. MASTERP\ECT

PZEFINED &

GENERAT\QN\







( Praise for Planet Simpson >

“Smart and funny, Turner . .. writes with fitting enthusiasm for his
subject while working in seemly references to cultural theory and TV-
insider politics. His book is just the thing for fellow fans, and for any-
one interested in how pop phenomena come to be.”

—Hollywood Reporter

“As [Comic Book Guy] might say, this thorough examination of a pop
culture phenomenon is ‘Best. Simpson. Book. Ever.”

—January

“lan] amusing yet erudite book”

—Smoke

“Turner claims, ‘[The Simpsons is] the most important cultural institu-

tion of its time’ . . . It is left to the author to back up such lofty claims
and, 400 pages of sprawling deconstruction later, I have to admit, he’s
convincing.”

—Ruminator

“There are those who simply appreciate The Simpsons as animated
satire, and those who value it as an irreplaceable institution. Turner’s
hefty tome is a leader among the latter, disseminating mounds of
meticulous research into clear, concise prose about television’s
longest-running sitcom.”

—Philadelphia City Paper

“No question, Chris Turner knows his Homer and Bart, chapter and
verse. The immaculate detail of Planet Simpson: How a Cartoon Mas-
terpiece Defined a Generation proves that beyond a doubt.”

—MSNBC.com

“Turner’s book, a fan's-eye perspective of the brilliant show, is part
memoir, part series history and part cultural exegesis. And once you
read it, you can tell all your friends the best parts the next day!”

—E! Entertainment Online



“The cultural studies canon has recently expanded to include dissec-
tions of TV shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, The Sopranos, and
Sex and the City. But Planet Simpson trumps them all.”

—Bookslut

“Chris Turner is a brave young man. The Calgary-based writer has
boldly defied the impossibility of truly conveying why The Simpsons is
not just the greatest TV show ever, but—in my opinion (exhaustively
overstated in these pages, I know, for the past five or so years)—the
greatest thing ever, by writing a book that attempts to do just
that. . . . because both his knowledge of and marked (yes, obsessive)
enthusiasm for the series come through in the text, he comes as close
as anyone can.”

—Toronto Star

“Planet Simpson is one of the more fascinating and entertaining works

I've read. ... Turner ... does a remarkable job of maintaining the
balance among humour, theory and analysis. . . . Even at its most tan-
gential, Planet Simpson remains engaging. . . . There’s little doubt in

my mind that Planet Simpson will edumacate and embiggen the mind
of even the most casual fan of The Simpsons.”

—Globe and Mail

“It’s a compliment of the highest order, then, to say that Planet Simp-
son is second only to the show itself in terms of fun. This is an anno-
tated, tangential, catalogue-sized and utterly brilliant recap of
everything there is to know about Springfield, U.S.A. Reading it is
like watching the recaps of last night’s episode that used to happen
when the show first aired in the early '90s—i.e., full of the electric
pleasure of shared experience. . .. I would go so far as to say that
[Turner] has raised the bar for pop-culture criticism. D'oh!”

—Vancouver Sun

“Turner has written the definitive Simpsons study. He shows both a
lightness of touch suitable to his subject and the intellectual rigour to
grasp its vast purview.”

—Montreal Gazette

“This is a terrifically energetic book which, like its many-layered sub-
ject, will reward repeat consumption.”

—Guardian



“Quite simply, the definitive book about The Simpsons.”
=0

“Planet Simpson is a furiously intelligent volume that almost reinvents
the art of comedy criticism. Turner quotes from the show with the
diligence of a Jesuit scholar, but what lifts him above the Python-
quoting pub bore is his staggering ability to contextualise every slice
of hilarious dialogue through the prism of psychoanalysis, sociology,
economics and rock 'n’ roll. . . . Something as linear as a book is
never going to be the best forum to discuss such a multi-layered show,
which is probably why the footnotes are a work of genius. It’s exhaust-
ing stuff . . . but [Turner] really does get The Simpsons; his telling of
key gags is so perfect that you're guaranteed a belly laugh every page.”

—Time Out London

“Award-winning magazine journalist Chris Turner offers an in-depth
analysis of the program and how it relates to our world.”

—Avenue

“Turner’s fannish enthusiasm and tsunami of trivia will appeal mainly
to devotees, though cultural historians may value it for its vision of
Springfield as a satirical mirror reflecting the trials and tribulations of
contemporary life.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Especially fascinating is his depiction of the online community de-
voted to The Simpsons . .. [Turner’s] observations are thoughtful and
perceptive, and he conveys them in a breezy, sometimes smart-alecky
tone totally appropriate to the subject . .. For the show’s sizeable
hardcore audience . . . it’s a feast.”

—Booklist

“[Turner] offers detailed and trenchant analysis . . . but he also freely
and enthusiastically flies his fan-boy colors with favorite bits,
episodes, and anecdotes.”

—Library Journal


















FOREWORD

Douglas Coupland

7 Short Paragraphs About Planet Simpson

A few times in my life I've met people who I call pop cultural blanks. They look
just like you and me, except their parents were missionaries or hippies and they
spent that formative and most important part of their lives—years when they
ought to have been undergoing thousands of hours of unmonitored TV viewing—
doing something else instead, like whittling or staring at clouds or exercising.
[Insert a brisk shudder here.] I mention this because the common trait these peo-
ple share is that if they could have added one pop culture event to their formative
years, they wish they could have watched The Simpsons. Always. To paraphrase
their common sniveling: “Who the hell is Troy McClure?”

