
 

 

“Serial” Killer: Dexter’s Narrative Strategies 

 

I .  “You think it  ends here?” 

Miguel Prado: You think I’m done with you? You think it ends here? 
Dexter (as he garrotes the ADA): It does for you. 

“I Had a Dream” (Dexter, 3.11) 
 

Perhaps   th is  exchange  between our  be loved  ant i ‐hero  Dexter  Morgan  and  h is  

f i r s t ‐ever  “ f r iend”  and  apprent ice  v ig i lante  Miami  Ass is tant  D is t r ic t  Attorney  seemed 

redo lent  w ith  not  on ly   the  ser ies ’   s ignature  pungent  w it  but   te lev isua l   s ign i f i cance  

on ly  because  of   the  ass ignment   I   chose   for  myse l f   for   th is  co l lect ion .   I  wanted   to  

hear   in   i t s   i ron ic  humor   the  sort  o f   se l f ‐ re f lex iv i ty   so  

many   te lev is ion  shows now exh ib i t  as   they   th ink  a loud—

with in   the  d ieges is—about   themselves  and   the i r  

miss ions—and the i r  ends—whi le  s t i l l   in  medias   res  

te l l ing   the i r   ta les .  Those   ingen ious  ep isodes  o f  Buffy ,  

for  example ,   tak ing  as   the i r   sub ject   the  show’s  very  

narrato logy ,1 or   that  Lost  hour   in  which   the  medium’s  

most   labyr inth ine  narrat ive  bur ies   ( l i tera l ly )  on  screen  

i t s  misgu ided  p lan   to  add   two new characters   for   the  

indeterminate  ser ia l i ty  o f  a  mult i ‐ season  marathon.2 

The   inextr icab le  quest ions  o f  Dexter ’s  end and  

Dexter ’s   fa te  have  neverthe less  been  with  us   f rom the  

beg inn ing .  What  would   the  ser ies ’   longev i ty  be?  Would   i t  become a  “ long  hau l”   show 

( the   term  is  Sarah  Vowel l ’ s )  or   just  have  a  short   run?  Cou ld  Dexter  h imse l f  endure  h is  

imposs ib ly  dangerous  ex is tence  without  be ing  done‐ in  by   the   l ikes  o f  h is   fe l low ser ia l  

k i l le r  brother ,  or  a  psychot ic  Br i t i sh  woman,  or   the  sad is t ic  Sk inner ,  or  be ing  caught  

by  h is   law enforcement  co l leagues?  

When th is  not ‐yet ‐v iewer   f i r s t   learned  about  Dexter ’ s  ex is tence ,  before   I  had  

seen  anyth ing  but   i t s  b loody  open ing  cred i t   sequence,   I   reca l l  be ing  s t ruck  at  once  by  

both   the   ingen iousness  o f   the   idea  and   i t s   l im its .  As   I  became a  ser ious ,   loya l  v iewer  

o f   i t s   f i r s t   season,   I   s t i l l   remained  skept ica l  o f   i t s  potent ia l   for  a   long   run .  But  my 

                                            
1 “Superstar” (4.17) or “Normal Again” (6.17) or “Storyteller” (7.16). 
2 I have in mind “Expose” (3.14), of course, which winks at the viewer throughout 

about its stand alone extermination of Paolo and Nikki, additions to the cast summarily 
rejected by its fan base and buried alive at the episode’s end. 
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t rack   record  as  a  prognost icator  was  not   that   s t rong.   I  had  pred icted  24  (FOX,  2001‐   )  

would  be  a  one  day  wonder  and  doubted  Pr ison  Break  would  make   i t  beyond the  Fox  

R iver  Pen i tent iary   (FOX,  2005‐   ) ,  but  both  ser ies  have  had   long   runs ,  w i th  24  remain  

r ivet ing   for  a t   least   i t s   f i r s t   f ive  seasons   (out  o f   seven   to  date)  and  Pr ison  Break  

cont inu ing   to  enthra l l  even  on   the   lam.  

S t i l l ,   the  cha l lenges ,   the  “peaks  and  va l leys”  as  Marc  Do lan  ca l l s   them  in  a  

mag is ter ia l  essay ,   fac ing  a   long‐term ser ia l  narrat ive  o f  any  k ind  are  mass ive  and  

of ten   fata l .  For  every  success   there  are   ten   fa i lures .  One  more   inc l ined   to  cheap  puns  

than  myse l f  might  even  suggest   that   te lev is ion  narrat ive   i s  ever   threatened  by  a  

“ser ia l”  k i l le r ,  part   industry   force ,  part   imag inat ive   l im itat ion ,   runn ing   loose   in   the  

medium,   ready   to  cut  down many  a  promis ing  ser ies   in   i t s  pr ime.  “Br i l l iant  but  

cance l led”  has  a lmost  become  i ts  own genre .  

