
 

 

Preface: Five Incredible Years   

 

“Thank  you   for   f ive   incred ib le  years .”  
—Placard  at   the  end  of   ‘A l l   the  T ime  in   the  Wor ld ’ ,   the   f ina l  ep isode  of  Al ias  

 

 
 

‘ Incred ib le”   i s  an   incred ib ly  ambiguous  word .  The  producers  o f   the   recent ly  

deceased  Al ias ,  an  ABC te lev is ion  spy  drama that  ended   i t s   f ive‐year ,  never‐qu i te ‐

success fu l ‐ in ‐ the‐rat ings   run   in  May  2006,  were ,  o f  course ,   th ink ing  of   the  Oxford  

Eng l i sh  D ic t ionary ’s   ( in formal )   second def in i t ion—“extraord inar i ly  good”—when they  

posted   the i r  now ob l igatory   t ip ‐of ‐ the‐hat ‐ to‐ the‐ fans  c los ing   t i t le .  

The   f ina les  o f  popular   te lev is ion  ser ies—of  a  M*A*S*H  o r  Se infe ld  o r  

Fr iends—often  engender  “cu l tura l   spectac les”   (Morrea le  2003) ,  and   the  end ings  o f  

most   long‐runn ing  ep isod ic   ser ies ,  w i th   the i r  permanent  c losure  of  complex  

narrat ives ,  ord inar i ly   resu l t   in  a t   least  an  at tendant  sense  of   the  dramat ic .  But  Al ias ’  

return   to   the  a i r  on  19   ings ,1  resu l ted   in   l i t t le   fanfare ,  and   the  a i r ing  o f   the  104th  

and  105th  ep isodes  on  22  May  2006  went  v i r tua l ly  unnot iced .  As  Co l in  Mahan  (2006)  

would  note   the  day  a f ter   the  end,  “Al ias   le f t   the  a i r   forever   las t  n ight ,  but  aud iences  

den ied  knowing   i t  ex is ted .   Instead  of  g iv ing   the  show a  normal   send‐of f ,  ABC  moved 

the   f ina le   to  Monday  and  p i t ted   i t  aga inst   the  season   f ina les  o f  24  and  TV’s  number‐

one  s i tcom,  Two and  a  Ha l f  Men.  Even  Sydney  Br i s tow cou ldn ’t  get  out  o f   that  k ind  of  

f i x .”    

Recapping   the   f ina l  ep isode  of  Al ias  on   the  ever‐sn ide  

Te lev is ionWithoutP i ty .com webs i te ,   “Er in”  would  seem to  have  been  revert ing   to   the  

or ig ina l  meaning  of  “ incred ib le” :   “ imposs ib le  or  hard   to  be l ieve .”  Sn ide ly  observant ,  

E r in  descr ibes   the  setup   for  a   sequence   in  which   f ive  years  o f  Rambald i  mytho logy  

(and  a   th i r ty ‐year  quest  by  cr imina l  mastermind  Arv in  S loane)  comes   to  a  c l imax:    

 

Mongol ia .  Somebody  get  me a  sherpa  and  a   f lagon  of  yak ’s  mi lk  and  get  me the  

he l l  out  o f  here .  At  a   la rge  encampment   in   the  midd le  o f  Pa lm Desert ,  S loane  
                                            

1 In Season Four, Alias had been paired on US television with fellow Bad Robot 
production, the phenomenonally successful Lost, resulting in an upturn in its ratings. In 
Season Five, ABC perversely severed the two J.J. Abrams series, and Alias' rating dipped. 
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arr ives   in  a  Humvee.  He  gets  out  and  meets  w ith  a  man speak ing  Russ ian .  The  

man says  he   th inks   they ’ve  “ found  i t ,”  and  S loane  walks  w ith  h im  into  a  bunker  

that  has   the  Rambald i  eye  symbol  <O> on   i t .    

 

 

But   then  her   incredu l i ty  gets   the  best  o f  her  and  she   loses   i t :    

 

Wel l ,   that   [a  Rambald i   symbol   in  Mongol ia ]  can ’ t  be  good.  Or  maybe   i t ’ s  

awesome.  Anyth ing   that  moves   th is  p lot  a long   i s   f ine  by  me.  The  c loser  we are  

to   th is  mess  end ing   the  better .  Oh,  what?  L ike  YOU don’t   fee l   the  same? P lease .  

