,  demons and vampires  are  subjects  of  fo lk lore  and mythology—
monsters ,  i t ’ s  t rue,  but  monsters  with  ro les  and object ives .  For  the so ld iers  o f  the In i t ia t ive,  
however ,  these monsters  are  sc ient i f ic  objects ,  a  co l lec t ion o f  fac ts  and data  to  be ana lyzed 
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and neutra l i zed.  In “Doomed,”  both teams encounter  the same t r io  o f  demons;  what  they learn 
and assume about  those demons i l lus t rates  the essent ia l  incompat ib i l i ty  o f  the ir  separate  
approaches.  The In i t ia t ive  commandos co l lec t  p la in  facts  about  the demon:  i ts  he ight ,  we ight ,  
any spec ia l  hazards  i t  might  present ,  and the pheromone s ignature  that  wi l l  make i t  easy to  
t rack.  The demon’s  purpose is  immater ia l ;  they assume i t ’ s  s imply  “on a bas ic  k i l l - c rush-
destroy.”  The Scooby Gang,  meanwhi le ,  unearths  far  more s ign i f icant  deta i ls  in  the ir  research.  
The demons, they learn,  are  not  the gener ic  c reatures  the In i t ia t ive  takes them to  be:  they 
are  Vahra l l  demons,  and they are  co l lec t ing the mater ia l  components  needed to  open the 
He l lmouth.  With  on ly  a poor understand ing o f  the nature  o f  the threat ,  In i t ia t ive  commandos 
dut i fu l ly  patro l  the ir  ass igned quadrants ,  unaware that ,  were Buf fy  and her  f r iends to  fa i l ,  
Sunnyda le  wou ld  be overrun by the den izens o f  He l l .   

  
(19)  The lack  of  awareness  ev inced by the commandos in  th is  ins tance a lso  extends to 

the ir  understand ing o f  the In i t ia t ive  i tse l f .  Though the organizat ion ’s  e th ics  are  dub ious  f rom 
the outset—the neuro log ica l ly-neutered Sp ike is  a  t roub lesome presence for  much of  the 
season, though the Scooby Gang,  sat is f ied  by the impotence o f  the ir  longt ime foe,  cons ider  
the rect i tude o f  the procedure on ly  in  pass ing—the ir  methods never  open ly  come into  quest ion 
unt i l  the  f ina l  few ep isodes.  R i ley ’s  response to Buf fy ’ s  quest ions  about  the researches and 
pract ices  of  the In i t ia t ive seems typ ica l:  “ I  know a l l  I  need to know.  We’ re  do ing good here—
protect ing the pub l ic ,  removing the subterrest r ia l  threat .  I t ’ s  work worth do ing”  (“The I  in  
Team”) .  R i ley ,  Buf fy ,  and the ir  respect ive teams, however ,  soon ga in  a  far  bet ter  
understand ing o f  the organ izat ion ’s  la rger  des igns.  Professor  Walsh,  the In i t ia t ive ’s  “mother , ”  
sends Buf fy  in to  a  death t rap,  and R i ley ,  upon d iscover ing Walsh ’s  apparent  decept ion,  wa lks  
out  on her .  In  “Goodbye Iowa,”  the fo l low ing ep isode,  another  wr ink le  in  the In i t ia t ive ’ s  
methods comes to  l ight:  Buf fy  learns  that  the commandos have been fed a  s teady d ie t  o f  
per formance-enhanc ing drugs,  o f fered to them as v i tamins.  The emergence o f  th is  new 
in format ion understandab ly  shakes Ri ley ’ s  fa i th  in  the In i t ia t ive and i ts  methods,  and h is  
inab i l i ty  to  bear  w itness  to  the bruta l  exper iments per formed on Oz in  “New Moon R is ing”  
f ina l ly  force  h im to  sever h is  t ies  w ith  an organ izat ion he can no longer  accept .  He deser ts ,  
unwi l l ing  to  be part  o f  the eth ica l  n ightmare i t  has  come to  represent .  