A  ser ia l  narrat ive  about  a  ser ia l  k i l le r—that  would  seem to  be  court ing  undue 

r i sk ,  and  yet  Dexter  has  surv ived  now for   three ,   twelve  ep isode  premium channel  

seasons .3 Season  One,  drawing  substant ia l ly  on   the  or ig in  s tory   la id  down by   Je f f  

L indsay   in  Dark ly  Dreaming  Dexter ,  was  s t rong   f rom start   to   f in i sh  as  our  hero  d id  

batt le  w ith  h is  brother‐ in ‐cr ime The   Ice  Truck  K i l le r .   I t   seemed d i f f i cu l t   to   imag ine  

Dexter  ever  ach iev ing  a  more  br i l l iant  moment   than   the  b lood‐spatter ‐spec ia l i s t ’ s  

t r iumphant ,   imag inary  wa lk   through   the   throng  of  ador ing ,  “Way  to   take  out   the  

t rash”‐ ing   fans—a p lane  overhead   t ra i l ing  a  “We   Dexter”  banner .   I f  Dexter  had 

been  a  min iser ies ,   th is  would  have  been  a  sensat iona l ,  unforgettab le  end ing   to  a  

l im ited  narrat ive .  But  Dexter  would  go  on ,  prepar ing   for   the   long  hau l .  For  example ,  

the  dec is ion  was  made to   leave  dead‐at ‐ the‐end‐of ‐ the‐ f i r s t ‐nove l  L t .  Mar ia  LaGuerta  

(Lauren  Ve lez ) ,  a  centra l   character   in  a l l   three  seasons ,   s t i l l  a l ive .  

Season  Two,   in  which  Dexter ,  aka  The  Bay  Harbor  Butcher ,  becomes   the  

hunted,  began  somewhat  s lowly   (or  was   that  percept ion   rea l ly  pro ject ion ,   the  s ide‐

ef fect  o f  my  in i t ia l   skept ic i sm)  but  ga ined  momentum with   the   introduct ion  of  L i la  

( Ja imie  Murray)  and   the  sp i ra l ing  antagonism between Dexter  and   in ‐house  nemes is  

Sergeant  Doakes .  Some of   the  B  and  C  s tor ies  o f   the  season  would  earn   the  snark  o f  

b loggers  at   s i tes   l i ke  Te lev is ion  Without  P i ty  and  The  Onion  TV  C lub   ( i t   seems not  

everyone  cares   for  Dexter ’s   s i s ter  Debra   [ Jenn i fer  Carpenter ] ) ,  but   for   the  most  part  

                                            
3 In an interview with James Longworth (67), Touched By an Angel showrunner Martha 

Williamson insists the single greatest detriment to the production of quality television is the 
sheer number of episodes required—ordinarily twenty two—by a network television series. She 
speaks with envy of the premium channel agenda—ordinarily twelve or thirteen—of her friend 
David Chase (The Sopranos). 
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Dexter ’s  sophomore  out ing  was  cr i t i ca l ly  wel l   rece ived  and  ended wel l .  The   future  of  

the  ser ies  seemed promis ing   indeed.  When Dexter   ins i s ted  with  a  pr ide   touch ing  on  

hubr is   that  he  had  now outgrown h is   fa ther—“I ’m no   longer  h is  d isc ip le .   I ’m  a  master  

now.  An   idea   t ranscended  into   l i fe”   (“The  Br i t i sh   Invas ion ,”  2 .12)—my meta‐

commentary  Ge iger  Counter  sounded aga in .   James  Manos ’  adaptat ion  of   Je f f  

L indsay ’s   f i c t ion  had,   in   the  hands  of  C lyde  Ph i l l ips  and  company,   found  i t s   s t r ide ,  

ach ieved  mastery .  Would   i t   las t?  Would   i t   t ranscend?  

