


Joss Whedon vs. the Horror Tradition 

Figure 13.1 What's in your basket, little girl? Buffy as Red Riding Hood. 

protagonist of "Red" is echoed by Buffy with her childlike name and petite 

frame, while the tale's Wolf becomes Buffy's «monsters"-blending into 
Sunnydale's "woods." Red and Buffy's narrative arcs offer further parallels

moving from childhood naivete to wisdom through trials ofloss, death, and 

rebirth. The Slayer's fellow Scoobies, her chosen family, facilitate these trials, 
like figures in some versions of Red's tale, with further testing provided by 

the forces each girl faces-wolf, vampire, or human: the last including Buffy 
herself. In this chapter I use "Red" as a lens through which to examine the 

subversive play of Whedon and his collaborators with the comforting, 

familiar tropes of fairy tales and horror, collectively fairy tale horror, in 

Buffy's content, form, and structure, a play facilitated by the figure of the 

monster-not necessarily a marker of evil but of difference. 

Deep connections exist between fairy tales and horror: two forms whose 
liminality provides a space for imaginative investigations of gender, sexuality, 

class, and race.1 Such fluidity is a central argument of Carol). Clover's 1992 

Men, Women, and Chain Saws: Gender in the Modern Horror Film, which 

addresses the sociocultural aspects of 1970s and 1980s horror. Clover argues 
that in horror texts, "We are both Red Riding Hood and the Wolf; the force 
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of the experience, in horror, comes from 'knowing' both sides of the story."2 

Clover's observation foregrounds the expressive possibility of horror's 

"knowing" in investigating identity formation: often figured as innocent 
youngsters, such as Red, gaining experience through violence and 
confrontations with the nonhuman or monstrous. 

As Clover indicates, horror texts, like fairy tales, contain a mutability 
and expansiveness that encourage viewers to read beyond facile Manichean 
identity binaries of self/other-that is, human or monster-and dig into 
the multifold nature of both individual characters and their pairings. 

To explore how Whedon and company play with the liminality of horror's 
"knowing" through their use of "Red," interrogating identity binaries 

of self/ other through the tale's Red/Wolf dynamic, I focus on close readings 
of three Buffy pairings-Buffy/ Angel, Buffy/Spike, and Buffy/Buffy. I argue 

that through the construction and conflict of these pairings the roles of 

self/other are reimagined, even collapsed. The key to this reimagining lies 

in the distinctly hybrid representation of the monster, whose liminality 

foregrounds the compound nature of Buffy itself. I· begin with a short 

theoretical discussion of the nature of identity formation and its relation to 
the monster before sketching the history of "Red" and representations of 
the Red and Wolf figures in two seminal versions of the tale. Finally, I use 
close readings of those Buffy pairings to reflect on fairy tale horror's impact 
on the series and how the latter may, in turn, shape the horror genre. 

In their characterization of individual characters and those characters' 
combinations, both fairy tales such as "Red" and Buffy present identity 
binaries of self/other that appear clear-cut but are, potentially, complex. 
First, a definition: discussing the process of identification in Sex and the

Slayer, Lorna Jowett notes, "The usual construction is that of Self and 

Other, the Other being anything that is not Self."3 Jowett stresses this 

division's sociocultural stakes, arguing, "Clearly such definitions of'self or 
'norm' are constructed by dominant groups and work to exclude 
characteristics or ident ities that do not match those of the dominant group, 

and the 'default norm' is generally white, middle class, and often male and/ 

or heterosexual. "4 In this process, the monster is seemingly defined as 
other and separated from the self. However, as Clover indicates, fairy tale 

horror complicates this through a "knowing" that takes in both Red and 

Wolf, possible self and other, and mingles the two while, simultaneously, 

offering a more profound understanding of each one. 
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The monster's disruptive potential is a central aspect of Jeffrey Jerome 
Cohen's "Monster Culture (Seven Theses)." Employing Marjorie Garber's 
concept of "category crisis," he argues, "Because of its ontological 
liminality, the monster notoriously appears in times of crisis as a kind of 
third term that problematizes the clash of extremes-as 'that which 
questions binary thinking and introduces a crisis."'5 It is thus the monster's 
difference, its otherness, that facilitates identify formation and, 
simultaneously, complicates it. Digging into the diverse effects of the 
monster's manifold representation in The Horror Film: An Introduction,