  
(20)  The eth ica l  t ransgress ions  o f  the In i t ia t ive,  however ,  are  soon ec l ipsed by the 

reve lat ion o f  i t s  u l t imate t ransgress ion in  “Goodbye Iowa”:  the “k inemat ica l ly  redundant  
b iomechan ica l  demono id ,”  Adam. Prev ious ly  ident i f ied  on ly  as “Pro ject  314,”  Adam’s ex is tence 
was known on ly  to  Dr .  Walsh,  h is  c reator ,  her c i rc le ,  and the demons aware o f  h is  assembly ,  
who cons idered h im an abominat ion.  Adam’s escape f rom the In i t ia t ive compound a l lows h im 
to  pursue h is  own researches in to  the human,  demon, and vampire  cond i t ion.  He is  percept ive 
in  the extreme—in “Superstar”  he asser ts  that  “No one .  .  .  has  ever been as  awake and a l ive  
as  I  am”—but  he a lso  possesses  a ch i ld l ike  cur ios i ty ,  espec ia l ly  about chaot ic  e lements beyond 
h is  contro l .  More prob lemat ica l ly  s t i l l ,  he  has  a spec ia l  in terest  in  Buf fy;  in  h is  est imat ion,  
“she makes th ings  in terest ing”  ( “The Yoko Factor”) .  Though Spike,  act ing  as  a  doub le  agent  in  
the hope that  h is  v io lence- inh ib i t ing microch ip  w i l l  be  removed,  urges Adam to  be caut ious,  he 
proves obst inate  in  h is  des i re  to  in t roduce Buf fy  in to  the mayhem he is  in tent  on creat ing.  The 
chaos Adam has conce ived actua l ly  requ i res  her presence:  he p lans to  inst igate  a  war  between 
the In i t ia t ive commandos and the demons they ho ld  capt ive,  a  war  that  wi l l  c reate  a  supp ly  of  
body par ts  for  the demonoid  army he seeks  to  construct ,  and Buf fy  is  needed,  as she surmises  
in  “Pr imeva l , ”  to  “even the k i l l  ra t io . ”   

  
(21)  Adam is  not ,  however ,  ent i re ly  deaf  to  suggest ions.  Sp ike ’s  h is tory  with  Buf fy—

and h is  understand ing o f  the source of  Buf fy ’ s  pecu l iar  success as  a  S layer—br ings  about  a  
cruc ia l  reversa l .  Adam, an opponent  o f  man-made or ig ins ,  is  not  researchab le  in  the 
t rad i t iona l  sense.  Though the Scooby Gang eventua l ly  learns  that  he ’s  powered by a  core  of  
uran ium, they cannot s imply  crack open a  success ion o f  dusty  vo lumes to  d iscover  the 
read iest  way to  defeat  h im.  By the four th  season, however ,  the Scooby Gang i tse l f  has become 
a researchable  quant i ty ,  and Sp ike ’s  in t imate knowledge o f  the ir  co l lec t ive  success  causes  h im 
to  broach the matter  o f  Buf fy ’ s  companions with  Adam: 

   
Adam :  I  w i l l  r es to re  you  to  wh a t  yo u  on ce  we re .  W hen  I  ha ve  the  S laye r  .  .  .  ho w and  wher e  I  

wa n t  he r .   
Spike :  Eas ie r  sa id .  Sh e ' s  c ra f t y .  He r  an d  he r  l i t t l e  f r i end s .   
Adam :  F r i en ds?   
Spike:  There 's  your—what  do you ca l l  i t—var iab le .  The S layer 's  got  pa ls .  You want  her 

even ing the odds in  a  f ight  you don' t  want  the S layeret tes  muck ing about .   
Adam :  Take  the m a wa y  f rom h e r .   
Spike :  No w t he r e ' s  a  p lan .  She 's  wo rk i ng  so lo ,  sh e  won ' t  ha ve  a  c hanc e  to  co me  a f te r  us  wh en  

t he  w i l d  ru mpus  beg ins .  P l us ,  i t  w i l l  make  he r  m ise ra b le .  And  I  ne ve r  ge t  t i r ed  o f  t ha t .  
(“The Yoko Factor”)   