 

Season  Three  on   the  other  hand,  character ized  by  Heather  Havr i lesky  as  “dark  

but  capr ic ious ,”   rea l ly  d id  seem d i f ferent—and not  near ly  as  adro i t .  S3 ’s  dua l   s tory—

Dexter ’s  growing   f r iendsh ip  and   then  war  w ith   the  manipu lat ive  and  more  ev i l  

Prado/h is  expectant   father  domest icat ion  and  eventua l   season‐end ing  marr iage   to  

R i ta—neverthe less  prompted  Sa lon ’s   te lev is ion  cr i t i c ,   fonder  o f   the  season   than   I ,   to  

wonder :  

 

does  Dexter   rea l ly  have  anyth ing  but   i ce  water   f lowing   through  h is  ve ins?   I s  

he  capab le  o f  be ing  a   remote ly  decent  husband and   father ,  g iven  h is  ut ter  

lack  o f   fee l ing   for  everyone  and  everyth ing   in  h is   l i fe ,  not   to  ment ion  h is  

tendency   to  d isappear  on  nefar ious  errands  with  c lock‐ l ike   regu lar i ty?  

 



The Collected Works of David Lavery 4 

 

 

Asked  by  TV Guide   to  specu late  on   the   future   for  her  character  and  Dexter ,   Ju l ie  Benz  

(R i ta )   suggested   that  “The  success  o f   the i r   re lat ionsh ip  w i l l  depend on  how good 

Dexter   i s  a t  mult i task ing  and   jugg l ing .   ‘Most  men aren ’t  very  good  at   that , ’”   says  

Benz .  Ne i ther ,  my  metacommentary  Ge iger  counter  prompts  me to  add,  are   te lev is ion  

shows.  

 

I I .  Dexter  as a Narrative 

What  k ind  of  narrat ive   i s  Dexter?  Te lev is ion  scho lars   l i ke  Marc  Do lan ,   John  

Tu l loch  and  Manuel  A lvarado,  Horace  Newcomb,  and  Rob in  Ne lson  have  he lped  us  

sort  out   the  mult ip le  narrat ive  modes   te lev is ion  ser ies  come  in ,   f rom the  

Trad i t iona l/Ep isod ic ,   in  which  each  ep isode  s tands  a lone,  add ing   l i t t le  or  noth ing   to  

the  cumulat ive  memory  of   the  show over  seasons/years .   In   sharp  contrast ,   ser ia l  

narrat ives ,   re legated   for  most  o f   te lev is ion ’s   f i r s t   three  decades   to   the  mediacosmos  

of  dayt ime—“another  wor ld”— to ld  open‐ended,   l inear  s tor ies  “des igned   to  be  

in f in i te ly  cont inued  and  extended”   (Do lan  33) . 4 

The  advent  o f  n ight ‐ t ime soaps   l ike  Dal las   (CBS ,  1978‐1991)  broke   the  mold  

and   introduced  new hybr ids .  The  sequent ia l   ser ies ,   for  example ,   shows  “ that ,  had  

they  been  made a  decade  ear l ier ,  would  a lmost  certa in ly  have  been  constructed   in  

a lmost  pure ly  ep isod ic   terms,”  made broadcast  order  o f  pr ime  importance ,  “s ince  

events   in  one  ep isode  c lear ly   led   to  events   in  another”   (Do lan  34) . 5 

The   last   two decades  o f   te lev is ion ,  however ,  have  seen   the   in i t ia l ly  

exper imenta l  but  now common adopt ion  of  what  Rob in  Ne lson   terms   the  “ f lex i ‐

narrat ive ,”  a  “hybr id  mix  o f   ser ia l  and  ser ies   forms   .   .   .   invo lv ing   the  c losure  of  one  

s tory  arc  w ith in  an  ep isode   ( l ike  a  ser ies )  but  w ith  other ,  ongo ing  s tory  arcs   invo lv ing  

the   regu lar  characters   ( l i ke  a  ser ia l )”   (82) .  Appea l ing  both   to   those  want ing   long‐

term re lat ionsh ips  w ith   te lev is ion  and   the   less   fa i th fu l ,  no‐appointment  necessary ,  

                                            
4 For a more historical account of the classification of types of television series, see my 

own “Lost and Long-Term Television Narrative.” 
5 Tulloch and Alvarez identify a closely related narrative form which they deem the 

episodic serial, series which exhibit continuity between episodes but only for a limited and 
specified number (ix). The subject of their study, Doctor Who, serves as an example, as does 
another famous British series, The Prisoner. And Newcomb uses a different designation for 
essentially the same narrative manifestation: "cumulative narrative.” Like the traditional series 
and unlike the traditional "open-ended" serial, each installment of a cumulative narrative has a 
distinct beginning, middle, and end. However, unlike the traditional series and like the 
traditional serial, one episode's events can greatly affect later episodes. As Newcomb puts it, 
"Each week's program is distinct, yet each is grafted onto the body of the series, its 
characters' pasts" (quoted in Reeves 30). 
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occas iona l  v iewer ,   the  growing  popular i ty  o f   f lex i ‐narrat ives   for  aud ience  and  

producer   i s  not  hard   to  understand.  