It’s hard for me to imagine life without The Simpsons—it would be, if nothing
else, a drab place indeed. Imagine a life without . . .

e Apu’s affair with the Squishee Lady

¢ Beloved cigarette spokesmascot, Menthol Moose

¢ Patty and Selma wondering why Maggie hasn’t touched her Manwich

® Malibu Stacy’s lunar rover

® Mr. Burns’s loafers (“Former gophers”)

® Ralph Wiggum accidentally viewing porn (“Everybody’s hugging.”)

® Anything to do with Cletus the Slack-Jawed Yokel

e Lard Lad

® The Monorail

¢ Mr. Sparkle

¢ Marge’s gambling addiction

® Bart saying that actually knowing the answers on a test “was like a whole
different kind of cheating.”
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FOREWORD

Chris Turner writes about Simpsons parties in Kingston, Ontario in the early
1990s. I used to go to the same kind of parties in the Bay Area and they were
loads of fun. Traffic on the 280 from Palo Alto into San Francisco on Thursday
nights was always a bit heavier, and the feeling of reuniting with your pack at
one’s bar of choice felt to me much like what a cocker spaniel must feel after
being removed from a transport cage and being reunited with the family after a
ten-hour flight in the luggage hold. In the early 1990s, irony had yet to conquer
and devour Western culture. Trailblazers had to find pale comfort amid tiny
cliques of the converted who simply knew which way the wind was blowing—as
well as the location of Springfield’s perpetual tire fire. But, as with most avant-
garde cliques, early Simpsons fans found comfort in beer, powerless gatherings in
basement suites and Moe’s-Tavern-like pubs, and through their collective, some-
times pot-induced, irony-free identification with Lenny and Carl’s wonderment
of just what, exactly, made the donut rack rotate in the Springfield nuclear power
plant’s cafeteria.

The Simpsons has, of course, evolved into a shorthand for several generations
in need of collapsing baffling modern-day situations into powerful folkloric paral-
lels. Said Milhouse’s father to Homer after separating from Milhouse’s mother:
“One day, your wife is making you your favorite meal. The next day, you're thaw-
ing a hot dog in a gas station sink.” Or how about Bart’s admonishment to Lisa,
squeamishly covering her eyes at the gory bits of a Space Mutant flick: “If you
don’t watch the violence, you'll never get desensitized to it.” Or finally, Marge
Simpson’s astonishment that news broadcaster Kent Brockman is playing tennis
on the Simpson family’s new tennis court: “I can’t believe that Kent Brockman is
playing tennis with us on our own tennis court!”

In 1990-something I had lunch with a friend who was a former Simpsons
writer. Her office was in a building known as the “Simpsons Compound” on the
Fox lot in Los Angeles. The building resembled, if anything, the third-best two-
storey motel in a place without motels, like Dar es Salaam or Volgograd. My
friend told me that the building was accorded a special “let them do their own
thing” privilege by Fox. Non-Simpsons staff on their bikes and golf carts stayed
way clear. Back before reality TV and Google, people still didn’t quite get the
show’s sensibility. It had to come from some alien place where the inhabitants
possessed either uncanny clairvoyance or time-travelling abilities.

Of course the current challenge now facing the Simpsons creative team is
whether they can keep pace with contemporary society’s ability to out-ironicize
itself—but then this has always been the show’s challenge. People are always say-
ing, “The Simpsons has really lost it,” or, “The Simpsons is really good again,” but
that’s all hogwash. If the Simpsons creative team hasn’t fumbled the ball in four-
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INTRODUCTION

The Birth of the Simpsonian Institution

I wish it was the sixties
I wish I could be happy
I wish, I wish, I wish that something would happen.

—RADIOHEAD, "THE BENDS”

Once in a great while, we are privileged to experience a television
event so extraordinary, it becomes part of our shared heritage.
1969: Man walks on the moon. 1971: Man walks on the moon . . .
again. Then for a long time nothing happened. Until tonight.

—KRusTY THE CLOWN, EPISODE 4F12
(“THE ITCHY & SCRATCHY & POOCHIE SHow")

O n Thursday, January 21, 1993, around 8:20 p.m. (Eastern Standard Time), 1
was standing on the edge of a dance floor at a campus pub called Alfie's
with a glass of cheap draft beer in my hand. The dance floor before me was packed
with people, all of them waiting—as | was—for the next mind-blowing riff from
the in-house entertainment.

There was no band up on the stage at Alfie’s on this night, though, and no
dancers gyrating sweatily out on the dance floor, either. Instead, all the pub's
chairs and tables were jumbled into a kind of auditorium arrangement, covering
the stage and half of the dance floor and every other inch of available space.
Every seat in the joint was taken, and all eyes were fixed on a big-screen TV set
up in the middle of the dance floor itself, where the third and final act of Episode
9F11 of The Simpsons (“Selma’s Choice”) was about to begin.
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PLANET SIMPSON

Now, 9F11 had already had some crowd-pleasing moments. The premise of
the episode is that one of Marge’s aunts, Gladys, has died a bitter spinster, setting
a panicked Selma (one of Marge’s ghoulish twin sisters) on a quest to have a child
before her biological clock runs out. The episode opens with a TV commercial for
Duff Gardens—a theme park inspired by Springfield’s favorite brew—that shows
the Duff “Beer-quarium,” an enormous mug of beer full of “the happiest fish in the
world.” (This joke played especially well with the Alfie’s crowd, with hooting and
cheering accompanying the image of one fish, cross-eyed and smiling, bumping
repeatedly into the glass.)