Rick Worland contends, "the paradox of the monster is that it incites our 
fear, compels our attention, and quite often courts our empathy and 
fascination, even though it remains the most remote from any possible
reality."6 In sum the �onster, whether in "Red" or Buffy, is a loaded figure 
offering a liminal space for viewers' fears and desires. To unpack the figure 
of the monster in "Red" and the tale's influence on Buffy's content and 
form, I set up the tale's origins, the stakes of its portrayal of its liminal 
human and non-human characters, and its formal hybridity. 

"Red's'' origins lie in oral folklore, although contemporary readers and 

viewers usually connect 1,vith the tale's transgressive themes of fleshly
appetite, multiple identities, and disobedience through written stories or 
contemporary film and television texts. Current iterations of the tale derive
primarily from two written versions whose similar, yet distinct, treatment 
of their Red and Wolf figures significantly impact contemporary 
descendants. These texts are "Le Petit chaperon rouge" (1696/1697) or 
"Little Red Riding Hood" by Charles Perrault and "Rotkappchen" (1812) 
or "Little Red Cap" by the Brothers Grimm, based on Perrault's work.7 

Both versions feature a young girl who ventures into the woods to visit her 
granny and encounters a Wolf who gets directions to Red's destination, 

devours granny, disguises himself as her, and then swallows Red; however, 
their endings differ. In Perrault's version, the women remain in the Wolfs 
belly; in the Grimm version a huntsman saves them, and they eliminate a 

second Wolf in the tale's conclusion. 
Both versions offer a seemingly simple identity formation in their 

representation of Red, a human innocent who appears as a version-albeit 

female not male-of the self, opposed to the trickster Wolf, aligned with 
the monstrous other. The individual differences of Red and Wolf, 
highlighted through this pairing, enhance this sense of self/other. 
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Yet, closely reading Red, Wolf, and Red/Wolf complicates this binary, with 
the monster figure, anticipating Clover's complex "knowing," playing a 
particularly disruptive role. As a speaking, scheming beast who cross
dresses as granny, the Wolf mbces human and non-human, male, and 

female identities, his liminality echoing his folklore origins as a werewolf 
and providing a highly hybrid monster.' Red too is complex, a child who is, 
as her red garment-a hood in Perrault and a cap in the Grimm version
indicates, tied to bodily changes such as menstruation and budding 

sexuality. The association of both Red and Wolf with transgression is 
highlighted by Red's straying, figuratively and literally, from her path 
through the woods and her susceptibility to the Wolfs deception, so much 
so that in Perrault's version she agrees to get into bed with her supposed

"granny," after first taking off her clothes. 
Perrault's version is also notable for adding formal hybridity to the 

liminality of the characters by combining the sociosexual transgression of 
the tale with a moral epilogue. The latter warns readers to beware of 
"wolves" in the form of slick seducers, non-human or human, whose fair 
behavior conceals destructive purposes: "But alas for those who do not 
know that of all the wolves/the docile ones are those who are most 
dangerous"!"9 In combining tale and epilogue, Perrault creates an ironic 
distance and tonal instability whose liminality creates the opportunity for 
diverse readings of the characters and tale-allowing its readers, like 
Buffy's viewers, to read in their own way.'° 

This sense of multiple openings for varied, potentially interrogative, 
readings is why fairy tales such as "Red" and the horror texts Clover 
explores form ideal lenses to address the complexity of identity formation, 
including in regards to gender and sexuality. On the surface, fairy tale 

horror texts appear to foreground traditional gender roles and strict 
binaries regarding gender's relation to violence, like masculine power and 

feminine powerlessness; however, the situation is more complicated, as 
evident in descendant texts such as Buffy. Discussing the latter, Jowett 
notes, "The show attempts to destabilize binaries through ambivalence and 
ambiguity and through the multiple intersections of its generic hybridity. 
In reversing, subverting, or blurring boundaries between these binaries, 

Buffy potentially opens up an arena for alternative representations of 
gender and sexuality."" In the versions of "Red" discussed, Red and 
granny are initially presented as docile victims, their passivity highlighted 
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