Even   the  ACTORS th ink   th is   show should ’ve  ended,   l i ke ,   two seasons  ago .  And  

they  actua l ly  LOVE  i t .  And   Jaybrams CLEARLY   thought   i t   shou ld  have  ended ages  

ago  because  he   le f t  back  when sh i t   s t i l l  made sense ,  and  he ’s  bare ly   returned  

long  enough   to  have  a  p iece  of  cheesecake  down  in   the  damn commissary .  Th is  

sh i t   i s  over ,  dudes .  OVER.   (my  i ta l i cs )  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Wel l   the  sh i t   (aka  Al ias ’  no   longer  c red ib le  wr i t ing 2)  may  have  

been  “over”   (aka  “outstayed   i t s  welcome,”  “cont inued   i t s  

narrat ive   too   long ,”  “d idn ’ t  know when to  qu i t” ) ,  but   the  ep isode  

was  not .  

Much  had  a l ready   t ransp i red:  Sydney   rappe l led  of f  a  

skyscraper   in  a  pretend  Sydney,  manag ing ,   incred ib ly ,   to  snap  

photos  o f  The  Twelve  on   the  way  down!   (and  perhaps   insp i r ing  

the   leap  of   fa i th  o f  E than  Hunt   (Tom Cru ise)   in  a   rea l  Shangha i   in  

Jaybrams’  Miss ion   Imposs ib le   I I I ) ;  Marsha l l  F l i ckman’s   revea l ing  photoshoot   in  a  

Bangkok  sauna;  Marsha l l  and  Rache l ’ s  k idnapping;  d izzy ing  p lanet‐hops   to  Rome,  

Ix top ia ,   London,  Mount  Subas io ,  e tc .   that  made even  24 ’ s   instantaneous  cr i sscross ing  

o f  Los  Ange les  seem  langu id ;   the  destruct ion  of  APO  (and  a  good  port ion  of  

downtown LA)  by  a  Sarkp lanted  exp los ion;  numerous   f lashbacks   to  Syd ’s  ch i ldhood;  

Peyton’s  Uz i ‐ in ‐each  hand  s laughter  o f  The  Twelve   (or  was   i t   the  C i rc le  o f   the  B lack  

Thorn?) .3 

And  much  was  yet   to  come.  The  sate l l i tes   (“s tars” )  had  not  yet   fa l len   f rom the  

sky ;   the  p lanned   launch   (by   I r ina  Derevko)  o f   s to len  Russ ian   ICBMs toward  London 

and  Wash ington  had  not  yet  been  act ivated   (and   then  prevented) .   Jack  had  not  yet  

been  shot   in   the  chest  by  S loane  or  S loane  gunned down by  Sydney,  nor  had  Vaughn 

shot  Sark   in   the   leg ,  or  Rache l   revea led   the  secret   ( snakes)   to  gett ing  answers  out  o f  

Peyton.  S loane  had  not  yet  become  immorta l .  Sydney  had  not  batt led‐to‐ the‐death  

with  her  mother .   I r ina  had  not ,   l i ke  a l l  good  movie  superv i l la ins ,  p lummeted   to  her  

                                            
2 It is the writers that Television Without Pity's exasperated critic, by the end 

incapable of suspending her disbelief, cannot forgive: 
 

After more commercials (yay!), Irina finally opens up the case and fondlesdles The 
Sphere. 'So that's it,' says Syd, entering the room.' That’s The Horizon, isn't it?' Well, 
sure, Syd. It's The Horizon. Except that The Horizon that Irina stole back in 'Maternal 
Instinct' seemed to be about the size of a book and about as flat, so unless The Horizon 
started out deflated and had to be inflated in order to receive the Red Juice of Rambaldi, 
I'd say that the writers had NO IDEA what The Horizon was supposed to be and had to 
just retrofit it into this plot line previous episodes wouldn't be totally moot. Also? 
Rambaldi ‘s really fond of spheres because there was already a Sphere of Life back in 
Season Four and now there's another Sphere that may have been a Horizon but only if 
it's made of beach ball material and, and, honestly? I could give two fucks because 
obviously the writers don't. 