As Selma sets about the doomed task of finding a father for her child—via
video personals, random passes at assorted minor characters and a visit to the
sperm bank, 9F11 fills in with the usual grab bag of great gags: Selma shows her
sexy side by tying a lit cigarette in a knot using only her mouth; while on a date
with the blind, shriveled midget Hans Moleman, she imagines a rec room full of
sightless children bumping cluelessly into each other; the Sweathog whose sperm
is available for purchase turns out, to everyone’s disappointment, not to be Hor-
shack; and, in a stellar example of The Simpsons’ ability to condense note-perfect
parody into a few short seconds, another TV commercial for Duff Gardens fea-
tures a brief snippet of the teen variety act Hooray! for Everything singing a sac-
charine bastardization of Lou Reed’s “Walk on the Wild Side,” in a wonderfully
silly send-up of Up with People. All in all, it had been a solid episode so far, and
certainly no one nursing their beers through the second commercial break that
night had any reason to be disappointed.

By the dawn of 1993, however, the crowds that gathered around North Amer-
ica to watch The Simpsons had come to expect each episode to be not just solid but
full-on transcendent. By this time, The Simpsons was what network executives call
an “appointment show”—that rare breed of TV program you schedule your
evenings around, the kind you want to share with your peers. In the consummate
college town of Kingston, Ontario, where I kept my Simpsons appointments each
Thursday at 8:00, observance of the show verged on a religious rite: pretty much
every bar in town broadcast The Simpsons live every week because otherwise no-
body would show up for cockrails until 8:30 at the earliest. Which is to say that
for many of us watching that Thursday night—at Alfie’s and elsewhere—the crit-
ical bar had been set vertiginously high, and this new episode had only one act
left to meet this lofty standard.

The show came back on, and the crowd at the pub went quiet. Because
Homer is sick (he'’s been picking away at a rotting ten-foot hoagie for weeks) it
has fallen to Selma to take Bart and Lisa to Duff Gardens. Chuckles from the
crowd as Bart and Lisa point out four of the beer-bottle-costumed Seven Duffs:
Tipsy, Queasy, Surly and Remorseful. Somewhat scattered—bur deeper—Ilaughter
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as they enter the Hall of Presidents to watch tacky animatronic former statesmen
(including Abraham Lincoln recast as “Rappin” A.B.”) sing the praises of Duff
Beer. Cut to the Simpsons’ living room, where Marge and Homer are settling in
to watch Yentl. Cut back to Duff Gardens, where Bart, Lisa and Selma are poking
around a souvenir stand. Bart approaches a display of clunky sunglasses. He reads
the label: “BEER GOGGLES—See the world through the eyes of a drunk!”

All at once, the pub shook with a single great roaring laugh. It was like a force
of nature, this laugh, spontaneous and open-mouthed and enormous. It was as if a
train was suddenly there in the room, its horn blaring. It nearly drowned out the
next line: Bart puts on the beer goggles and turns to Selma, who has morphed
fuzzily into a voluptuous babe, striking a seductive pose. “You're charming the pants
off of me,” she says in a sultry voice. The laughter seemed to expand exponentially.
People were doubled over, had tears streaming down their faces, were pounding ta-
bles with fists. I'm not kidding—the gag just destroyed the crowd. It was as if that
single gag was written for precisely this audience, an act of clairvoyance in which
some T V-writer wizard had invaded the brains of everyone in the bar, rooted around
for just the right common reference and then brought it flawlessly to life.

The last few minutes of the show played out to continued laughter, especially
after Lisa drinks the water that carries the boats through the “Little Land of Duff”
ride, which causes her to hallucinate like an acidhead on a bad trip and proclaim
herself “the lizard queen.” In the end, Selma realizes she wants not a child but a
little version of herself, and the episode closes with her singing Aretha Franklin’s
“Natural Woman” to her iguana, Jub-Jub. As the credits rolled, the exhausted
Alfie’s crowd fell to aftershock giggles and happy recountings of newly minted fa-
vorite lines. The feeling was much like that moment when the house lights come
up after a brilliant musical performance and the audience members blink incredu-
lously at each other, all of them united in the certainty that they have just wit-
nessed something huge—something, maybe, that’s never been seen before.

By the standards of The Simpsons’ Golden Age—roughly, early 1992 to
mid-1997—this was not an extraordinary episode. This was par for the course.
This was the minimum payoff that could be expected every week. In Alfie's and a
thousand other campus pubs, in dormitory common rooms and rec rooms and liv-

ing rooms, in local taverns and sports bars—in all of these and more—we gath-
ered by the millions to watch a TV broadcast that was delivering, in half-hour
installments, a landmark event akin to the Beatles taking the stage on The Ed Sul-
livan Show. Or, in another, more accurate way, something like the band’s whole
career: each week was a new hit single that could delight or enlighten or trans-
form, or do all three at once.

