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THE CULTURAL
PHENOMENON
BEGINS:
REVISITING
BEVERLY HILLS
90210 SEASON 1

To  understand  the
landscape  of  modern
television,  one  must
look back at the show
that  redefined  teen
d r a m a  f o r  a
generation.  Beverly
Hills 90210 Season 1
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a
collection  of  episodes;
it  is  a cultural  artifact
that  captured  the
anxieties,  ambitions,
and aesthetics of youth
in  the  early  1990s.

Premiering on October
4,  1990,  on  the  Fox
network,  the  series
was initially  conceived
as  a  prime-time  soap
opera about teenagers.
W h a t  n o  o n e
anticipated  was  that
t h i s  s h o w  w o u l d
b e c o m e  a  g l o b a l
p h e n o m e n o n ,
launching  the  careers
of  its  young cast  and
setting a  template for
countless  series  to
follow.  Even  decades
later,  the  first  season
r e t a i n s  a  r a w ,
unpolished charm that
later,  more  glamorous
s e a s o n s  w o u l d
occasionally  lose.
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The
Premise:
From
Minnesot
a to the
Zip Code
of

Dreams
The  series  premise  is
deceptively  simple.
The Walsh family—Jim,
Cindy,  and their  twins
B r a n d o n  a n d
Brenda—relocate  from
M i n n e a p o l i s ,
Minnesota ,  to  the
opulent  community  of
B e v e r l y  H i l l s ,
California.  This  fish-
out-of-water  narrative
serves  as  the  perfect

entry  point  for  the
a u d i e n c e ,  a s  t h e
Walshes are our stand-
ins,  reacting  to  the
privilege,  excess,  and
social  codes  of  their
n e w  h o m e .  T h e
transition  from  the
heartland to the coast
i s  n o t  s e a m l e s s .
Beverly  Hills  90210
Season  1  hinges  on
t h i s  d i s l o c a t i o n ,
exploring  themes  of
identity,  class,  and
belonging  as  Brandon
and  Brenda  navigate
the treacherous waters
of  West  Beverly  High
School.

Character
Foundatio
ns:
Establishi
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ng the
Icons
BRANDON WALSH:
THE MORAL
COMPASS

P l a y e d  b y  J a s o n
Priestley,  Brandon
W a l s h  i s  t h e
quintessential  "good
kid."  He is  thoughtful,
principled,  and  often
judgmental  o f  the
excess he sees around
him.  However,  Season
1 does a brilliant job of
giving him depth; he is
not a perfect saint. He
m a k e s  m i s t a k e s ,
struggles  with  peer
pressure, and grapples
with his own ambitions.
I n  t h e s e  e a r l y
episodes,  we  see  the
f o u n d a t i o n  o f  a
character  who  wil l
serve  as  the  series'
mora l  core ,  o f ten
s e r v i n g  a s  t h e

confidant  and  voice  of
reason for  his  friends,
even when he fails  to
l i s t e n  t o  h i s  o w n
advice.

BRENDA WALSH:
THE GIRL NEXT
DOOR IN
TRANSITION

Shannen  Doherty's
Brenda is arguably the
m o s t  c o m p e l l i n g
character  in  the  first
s e a s o n .  S h e  i s
awkward,  insecure,
and desperately eager
to  fit  in.  Unlike  her
brother, who seems to
adapt  effortlessly,
Brenda's  journey  is
fraught  with  social
l a n d m i n e s .  H e r
romance  with  Dylan
McKay begins in these
episodes, capturing the
intense,  all-consuming
passion  of  first  love.
Brenda’s  evolution
f r o m  a  n a i v e
Midwestern  girl  to  a
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young woman aware of
the  complexities  of
love,  friendship,  and
b e t r a y a l  i s  t h e
emotional  spine  of
Beverly  Hills  90210
Season 1.

KELLY TAYLOR: THE
QUEEN BEE WITH A
HEART

Jennie  Garth’s  Kelly
Taylor  starts  as  the
stereotypical  popular
girl.  She  is  beautiful,
wealthy,  and  initially
p o r t r a y e d  a s  a n
antagonist  to  Brenda.
A s  t h e  s e a s o n
progresses,  however,
the writing peels back
layers,  revealing  her
i n s e c u r i t i e s ,
particularly  regarding
her absent mother and
her fear of being alone.
The Season 1 Kelly is a
study in contradictions,
one that would evolve
into one of the series'
m o s t  b e l o v e d

c h a r a c t e r s .  H e r
friendship with Brenda,
though  rocky,  is  a
critical  element of  the
show's early dynamic.