 
3 I trust I am not alone in detecting similarities between final episodes of Alias and 

Warner Brothers' Angel, 2004's ‘Not Fade Away'. After all, Jeffrey Bell, co-author and director 
of the Angel finale had become an executive producer on Alias, and Drew Goddard, co-author 
of 'All the Time in the World,' had been story editor on Angel's last season. And, of course, 
Amy Acker appeared in both: as Angel's Illyria and Alias' Peyton. 
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death   f rom a  h igh  p lace .  Nor  had   Jack  set  o f f   the  exp los ion   that  would  bury  h is  

f r iendturned‐nemes is  S loane,  doomed to   l ive   forever‐ interred ,  or  ut tered  h is  

cand idate‐ for ‐ the‐Last  Words  Ha l l  o f  Fame ex i t   l ine :  “You  beat  death  Arv in ,  but  you  

cou ldn ’t  beat  me.”  S loane  was  s t i l l   to  be  abandoned to  eterna l   lone l iness  by   the  

ghost/ha l luc inat ion  of  Nad ia ,   the  daughter  he  had  murdered.  Nor  was  “A l l   the  T ime 

in   the  Wor ld”  over  unt i l  D ixon  v is i ted  an  obv ious ly  content  Sydney  and  Vaughn and  

ch i ldren  at   the i r  beach  home,   l i v ing ,  but  not  spy ing ,  happ i ly  ever  a f ter .  

 

Arv in  S loane,   Jack  Br i s tow 

 

S t i l l ,  Te lev is ionWithoutP i ty .com’s   i re   i s  hard ly  su i  gener is  nor  w ithout  some 

just i f i cat ion .  Af ter  a   s t rong  and  promis ing  s tart ,   c reator   J . J .  Abrams’   ser ies  about  a  

dys funct iona l   spy   fami ly  had ,  by  a lmost  any  measure ,   indeed  become “a  mess ,”   i f  not  

sh i t .  Yes ,   fo l lowing  h is  modus  operand i—dur ing   i t s   inaugura l   season,  he  would   la ter  

abandon the  most  success fu l  o f  h is  progeny,   the   internat iona l  h i t   Lost ,  as  wel l—

“Jaybrams”  had   le f t   the  spy  bus iness   long  before  h is  c reat ion  Sydney  Br i s tow would ,  

back  when Al ias  made very  good  sense   indeed.4 

Before  Al ias ,   the  Mount  Ho lyoke   f i lm  s tud ies  major  Abrams had  authored/co‐

authored  a  var iety  o f   feature   f i lms5 and  created   the   te lev is ion  ser ies  Fe l i c i ty   (1998–

                                            
4 Abrams would, of course, 'come in from the cold'—returning, an unhappy creator, for 

a visit to Alias after a Season Three that pleased him not ('We weren't as true to the 
characters, hewould tell USA Today's Bill Kaveney. 'They became pawns in a plot-driven 
story'.). And he would leave Lost to 'spy again’ in hid first assignment as a feature film 
director: 2006's Mission Impossible,starring Tom Cruise, who had sought out Abrams as the 
franchise's saviour after watching Alias on DVD. Asked to compare making Mission Impossible 
III and Alias, Abrams to identify one basic difference: 'Instead of saying "We're in Rome" and 
shooting in Burbank, we're actually shooting in Rome' (Rapkin 2005: 201).  
 

5 Taking Care of Business (1990), Regarding Henry (1991), Forever Young (1992), 



The Collected Works of David Lavery 5 
 

 

2002) .  Al ias ,  he  has  suggested ,  was   the   resu l t  o f  want ing   to  do  “someth ing  with  

dramat ic   s takes  a   few notches  h igher   than   the   romant ic   turmoi l  o f  a  co l lege  coed”  

(D i lmore  2005:  22) . 6  “ [My]   favor i te  k ind  of   s tory ,”  genre   fan  Abrams  ins is ts ,7  i s  

“someth ing   that ’s   just   le f t  o f   rea l  but  done  with   the  commitment  and   the   respect   for  

characters  and   the  aud ience   that  any  wel l ‐ to ld  drama would  app ly .  When that  

happens ,  you ’ve  got  someth ing  spec ia l”   (my  i ta l i cs ;  D i lmore  2005:  24) .    