This was especially true by the time Episode 9F11 slayed the crowd at Alfie's

in January 1993. After two seasons or so as a clever cartoon—a smart, irreverent
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PLANET SIMPSON

and innovative TV show—The Simpsons had vaulted onto a higher plane of
satiric expression. To belabor the Beatles analogy just a little more, The Simpsons
had, midway through its third season, pulled off a transformation much like the
Fab Four’s move from the lovely but featherweight pop of “I Want to Hold Your
Hand” to the paradigm-shifting complexities of Revolver and Sgt. Pepper.

In the fall of 1992 alone, damn near every new episode of The Simpsons that
aired had been an instant classic. 9F02 (“Lisa the Beauty Queen”)' offered a vi-
cious but ultimately touching take on beauty pageants, combined with a scathing
indictment of cigarette advertising. 8F18 (“A Streetcar Named Marge”) seam-
lessly—not to mention hilariously—lampooned Broadway musicals, the philoso-
phy of Ayn Rand, and The Great Escape. There had also been a genuinely
thoughtful meditation on the nature of God (9F01, “Homer the Heretic”); an
elaborate self-satirizing spoof of movies based on TV shows (9F03, “Itchy &
Scratchy: The Movie”); a re-imagining of Lord of the Flies that mercilessly sati-
rized the merchandising machine of the modern entertainment industry (8F24,
“Kamp Krusty”); and a handful of warp-speed romps through gags and references
so dense they almost defied cataloguing. Episode 9F07 (“Mr. Plow”), for example,
took well-aimed satirical shots at infomercials, pretentious Calvin Klein ads,
commercials in which middle-aged white men attempt to rap, America’s car de-
pendency and the environmental damage wrought by same, and the celebrity-
laden, circus-themed variety shows of the 1980s. It featured guest-voice
performances by Linda Ronstadt, Adam “Batman” West and voice-acting genius
Phil Hartman and worked in smart, funny references to Nazi Germany, President
George Bush Sr., former Reagan aide and Ross Perot running mate James Stock-
dale, Leave It to Beaver, the board game Hungry Hungry Hippos, third-rate Fox

1. A Brief Note on Production Codes: Every episode of The Simpsons is assigned a production code
and a title. In this case, the production code is 9F02, the title “Lisa the Beauty Queen.” The produc-
tion code indicates the batch in which it was produced (9F here) and the position in that batch (02).
Alas, the codes don't really say anything clearly. Season 1 was 7G, Season 2 was 7F, next came 8F and
9F, then back to 1F and on up to 5F at which point the sequence changed to AABE, BABE, CABE
etc. As well, the codes indicate episodes that were produced in the same season, even if they aired in
separate ones. From Season 2 onward, the show has generally been produced in batches of twenty-two
to twenty-five episodes, but a couple of episodes from each batch have usually not been broadcast
until the following season. The first two episodes broadcast in Season 4, for example, were from the 8F
batch, while the remaining twenty were from 9F (and two further 9F episodes aired in Season 5).
And—yet more confusion—the final two numbers refer to the order in which the episodes were pro-
duced, not the order of broadcast. Episode 9F17, for example, was aired a week before 9F16.

All of that said, I will generally use both production code and title on first citation and the pro-
duction code only on shorthand reference. This is partly a tip of the cap to Simpsons’ hard-core fans,
who have long used production codes as a kind of insider’s shorthand, and partly a question of simple
practicality. Trucking out, for example, Episode 3F19’s full official title—*“Raging Abe Simpson and
his Grumbling Grandson in ‘The Curse of the Flying Hellfish”—every time I refer to it would quickly
grow tiresome, as would a clumsy phrase such as “The One Where Homer’s Dad Tries To Recover the
Art His Old Army Unit Stole from the Nazis.”
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Network “current affairs” programs, and Citizen Kane—all in twenty-three seam-
less minutes.

In subsequent weeks and years, The Simpsons brewed a mix of killer one-off
gags, laser-guided social satire, robust character development and pure comedic
joy into a potion so intoxicating that it became by far the most important cultural
institution of its time: the equal of any single body of work to emerge from our
pop-cultural stew in the last century in any medium. It was the Beatles and the
Stones. It was Elvis and Chuck Berry. It was that big, that unprecedented, and
that important. And it also grew so monumental—so fixed on the cultural map—
that it now seems impossible to imagine contemporary pop culture without it.

But the rock 'n’ roll metaphor is not quite right. Rock & roll hit with the sin-
gular force of an atomic bomb—and was indeed a perfect cultural expression of
the massive shift in consciousness rent by the splitting of the atom. The Simpsons
was more like climate change: it built incrementally, week by week, episode by
episode, weaving itself into the cultural landscape slowly but surely until it be-
came a permanent feature, a constant reminder that just beneath the luxurious
surface of this prosperous time lurked much uglier truths. Pop music, as the force
that more or less invented youth culture—and the force that most clearly defined
its first couple of generations—has an inimitable pride of place. There can never
again be an explosion to equal Elvis’s first shimmies of hip or the Beatles’s first
tosses of moptop. This, indeed, was a key component of the evident malaise that
afflicted pop culture in the early 1990s. “The question of the death of rock comes
up because rock & roll—as a cultural force rather than as a catchphrase—no
longer seems to mean anything,” decreed the rock critic Greil Marcus in the Au-
gust 1992 issue of Esquire. “It no longer seems to speak in unknown tongues that
turn into new and common languages, to say anything that is not instantly trans-
lated back into the dominant discourse of our day: the discourse of corporatism,
selfishness, crime, racism, sexism, homophobia, government propaganda, scape-
goating and happy endings.” Rock & roll had given several generations in the
West its blueprint for change and its idiom for criticizing the mainstream, but
now it was the mainstream, a reinforcement of the status quo. It once provided a
“myth of wholeness” (Marcus’s phrase), but now it spoke mainly of fragmenta-
tion—across genres and subcultures, across age groups and ethnicities, across de-
mographic clusters and product lines.