DYLAN MCKAY: THE
BROODING
HEARTTHROB

F e w  c h a r a c t e r
introductions  in  TV
history  have  been  as
impact fu l  as  Luke
Perry’s  Dylan  McKay.
He  a r r i ves  as  the
archetypal  "bad  boy"
with a mysterious past
and a red convertible.
Yet,  Beverly  Hills
90210  Season  1
invests  heavily  in  his
depth.  His  turbulent
relationship  with  his
alcoholic  father,  his
profound  sense  of
loneliness,  and  his
genuine  vulnerability
make  him  far  more
than a heartthrob. His
i n s t a n t ,  e l e c t r i c
connection with Brenda
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is  the  core  romantic
storyline of the season,
creating a love triangle
with  Kelly  that  wil l
define  the  series  for
years.

SUPPORTING CAST:
A DEEPER POOL

The  strength  of  the
first  season also  lies  in
i t s  s u p p o r t i n g
characters.  Donna
Martin  (Tori  Spelling)
begins  as  the  sweet,
naive  friend,  while
David  Silver  (Brian
Austin  Green)  is  the
nerdy  DJ  trying  to  find
his  foot ing.  Steve
Sanders (Ian Ziering) is
the arrogant, privileged
j ock ,  and  And re a
Zuckerman  (Gabrielle
C a r t e r i s )  i s  t h e
overachieving,  socially
conscious editor of the
school  paper.  Every
character,  even  the
m i n o r  o n e s ,
contributes  to  a  rich
social  ecosystem.  The

dynamics  between
these  characters—the
alliances,  the rivalries,
a n d  t h e  e v o l v i n g
friendships—form  the
narrative  backbone  of
every episode.

THEMATIC DEEP
DIVES: WHAT
SEASON 1
TACKLED

Class,
Privilege,
and
Economic
s
Unl ike  many  teen
shows that  ignore the
realities  of  money,
Beverly  Hills  90210
Season 1 makes class
a  central  theme.  The
W a l s h e s  a r e
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comfortable  but  not
mega-wealthy.  They
live  in  a  guest  house
originally  intended  for
servants. This constant
juxtaposition allows the
show  to  critique  the
culture  of  wealth.
Episodes  frequently
explore  the  tension
between  the  "haves"
and  the  "have-nots,"
even  within  a  single
school.  This  social
commentary,  though
sometimes  heavy-
handed, gave the show
an  intellectual  edge
that  set  it  apart  from
fluffier teen fare.

The
Allure
and
Danger of

Independ
ence
Coming  of  age  is  a
process  of  gaining
freedom while learning
its  consequences.
Season 1 meticulously
c h a r t s  t h i s  p a t h .
Brenda  and  Brandon
face  decisions  about
driving,  dating,  and
s t a y i n g  o u t  p a s t
curfew. More seriously,
they confront issues of
trust, betrayal, and the
l imi ts  o f  parenta l
authority.  The  show
successfully frames the
teenage  world  as  a
serious  space  where
real  consequences
ex is t ,  mak ing  the
drama  feel  weighty
and  important.

First Love
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and
Heartbre

ak
The romance between
Dylan  and  Brenda  in
Beverly  Hills  90210
S e a s o n  1  i s
legendary.  It  is  the
slow  burn,  the  stolen
g l a n c e s ,  a n d  t h e
poignant conversations
on the beach. Similarly,
Brandon's  romantic
subplots,  including  a
love triangle with Kelly
and  a  flirtation  with  a
girl  from  a  different
social  class,  explore
the  complexities  of
young love. The season
is unafraid to show the
awkwardness,  the  joy,
and  the  devastating
pain  of  first
relationships, making it
incredibly  relatable  to
a young audience.

Friendshi
p and
Loyalty
T h e  c o r e
g r o u p — B r a n d o n ,
Brenda,  Kelly,  Dylan,
Donna,  David,  and
Steve—is  formed  this
season. While alliances
shift,  the  concept  of
being there for a friend
is  hammered  home
r e p e a t e d l y .  T h e
season's most powerful
moments often revolve
around  characters
supporting one another
t h r o u g h  f a m i l y
troubles,  personal
doubts,  and  social
ostracism. The famous
" D o n n a  M a r t i n
Graduates"  storyline,
though technically of a
later  season,  has  its
roots  in  the  loyalty
established  in  Season
1.
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PRODUCTION AND
AESTHETIC: A TIME
CAPSULE OF THE
EARLY 90S

The
Visual
Style
Watching  Beverly
Hills 90210 Season 1
is  an  immediate  trip
back  in  t ime .  The
fashion  is  a  glorious
mess  of  overs ized
blazers,  high-waisted
j e a n s ,  c o l o r f u l
scrunchies,  and  acid-
washed  denim.  The
hairstyles—the  perms,
the  bangs,  the  flat
hair—are  iconic.  The
visual aesthetic of the
show  is  deliberately
bright and aspirational,
reflecting  the  sunny,
ideal ized  image  of
Southern  California.
The  opening  credits,

with the aerial shots of
the Beverly Hills Hotel
and the iconic zip code,
immediately  establish
a  sense  of  place.