   
(22)  Sp ike ’s  p lan to  remove Buf fy ’s  f r iends f rom the p ic ture  is  a  s imple  one:  us ing 

tens ions  a l ready at  work in  the group,  he contr ives  to sow addi t iona l  d iscord.  He reminds 
G i les  that  he no longer  serves  any of f ic ia l  capac i ty  in  the group,  add ing that  Buf fy  and the 
gang t reat  h im—and th ink o f  h im—“very much l ike  a  ret i red l ibrar ian.”  Sp ike,  w i th  unexpected 
he lp  f rom Anya,  Xander ’s  pers is tent ly  tact less  g i r l f r iend,  persuades h im that  h is  f r iends look 
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down on h im and th ink  he shou ld  jo in  the Army.  F ina l ly ,  in  a  ser ies  o f  damning doub le  
entendres ,  Sp ike conv inces  Wi l low that  her  computer  sk i l l s  have eroded,  a  c i rcumstance Buf fy  
and Xander  both b lame on her invo lvement with  wicca and her  invo lvement  with  Tara.  
Cap i ta l iz ing on h is  knowledge o f  each ind iv idua l ’ s  apprehens ions  about h is  or  her current  
s tand ing with  the rest  o f  the group,  Sp ike he ightens the ir  co l lec t ive  anx iety .  H is  p lan 
u l t imate ly  works,  a t  least  in  par t ,  because Sp ike ’s  words  echo what  a  season o f  separat ion and 
se l f -examinat ion has  taught  them to  imag ine.   

  
(23)  The reassembly  o f  the ent i re  group intens i f ies  the doubts  Sp ike set  in  mot ion—

Buffy ’ s  re turn causes tens ions  seeth ing beneath the sur face of  the group to  sudden ly  erupt .  
Desperate to ga in  any in format ion that  may be of  he lp  in  the f ight  aga inst  Adam, Buf fy  
compla ins  to Wi l low of  her  s lowness  in  c rack ing the encrypt ion o f  computer  d isks  Sp ike 
supp l ied.  Buf fy  unwit t ing ly  s l ights  Xander  as we l l ,  underscor ing h is  sense o f  inut i l i ty  and 
inadequacy by re fus ing to  le t  h im he lp  her  t rack down Adam. G i les ,  for  h is  par t ,  gets  s lopp i ly  
drunk, and g leefu l ly  in forms Buf fy  that ,  because she never  t ra ins  w ith  h im anymore,  “ [Adam]’s  
gonna k ick  your  ass . ”  A  fu l l - f ledged conf lagrat ion fo l lows,  as  a season ’s  worth  of  pent-up 
angst  f ina l ly  sp i l l s  over .  Buf fy  proves equa l  to the rage o f  the S layeret tes ,  however ,  and,  
rea l iz ing  they can be o f  no  he lp  to  her  unt i l  they work through the ir  fury ,  leve ls  the most  
wither ing reproach o f  the ser ies  at  them: “So .  .  .  I  guess  I ’m star t ing to  understand why 
there ’ s  no prophecy about  a  Chosen One—and her  f r iends.  I f  I  need he lp ,  I ’ l l  go  to someone I  
can count on.”  The f ragmentat ion of  the gang seems complete,  as  each fa l ls  prey to  the 
pr ivate misg iv ings  borne o f  l iv ing  separate l ives .   

  
(24)  In the penu lt imate ep isode o f  the ser ies ,  Sp ike,  eager  to  have the microch ip  

removed,  c rows o f  h is  success  in  d ivorc ing Buf fy  f rom the group: “She ’s  separated f rom her 
f r iends.  They want noth ing to  do with  her .  She’s  a l l  a lone”  (“Pr imeva l”) .  An overs ight  on h is  
par t ,  however—he broke up the gang before  Buf fy  cou ld  acquire  the in format ion encoded on 
the d isks  he le f t  w i th  Wi l low,  in te l l igence that ,  had i t  been decrypted in  t ime,  wou ld  have 
de l ivered her  to  the In i t ia t ive  compound a lone—forces  h im to p lay  peacemaker .  He journeys to  
Adam’s la i r  to  urge Buf fy  to  ret r ieve the in format ion,  an act  wh ich awakens her  mis t rust  o f  h is  
in tent ions.  A  reun ion of  the Scooby Gang br ings  Sp ike ’s  mach inat ions  to l ight ,  and an 
embarrassed team rea l izes  they ’ve been had. Though they are  co l lec t ive ly  honest  enough to  
recogn ize  that  Sp ike on ly  fanned a  spark  that  a l ready ex is ted—as Buf fy  admits ,  the “ troub le  
was s t i r -uppab le”—they are  a lso  invested deep ly  enough in  the ir  group f r iendsh ip  to confess 
the ir  doubts  and move onward.   