And if rock was dead, was the counterculture laid to rest alongside it? Was it
the end of (pop) history?

Don’t have a cow, man.

With the emergence of The Simpsons, the myth of wholeness was reborn, no
longer codified in three-minute pop songs but in half-hour cartoons. Western cul-

ture has in recent years become an almost irredeemably fragmented thing,
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counted in webpage hits and record sales, endlessly quantified and analyzed and
synthesized and then co-opted and thus corrupted by advertisers, focus groups,
test audiences, pollsters, pundits and on down the line, all the while changing so
quickly and in so many directions that it has never really been nailed down.
(Maybe no cultural moment ever really is.) But when they watched The Simpsons,
all those scattered, slivered Is became wes, if only for thirty minutes each week
(more often after the show went into syndication). We were being defined by the
show. Shaped by it. Even united by it, or as close to that state as we came, anyway.
There’s a tendency, when attempting to discuss the broad strokes of a cultural era,
to lapse into a royal we—to invent a mass phenomenon out of one’s own passion
for the subject. With respect to The Simpsons, though, I'll embrace the we, be-
cause here it is accurate. If there was a single cultural signpost announcing the
emergence of a generation/era/movement/whatever; a monument to a widespread
yearning for progress, truth, honesty, integrity, joy; a final goddamn rejoinder to
every vacuous corporate press release and cloying commercial script and prevari-
cating political sound bite—it was The Simpsons.

Greil Marcus and other rock historians speak of a secret language created by
rock & roll, of its role as the passport into a new and all-encompassing world-
view. It was not just music: it was a gateway. Inside the club there were new con-
stitutions, new laws and freedoms, a radical reconfiguration of democracy. The
key was the secret language of the music—and if you didn't get it, you were for-
ever locked outside. “Because something is happening here /But you don’t know
what it is,” Bob Dylan teases the hapless, square Mr. Jones on “Ballad of a Thin
Man,” in one of rock & roll’s most direct acknowledgements of its exclusivity.
But pop music, as Marcus admits, had lost its status as gatekeeper by the early
1990s. It was no longer the mystic rune of the culture, and decoding its riddles
no longer necessarily revealed the true spirit of the age. Better, in the 1990s, to
look to The Simpsons.

Come back with me to my bucolic university campus—Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario—for a clear picture of this shift in pop-cultural equilibrium.
Step inside Clark Hall Pub, the preferred watering hole for devotees of the so-
called “alternative” culture of the early 1990s. This was where I usually watched
new episodes of The Simpsons, because it had the best music, cheapest draft, and
most casual overall vibe of any bar in town. It also better suited my angry-young-
man attitude: it was the best place in town to find the long-haired and flannel-
shirted, the dyed-haired and multiply pierced. The stereo blared Smashing
Pumpkins and Nirvana and slightly more exotic fare like Public Enemy and Min-
istry and the Butthole Surfers, and in the brief intervals of fade-out semi-silence
between songs, you might catch a snippet of conversation about the latest Coen
Brothers film or the merits of Charles Bukowski. It was, in short, a pretty typical
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little den of alternative culture, and | have no doubt there was a similar joint or
three in every college town and big city in the English-speaking world.

I was a DJ at Clark for the last two and a half years of my undergraduate stud-
ies, and the view from the DJ booth gave me a pretty clear picture of the various
forces of unity and division among the pub’s patrons. Pop music was the unifying
attraction—students came to Clark because its DJs played stuff no other pub in
town did—but it was also a divisive force, inasmuch as there were people there
who adored the heavy riff rock coming out of Seattle, others who were fanatically
devoted to the Britpop of Oasis and Blur and a dozen lesser bands, others still who
only really got down to the molten industrial roar of Nine Inch Nails et al.

Even when the whole gang came together as one on the dance floor, the
music often subverted its own presumption of rebellion. Case in point: “Killing in
the Name,” a ferocious rant against conformity by the agitprop rap-rock band
Rage Against the Machine. The song had been adopted as a kind of theme song
by one of the freshman classes, so as soon as its opening riff boomed out of the
pub’s speakers, the small dance floor would quickly fill with aspiring engineers.
Dressed in identical gold school jackets, some sporting the remnants of punk-style
mohawks that had become the official Frosh Week haircut of the engineering
school, the future employees of DuPont and Procter & Gamble would leap up and
down in unison, bashing into each other in the tight knot of a mosh pit. By the
time the song reached its howling final chorus, fists would be raised, the entire
floor rising and falling as one, every voice screaming along: “Fuck you, [ won’t do
what you tell me.” Here were engineering students at an exclusive university, clad
in a mix of countercultural fashions old and new, bouncing together with an al-
most military precision in an ironic homage to punk’s nihilistic anti-dance. And
screaming Fuck you, I won't do what you tell me.

Nirvana lead singer Kurt Cobain despaired when his alienated punk was used
as a soundtrack for football highlights, when the front row at his concerts was
filled with the same kind of jocks who used to beat him up in high school. Rock
& roll, even at its most abrasive or ostensibly anti-authoritarian, was far too much
a part of the mainstream by this point to retain the subversive power it once had,
and too fragmented to speak to (or for) the entirety of the mass culture it had
joined.