The Music
and
Soundtra
ck
The  soundtrack  is  a
character in itself. The
show  popularized  the
use  of  contemporary
pop  and  alternative
rock  to  underscore
emotional  moments.
While  the  first  season
didn't  have  the  star-
s t u d d e d  o r i g i n a l
soundtrack  albums
that  later  seasons
would boast, the music
choices  were  highly
influential.  It  helped
launch  a  trend  of  TV
shows  se rv ing  as
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tastemakers  for  youth
culture.

The Soap
Opera
Structure
T h e  s h o w  w a s
groundbreaking  in  its
u s e  o f  s e r i a l i z e d
storytelling.  Unlike
many  sitcoms  of  the
era  that  reset  every
week,  Beverly  Hills
90210 Season 1 built
storylines that evolved
s l o w l y ,  w i t h
cliffhangers  at  the  end
o f  ep i sodes .  Th i s
structure,  borrowed
from prime-time soaps
like  "Dynasty,"  was
revolutionary for a teen
show.  It  demanded
loyalty  from  viewers,
who  tuned  in  week
after week to see what
h a p p e n e d  n e x t ,
creating the model for

modern  streaming
binges.

THE LEGACY: WHY
IT STILL MATTERS

A
Blueprint
for Teen
TV
The  DNA  of  Beverly
Hills 90210 Season 1
can be seen in nearly
every teen drama that
f o l l o w e d .  F r o m
"Dawson's  Creek"  to
"The  O.C."  to  "Gossip
G i r l "  a n d  e v e n
"Euphoria," the formula
i s  t h e  s a m e :  a
charismatic  ensemble
c a s t ,  a  b e a u t i f u l
setting,  high-stakes
relationships,  and  the
willingness  to  tackle
"very special episodes"
on topics like drinking,
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drugs,  and  violence.
This  season  proved
that teenagers were a
viable,  loyal  audience
for  sophist icated,
serial ized  drama.

The
Launchpa
d for
Stars
The show transformed
its  young  cast  into
household  names.
J a s o n  P r i e s t l e y ,
Shannen Doherty, Luke
Perry,  Jennie  Garth,
and  the  rest  became
icons.  Their  faces
graced  magaz ine
covers ,  and  the i r
characters  defined  the
a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  a
g e n e r a t i o n .  T h e
success  of  Season  1
directly paved the way
for the celebrity culture

that  now  surrounds
y o u n g  a c t o r s  o n
television.

Nostalgia
and Re-
evaluatio
n
In  recent  years,  there
has  been  a  significant
re-appreciation for  the
first season. Critics and
fans  have  revisited  it
with  a  modern  lens,
analyzing  its  issues
with  class,  race,  and
gender.  Whi le  i t  is
undeniably  a  product
of its time, the show's
earnestness  and  its
willingness  to  take  its
young  characters
seriously  are  enduring
strengths.  Podcasts,
retrospectives, and the
2019  spin-off
" B H 9 0 2 1 0 "  a r e
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testaments  to  the
lasting  power  of  this
original  season.  I t
captures  a  specific
moment in history—the
dawn of a new decade,
t h e  r i s e  o f  a  n e w
network, and the birth
of a new kind of teen
hero.

CONCLUSION:
MORE THAN JUST A
ZIP CODE

Beverly  Hills  90210
Season 1 is more than
a  nostalgic  relic.  It  is
the foundational text of
t h e  m o d e r n  t e e n
d r a m a  g e n r e .  I t
introduced  a  world  of
privilege  and  drama
t h a t  f e l t  b o t h
a s p i r a t i o n a l  a n d
r e l a t a b l e .  T h e

c h a r a c t e r s  w e r e
flawed,  the  stories
were  compelling,  and
t h e  s e t t i n g  w a s
intoxicating.  While the
series would go on to
even  greater  heights
(and  lower  lows)  in
subsequent  years,
Season 1  remains  the
purest distillation of its
original vision. It is the
story  of  two  twins
finding  their  way  in  a
strange new world, and
in doing so, they found
a place in the hearts of
millions.  For  anyone
seeking to  understand
the power of television
to  shape  culture  and
define generations, this
season is an essential,
r e w a r d i n g ,  a n d
endlessly  watchable
starting  point.