  
(25)  That forward movement  s igna ls  a  dramat ic  return to  the research-and-act ion 

methodo logy which character ized the f i rs t  three seasons.  The reso lut ion o f  the Adam cr is is  
requ ires  a  synthes is  o f  the un ique sk i l l s  that  each member o f  the team br ings to  the tab le ,  
and the or ig ina l ,  un i f ied  group dynamic  returns.  Buf fy ,  the S layer ,  prov ides  the s t rength,  
ingenu ity ,  and tact ica l  sk i l l s  needed to  get  to  Adam. G i les  prov ides  the arcane knowledge,  h is  
f luency in  Sumer ian,  needed to  cast  a  spec i f ic  spe l l .  Wi l low supp l ies  the actua l  spe l lcast ing 
ab i l i ty ,  and Xander  of fers  the cruc ia l  in tu i t ive  leap that  br ings i t  a l l  together:  “a l l  we need is  
combo Buf fy—her  with  S layer  s t rength,  G i les '  mult i - l ingua l  know how,  and Wi l low's  w itchy 
power”  ( “Pr imeva l”) .  The spe l l  that  f ina l ly  b inds  them in  the depths  o f  the In i t ia t ive 
compounds ar t icu la tes  a  complete  fus ion o f  ind iv idua l  ab i l i ty  and shared exper ience,  as  mind,  
sp i r i t ,  hear t ,  and body—Gi les ,  Wi l low,  Xander ,  and Buf fy—work together  to  tap in to  
inca lcu lab le  power .  Adam gets  the chaos that  he wished for:  a  group of  f r iends un i tes  to  of fer  
h im a k ind of  res is tance that  far  surpasses  h is  capac i ty  for  knowing.  

  
(26)  The f ina l  ep isode o f  the four th season,  rather  than serv ing as a  s t ra ight forward 

ep i logue to  the team’s shared adventure,  emphasizes  instead the l im itat ions  o f  the ir  
knowledge.  Crypt ic  dream sequences br ing each ind iv idua l  in to  contact  w i th  the essence o f  the 
F i rs t  S layer  and,  though everyone but  Buf fy  fa i ls  to  grasp fu l ly  the nature o f  that  essence,  
they are  not  dest royed by the encounter .  Instead, they f ind the ir  persona l  anx iet ies  rek ind led 
and dramat ized,  though the bond between them—perverse ly  represented by a  recurr ing bearer 
o f  cheese—remains  in tact .  Unsurpr is ing ly ,  the content  o f  the dreams is  dense and opaque;  
in terpretat ion o f  each sequence can on ly  be specu lat ive,  at  best ,  and the knot o f  dream 
symbol ism remains  to be untang led in  the f i f th  season o f  Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer .  What  
remains  c lear ,  however ,  is  that  the researches o f  the Scooby Gang are  not  yet  at  an end.  The 
season ends with  an unset t l ing  gesture  toward the team’s co l lec t ive  future,  as  the vo ice  o f  
Tara—the in i t ia l  gu ise o f  the F i rs t  S layer  in  Buf fy ’s  dream—murmurs above the image of  a  
thought fu l  S layer  in  the c los ing moments  o f  “Rest less”:  “You th ink you know what 's  to  come,  
what  you are.  You haven' t  even begun.”  Something,  i t  seems,  remains  to  be understood.  
Someth ing remains  to be done.   
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[1]  A l l  quoted mater ia ls  f rom Buf fy  the Vampire  S layer  are excerpts  taken f rom the 

ep isode t ranscr ip ts  located at  the “Buf fyWor ld”  web s i te  (www.buf fywor ld.com).  When 
poss ib le ,  textua l  ext racts  f rom the s i te  were compared aga inst  o ther  sources ,  most  notab ly  
www.buf fyguide.com and The Watcher ’ s  Gu ide .  Convent iona l  spe l l ing  and grammar was used 
whenever  poss ib le  ( “gonna”  was converted to  “go ing to , ”  for  example) ,  and voca l  e f fec ts  
(G i les ’  s tammer or  Kendra ’s  accent)  were re f lec ted in  the exp l icat ion o f  the text  or  omit ted.   
 