A l though  admitt ing  he ’s  uncerta in  “ [w]hether   i t ’ s  

smart  or   success fu l   s toryte l l ing ,”  he  confesses   to  be ing  

dr iven  by   the  need   to  add  a  “hyper‐rea l”  e lement   (Gross  

2005:  36) .  Under  h is  gu idance  Al ias  deve loped  a  ser ies ‐

long  “mytho logy”   invo lv ing   the  Rena issance  gen ius  Mi lo  

Rambald i ; 8 and   in  Abrams’   (and  co‐creator  Damon 

L inde lof ’s )  hands ,  Lost  become much  more   than   the  

or ig ina l ly  proposed   low concept  “p lane  crashes  on  a  

desert   i s land.”9 “Wel l  begun   i s  ha l f  done”   (accord ing   to  

Ar is tot le—an o ld  c l i ché) ,  but  as   the  second  I raq  War  and  

many  a   fa i led  or  never‐hav ing‐ l ived‐up‐to‐ the i rpotent ia l   te lev is ion  ser ies  at test ,  ha l f  

done  ≠  wel l  done.    

G iven  her  anger  bred  of  d isappointment  and  betraya l   (an  emot ion  not  

uncommon among Al ias  a f i c ionados ,  as  H i l la ry  Robson  chron ic les   in  her  h is tory  o f   the  

evo lut ion  and  d isso lut ion  of  Al ias   Fandom  in   th is  vo lume) ,  Er in  may  wel l  not  be  

anx ious   to   read   into   th is  exemplary  co l lect ion  of   invest igat ions   in to  near ly  every  

corner  o f   the  Al iasverse .  Her   loss .  You,  however ,  w i l l   f ind  a  w ide  var iety  o f   ingen ious  

maps  by  which   to  nav igate  such   topo i  as  narrat ive ,  myth ,  hero ism,  body   image,  

fami ly  dynamics ,   race ,  e th ics ,  ep is temology ,  and   fandom/fanf ic .   I f   the  essent ia l  

                                            
Gone Fishin' (1997), Armageddon (1998), and Joy Ride (2001).  

6 It should be noted that, like Felicity Porter, Sydney Bristow was, at least in the first 
two seasons, still a college student (at UCLA), but the dual life of superspy and coed always 
seemed forced. In 'A Free Agent' (2:15), her school days would end as she earned her MA in 
English. Fascinating, is it not, that contemporary American television's two most badass secret 
agents, Sydney and 24's Jack Bauer (see Cerasini 2003: 7), are both English majors?  

7 "There's always a place in my heart for the genre stuff that is more pulpy 
storytelling,' says Abrams, 'Look at Jaws, Alien, Die Hard, Tootsie, Back to the Future. They're 
all movies that if you pitched the story [to studio executives], you'd probably get a little, polite 
smile. But done as well as they were and with the commitment with which they were 
executed, they become as good as anything' (Dilmore 2005: 24). 

8 '[I]n the pilot of Alias we had Sydney going after this antique Rambaldi device and 
not just a disc of information. It's just my tendency. It's just what interests me' (Gross 2005: 
36).  

9 For more on Abrams' genre aesthetics and on the creation of Alias, see Porter and 
Lavery's Unlocking the Meaning of Lost (2006), pp. 9-12 and 108-10. 
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funct ion  of  a l l   c r i t i c i sm  i s   to  send   the   reader  back   to   the   text   renewed,   re inv igorated  

for  a   f resh  exp lorat ion  with  enhanced  percept ion ,   th is  book   i s   ind ispensab le .    

At   the   incept ion  of  Buf fy  S tud ies  ha l f  a  decade  ago ,  no  one  dreamed that  a  

te lev is ion  ser ies   to  which  Al ias   i s   compared   in   these  pages   ( in  E l i zabeth  Barnes ’  

essay)  would   in  a   few short  years   insp i re  hundreds  o f  essays  and  at   least  e ighteen  

books .  Al ias   i s  not   l i ke ly   to  have  an  a f ter l i fe  as   r i ch  as  Buf fy ’s ,  but  even   i f   i t  does  not  

cont inue   in   the  years  ahead   to  garner  c r i t i ca l   scrut iny ,  even   i f   f ive  seasons  o f  Al ias  

DVDs  come to   l ie  bur ied   in  a  Rambald ish  crypt ,   i t  w i l l  a lways  have   th is  

comprehens ive ,  p lura l i s t i c ,   ingen ious  book   to   remind  us  o f   i t s  moment   in   the  smal l ‐

screen  sun  and  our  whi le ‐ i t ‐ las ted   fasc inat ion .  