And into this cultural vacuum came The Simpsons.

Consider another of Clark Hall Pub’s rituals: a Friday-afternoon piss-up that
was known as “Ritual.” Every Friday at noon, the pub would open its doors for six
hours of debauchery, hosting engineering students tossing back a few pints to
make their upcoming classes less dreary, first-year students making their first foray
into serious collegiate binge-drinking, and a rotating cast of regulars. One of the
most popular features of Ritual was the early-afternoon re-broadcast of the previ-
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ous night’s episode of The Simpsons. (Or the previous Sunday’s episode, once the
show moved to Sunday nights in the fall of 1994.) Most of those in attendance
had already watched the new episode earlier that week, quite possibly right there
on Clark’s giant pull-down screen. They were watching this time to absorb it, to
pick up the gags they’d missed and commit to memory the ones they’d delighted
in the first time. Once the show went into syndication in 1994—with repeat
episodes available to most North American viewers at least twice and as many as
six or seven times every weekday—this absorption ritual became a much broader
phenomenon.

The Simpsons was not just a show you watched but a language you spoke, a
worldview you adopted. It became the primary metaphor [ would use in conversa-
tions with most of my close friends and colleagues. I'm not alone in this. A
lengthy feature article in the Los Angeles Times in February 2003 profiled a cross-
section of Americans, from high-school students to university professors, who use
Simpsons references to illustrate everything from their day-to-day foibles to Niet-
zschean philosophy. “Aren’t you sick of the way so many people use a moment
from The Simpsons as a metaphor for real life?” the writer, Bob Baker, lamented.
“Isn’t it like living in a society that adopted Esperanto without letting you vote?
Have we lost so many vestiges of mass culture that a TV show—a cartoon!—has
to be the glue that holds postmodern society together?” Well, yes—but I'm not
sick of it. Something is happening here, but you don’t know what it is—do you, M.
Baker?

Because the thing is, The Simpsons isn’t Esperanto, but it is a language—a lan-
guage heavily tilted towards insubordination. It’s a stealthy, subversive smart
bomb sitting in the middle of prime time. Disguised as an inconsequential chil-
dren’s confection—a mere cartoon—The Simpsons erupts each week in a series of
spectacular satirical detonations, expressing a deeper contempt for authority than
anything else on prime time and as sustained a critique of mainstream society as
anything else in the pop culture of the day. Several of the show’s main creators are
on record—repeatedly—saying that the main goal of The Simpsons, beyond mak-
ing its fans laugh, is to inculcate them with a strong distrust of authority.

And largely because of its cartoon disguise, The Simpsons has been permitted a
degree of freedom unparalleled in mainstream entertainment. The only real con-
troversy it has raised centered on the idea that Bart was a bad role model for kids.
The show has otherwise felt free to comment, as sharply and derisively as it likes,
on every controversial issue of its time, from religion to sexual orientation to drug
use, from political hypocrisy to corporate crime. Countless other live-action sit-
coms—not to mention hip-hop artists and shock-rockers and video game mak-
ers—find themselves mired in scandal any time they even nudge issues The
Simpsons has addressed head-on and at length.
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The Simpsons has formulated mainstream culture’s most widely spoken critical
vernacular, its most prominent dissenting opinion, its surest way to indicate
whether the person you were speaking with was Dylanesque hip or Mr. Jones
square. If, say, you are at a party, and someone blurts out one of Homer’s patented
D’oh!s—well, everyone knows about D’oh! [ mean, it’s in the damn dictionary.
The Simpsons is not about catchphrases—it spent a whole episode mocking catch-
phrases. But if you were—I don’t know—talking to someone about the environ-
mental record of the local DuPont plant, and you lapsed into a Burns-like hiss
and said, “All those bald children are arousing suspicion,” and the person you
were talking to started laughing—or, better yet, replied in his own Burnsian rasp,
“I'll take that statue of Justice too”—then you knew you were talking to a kindred
spirit, a fellow traveler, a true Simpsonian.

The Simpsons is in some respects a more powerful cultural force than rock &
roll, particularly because it crosses more boundaries (especially those of age) than
rock did even in its world-shaking first phase. Admittedly, there does seem to be
an age barrier roughly coincident with the invention of Saturday morning car-
toons as a block of programming expressly for children in the early 1970s. If you'd
hit puberty by then, you were probably never conditioned to watch cartoons reg-
ularly, and what’s more you might well have come to think of them as silly kids’
stuff, and so perhaps you haven’t been able to take The Simpsons seriously. But
even that border is at least semi-porous. Fans of The Simpsons range from the for-
mer American poet laureate Robert Pinsky to the Archbishop of Canterbury,
from British Prime Minister Tony Blair to anti-corporate activist Ralph Nader. It’s
as big in Western Europe as it is in America, and it’s got rabid fans from Ar-
gentina to Thailand and from Australia to Russia. I've seen an excerpt of the
show used to illustrate a point in a fortysomething mountain guide’s avalanche-
safety lecture, and I've heard my mother repeat many times the story of my then-
four-year-old nephew marching into her kitchen to tell her that he knew “that
God-man in the sky” wasn’t real because Homer Simpson told him so. ['ve spent
entire evenings speaking to close friends almost exclusively in Simpsons refer-
ences. [ can only imagine its stature among the generation of kids like my nephew
who are being raised on it. All of which is to say that it’s a far easier club to join
than the one described in “Ballad of a Thin Man.” The only real price of entry is
a love of humor and/or of cartoons, plus (for more serious viewers) a strong sense
that the world as it’s described by the mainstream—in political speeches, on the
news, in ads for breakfast cereal and in the sermons of the local preacher—is fun-
damentally false. The show's enormous popularity is indeed the clearest example
going of just how widespread such skepticism has grown.