Dexter   i s  a   f lex i ‐narrat ive .  L ike  The  X‐F i les ,   i t  has  b lended d iscrete  “monster  

o f   the  week”   (MOW) ep isodes  w ith  an  ongo ing  s tory  arc .   In  MOW mode,  “ the  dark  

avenger”   invest igates ,   t racks ,  and  murders   th is  or   that  enemy of   soc iety ,  be   they  

g igant ic  Cuban   thug ,  murderous  used  car   sa lesman,  or  psycho‐sta lker  psych iatr i s t .  

L ike  Buffy   the  Vampire  S layer ,  however ,   the  ser ies  has  opted   for  construct ing  each  

season  pr imar i ly  around Dexter ’s  c lash  with  a  part icu lar  “B ig  Bad”   (as  Buffy  deemed 

the  S layer ’s   foes) :  The   Ice  Truck  K i l le r   in  One,  L i la/Doakes   in  Two,  Migue l  Prado   in  

Three ,  w i th  none  of   these  conf l i c ts   sp i l l ing  over   in to  subsequent  seasons .  At   the  end  

of  Dark ly  Dreaming  Dexter ,   the   Ice  Truck  K i l le r  goes   f ree ;   the  ser ies ,   t rue   to   i t s  

medium,  k i l l s  h im of f .  

On   the  other  hand,  Dexter ’s  master  narrat ive—The  X‐F i les  deemed  i t  

“mytho logy”—has  essent ia l ly  been   the   incrementa l ,  over  an   ind iv idua l   season  and  

the  course  of   the  ent i re  ser ies ,  humanizat ion  of  Dexter  Morgan.   I t s   tw in  mult i ‐ season  

l ine   t racks  h is  cont inu ing  d ia logue  with  h is  dead   father  and  h is  educat ion  as   the   r ight  

k ind  of   ser ia l  k i l le r  and  h is  deve lop ing   re lat ionsh ip  w ith  R i ta .  

The   legacy  o f  h is  dead‐by‐h is ‐own‐hand before   the  ser ies  beg ins   father   ( James  

Remar)  has  been  of  great   importance   to   the  ongo ing  narrat ive .  Harry  Morgan  has  

appeared   in  every  ep isode   to‐date ,  e i ther   in   f lashbacks  or  as  a   spectra l  presence  

serv ing  as  h is  monster  s tepson’s  very  spec ia l   consc ience ,  which  g ives  Dexter  

someone to   ta lk   to   in  add i t ion   to  us .  C lyde  Ph i l l ips  admitted   in  a  Season  One 

interv iew that   the  vo ice‐over  evo lved   in  order   to  so lve   the  prob lem of  Dexter ’s  

extreme  loner  s tatus . 6 Not  unt i l  h i s   f r iendsh ip  w ith  Migue l  Prado   in  Season  Three  can  

Dexter   f ind  another  human be ing   to  conf ide   in ,  but   f rom the   f i r s t  he  unburdens   to  

us ,  and  h is  often  b lack‐humored  commentary ,  br i l l iant ly  done  by  Michae l  C .  Ha l l ,   i s  

the  best ,   the  wit t iest  on   te lev is ion ,  never  becoming  as  c loy ing  or  pedant ic  as   that  o f ,  

say ,  Mered i th  Grey  on  Grey ’s  Anatomy or  Desperate  Housewives ’  Mary  A l ice  Young.  

But   to  what  end?  The  recent  mega‐controvers ia l  example  of   the  cu lminat ion  

of  The  Sopranos   reminded us   that   the  narrat ive  eschato logy   (as   I  have  deemed  i t  

e l sewhere)  o f  a   te lev is ion  ser ies   i s  a  matter  o f  great  complex i ty .  

 

I I I .  Happily Ever After? 