This has always been the tricky thing about the underworld described in “Bal-
lad of a Thin Man,” about the world delineated by the twentieth century’s land-
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mark cultural events: many of the truly pivotal moments were shared by only a
very few. We all wish we’d been at the Cavern in Liverpool in 1962, or at Wood-
stock in 1969, or at the Hacienda in Manchester in 1986. We wish we’d been in-
vited to have a drink at the Algonquin Hotel in New York circa 1926 or to share
a toke at a North Beach coffee house in San Francisco circa 1955. Certain Paris
cafés sound like they were pure cultural heaven in the 1920s and again in the
1950s. Same goes for certain districts of London and New York in the mid—1960s
and again in the mid-1970s. | would've loved to have seen Charlie Parker live in
Montreal in 1953 or Jimi Hendrix at Monterey in 1967 or the Clash in London in
1978. Even as I embraced Nirvana’s Nevermind in late 1991, I could pick up a
magazine and learn that the real explosion had happened a year earlier—or
maybe three—in Seattle. I went to Katmandu in 1999 and kind of wished I'd
been there in 1968. There’s often an immediacy to pop culture that leads to in-
stant obsolescence, a sense that most of what we’re experiencing is a second-rate
retread or a watered-down version of the seminal moment we all wish we’d been a
part of. And so, as consolation, we feed on the fallout of these events. We buy the
album, see the movie, read the book.

Burt what if the seminal event was a mass broadcast, a weekly TV show, some-
thing thart practically the whole world could witness unadulterated and undimin-
ished? There’d be limits to its impact, sure—attending a concert or chatting
boozily in a bohemian café are often much more visceral experiences than watch-
ing TV—but there’d also be a liberating power to it, a strength drawn from its
near-universal accessibility. This, for starters, is why The Simpsons matters. It’s the
big culeural tent of its time, and even if there are so many different subcultural
booths underneath that it’s a stretch to say there’s a single common currency pass-
ing hands at all of them, this diminishes the show’s significance not at all. If there
is a common cultural currency, it’s got Homer Simpson'’s picture on it.

The importance of The Simpsons, though, stretches beyond its enormous
global popularity. In addition to being the touchstone of its age, the show is also
its foremost pop chronicle. There are few trends or issues or world events since
the show’s debut that have not been worked into the sprawling tapestry of The
Simpsons. The show provides a lens of unprecedented scope through which to
view the shifting cultural landscape of the last fifteen years. In the pages that fol-
low, I'll examine both how the show defined the pop culture of its time and espe-
cially how it documented it. And if the show’s documentary role sometimes
dominates the discussion, this is because it is the more tangible function. It’s diffi-
cult to say with any conviction, for example, how many people in the world iden-
tify with Homer, have worked his D’oh! into their own lexicon, are in some way
explained by their habit of watching his antics on TV. What's far more certain is
that Homer and the rest of the Simpsons—and the dozens of other characters
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who inhabit their hometown of Springfield, U.S.A., and the adventures they all
have there—have created a detailed satirical reflection of the world we live in.

To understand the nature of mainstream America, its hopes and dreams and
insatiable appetites, look to Homer Simpson (Chapter Two). For an explanation
of how the style and ethos of punk rock became a massive mainstream phenome-
non in Western culture in the 1990s, watch Bart closely (Chapter Three). For a
picture of the re-emergence of progressive activism in the West over the same pe-
riod, study Lisa (Chapter Five). Marge, meanwhile, can help explain what hap-
pens to a society whose traditional authorities have lost their credibility and
whose religious institutions have lost much of their resonance (Chapter Six). The
diabolical Mr. Burns shows us why those authorities are no longer trusted in the
first place (Chapter Four). The Simpsons’ travels across America and around the
world offer a vivid illustration of the way the United States acts in world affairs,
and the way the rest of the world responds to America—and The Simpsons (Chap-
ter Eight). And their adventures in cyberspace, both on the show and on the In-
ternet itself, document the birth and evolution of a powerful new medium of
communication (Chapter Seven). The show’s celebrity visitors—and its own
place in the showbiz world—chart the massive and fast-growing influence of the
culture of celebrity on society at large (Chapter Nine). And the show’s extraordi-
nary penchant (and talent) for self-reference, pop-cultural allusion and media
criticism offers an elaborate picture of postmodernism, in all its glory and its
shame, and of the hypermediated society that created it (Chapter Ten).

But before we get to all that, a caveat: this is, in the end, my version of The
Simpsons. The show’s canvas is far too broad, and the culture it reflects far too di-
verse and fragmented, for me or anyone else to be able to offer a completely com-
prehensive or definitive analysis. Instead, I offer an account of The Simpsons and
its time that is idiosyncratic and sometimes quite personal. I discuss details about
the show that I've found compelling and those fragments of Western culture
where ['ve noticed a connection with the show, an intersection or resonance with
its themes and characters.