                                            
6 Except for the third (Dexter in the Dark), Jeff Lindsay’s novels are of course first 

person narratives and an obvious inspiration for the television series’ use of voice-over. 
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But have a real relationship with a person that goes on for years—well, that’s 
completely unpredictable. Then, you’ve cut off all your ties to the land, and you’re 
sailing into the unknown, into uncharted seas, and I mean, people hang onto these 
images of father, mother, husband, wife, again, for the same reason, because they seem 
to provide some firm ground. But there’s no wife there. What does that mean. A wife. A 
husband. A son. A baby holds your hands, and then suddenly there’s this huge man 
lifting you off the ground, and then he’s gone? Where’s that son? 

Andre Gregory in My Dinner with Andre (Louis Malle, 1981) 
 

Ju l ie  Benz  has  s t rong   fee l ings  about  how she  sees  Dexter   turns  out .  The  Dark  

Defender  and  R i ta ,   she  hopes  “wi l l   f ind  happ iness .”  “ In  Season  1 ,”  Benz   reca l l s ,   “ they  

ta lk  about  be ing  normal .  That ’s  a l l   they  want ,  and   I   th ink   that ’s  what   rea l ly  ho lds  

them together .   I ’d   love   to  see   them get  marr ied ,  and   then  have  bab ies ,  and   l ive  

happ i ly  ever  a f ter .   I ’m  a  b i t  o f  a   romant ic .”  Cou ld   th is  be   the  end  of  Dexter/Dexter?  

 

The   typ ica l  Amer ican  narrat ive  Les l ie  F ied ler   famous ly  argued   in  Love  and  

Death   in   the  Amer ican  Nove l   (1960)   invo lves   the  male  hero ’s   f l ight   f rom c iv i l i zat ion  

and   f rom the   force  of  women.  From the  henpecked  R ip  Van  Wink le  o f  Wash ington  

I rv ing ,   to   James  Fen imore  Cooper ’s  averse‐to‐ the‐ femin ine  

Natty  Bumppo,   to  Mark  Twain ’s  Aunt  Po l ly ‐defy ing  

Huck leberry  F inn ,   the  Amer ican  hero  prefers   the  company  of  a  

pr imit ive ,  homoerot ic  “other”   (R ip ’s   l i t t le  people ,  Hawkeye’s  

Nat ive  Amer icans ,  Huck ’s  escaped  s lave   J im)  usua l ly   f inds  

h imse l f   “ l ight ing  out   for   the   terr i tory”   ( l i ke  Huck ,  who wants  

no  part  o f  Aunt  Po l ly ’s  “s iv i l i z ing”) .  

Set   in  Amer ica ’s   southernmost  major  c i ty ,  Dexter  

remains  d is t inct ly  Amer ican   in  F ied ler ’s   sense .  H is  other ,  o f  course ,   i s   found  with in ,  

not  w ithout ,   in   the   form of  h is  “Dark  Passenger .”  H is  marr iage   to  R i ta ,  h is   set t l ing  

down,  complete  with  s tep  ch i ldren  and  a  baby  on   the  way,   i s  prec ise ly   the  oppos i te  

d i rect ion   for  an  Amer ican  hero  as  charted  by  F ied ler .  

Now supremely  good  at  h is   l i fe ’s  work ,  Dexter  d ispatches  h is  enemies ,   f rom 

Prado   to   the  Sk inner ,  w i th   re lat ive  ease .  Whether  he  can  master   the  ord inary ,   the  

pursu i t  o f  happ iness ,   remains   to  be  seen.  The   futures  o f  both   the  character  and   the  

ongo ing  narrat ive  are   r id ing  on   the  unprecedented  nature  of   that  pro ject .  C lyde  

Ph i l l ips  and  company  may  have  pa inted   themselves   in to  a  corner ,  and  nobody,  

nobody  puts  Dexter   (Dexter?)   in  a  corner .  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But  perhaps   i t  won’t  be  a  corner .  A  “ rea l   re lat ionsh ip  w ith  a  person   that  goes  

on   for  years ,”  a f ter  a l l ,  as  My Dinner  w ith  Andre ’s  br i l l iant  conversat ion   reminds  us ,  

“wel l ,   that ’s  complete ly  unpred ictab le .  Then,  you’ve  cut  o f f  a l l   your   t ies   to   the   land,  

and  you’re  sa i l ing   in to   the  unknown.”  On  Dexter ’s  boat ,  The  S l i ce  o f  L i fe ,  no doubt .  

“An   idea   t ranscended  into   l i fe”   indeed.  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