And now, it says on the Krusty the Clown posters at Springfield Elementary
School, “Give a hoot . . . Read a book!” This one, [ mean.






THE LIFE & TIMES OF
THE SIMPSONS

The truth is what is, not what should be. What should be is a
dirty lie.
—LENNY BRUCE

Yes, the Simpsons have come a long way since an old drunk made
humans out of his rabbit characters to pay off his gambling debts.
Who knows what adventures they'll have between now and the time
the show becomes unprofitable?

—TroYy McCLURE, ErisoDe 3F31
("THE SIMPSONS 138TH EPISODE SPECTACULAR")

The Creation Myth

According to legend, according to the press, according (more or less) to the
word of its creator, The Simpsons was born in a single fevered moment.
They say it happened like this: It was early 1987. Matt Groening, a thirty-
three-year-old underground cartoonist, was sitting outside the office of James L.
Brooks, an acclaimed Hollywood producer. Brooks had been a titan of network
television in the 1970s (executive producer of The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou
Grant and Taxi, among others), and more recently was the celebrated creator of
the feature film Terms of Endearment, for which he won three Oscars (as producer,
director and writer). At the moment, he was the executive producer of a quirky
variety show called The Tracey Ullman Show, set to air soon on the infant Fox
Network. Brooks had called Groening in for a meeting, which was to start in fif-
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teen minutes. They were to discuss turning Groening's acclaimed comic strip, Life
in Hell, into a series of animated vignettes to fill space between the Ullman Show’s
live skits.

Groening and Brooks had met once before, a year earlier, at the urging of
Brooks's producing partner, Polly Platt, who was a fan of Life in Hell. That time,
they'd ralked about turning the comic strip into a full-blown feature film. Noth-
ing had come of it. But here Groening was, back again in the antechamber of big-
time Hollywood, being offered another chance to bring his work to TV.

Maybe Groening was thinking, as he waited, about the years of menial labor
that had marked his decade-long tenure in Los Angeles to that point: work as a
chauffeur, as a clerk at a punk record store, as a circulation manager for the L.A.
Weekly, schlepping stacks of newspapers around the city in a beat-up Dodge Dart.
Perhaps he was thinking about the characters that populated his Life in Hell strip:
a misanthropic one-eared bunny named Binky, a dysfunctional duo in matching
fezzes called Akbar and Jeff. The strip rarely had much in the way of set-ups or
punchlines. It had no sight gags and didn't even have much movement—some-
times nothing more than the heads of Akbar and Jeff in identical poses in panel
after panel. Instead it was long on wordplay and social commentary, chock full of
marketing parodies and philosophical musings. How could this world possibly be
brought to twenty-four-frames-per-second life? The strip had seen some success by
this point—a book called Love Is Hell had sold 20,000 copies in the Christmas
rush of 1984, and the strip had been syndicated nationally to several dozen alter-
native newspapers—but this was network TV, the marketing muscle of a giant
media conglomerate, an audience of millions. Another realm entirely. How could
Groening persuade Brooks that these static, simple, black-and-white drawings
were the blueprint for a cartoon?

And then, so the story goes, Groening came to a sudden and disturbing real-
ization: if he walked through the door of Brooks’s office and pitched his Life in
Hell cartoon and—Woo-hoo!—Brooks bought it, he'd lose the rights to all the
characters he'd created and spent years drawing. They'd become the property of
Fox, of some mammoth multinational corporate entity called News Corp. So
Groening, a graduate of free-spirited Evergreen State College in deeply counter-
cultural Olympia, Washington, a ten-year veteran of the anti-corporate alterna-
tive press, decided in an instant to save his creative soul. He wouldn’t offer Life in
Hell to Fox. He would come up with something else right then and there.

In the minutes remaining until his meeting, Groening dashed off the rough
sketches of a new idea: a series of shorts about a hideously dysfunctional family, a
sort of anti-sitcom starring an oafish father, a harried mom, three bratty kids. Rac-
ing against the clock, he gave them a good old generic American surname—
Simpson—and then assigned them first names stolen from his own family. The
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father was Homer, after Groening’s own dad. The mother was Marge, from his
mom’s Margaret. The daughters—like his own sisters—were Lisa (a second-
grader) and Maggie (a pacifier-chomping infant). The nastiest kid of all would be
ten-year-old Bart (an anagram of “brat”).

Brooks bought it.

On April 19, 1987, right after the first skit in the third episode of The Tracey
Ullman Show, North America’s TV screens—the relatively few in those days that
were tuned to Fox, anyway—filled with the world’s first glimpse of The Simpsons.
In that opening segment, Homer enters Bart’s bedroom to tuck him in. Barr asks a
philosophical question, and Homer replies with a glib dismissal. It’s a twenty-four-
second scene. Later in the show, another fifteen seconds: Marge tucks in Lisa,
who's seized by dread at her mother’s mention of bedbugs. Then there are thirty-
three seconds of Marge singing the timeless lullaby “Rock-a-Bye Baby” to Maggie.
And then thirty-three seconds more, as all three Simpson kids—each of them ac-
cidentally freaked out by their parents’ bedtime talk of bedbugs and falling cra-
dles—come storming into their parents’ room and pile into Homer and Marge’s
bed. Elapsed time: one minute, forty-five seconds. This was Episode MGO1
(“Good Night”). This was how The Simpsons introduced itself to the world.

The drawing and animation were blatantly crude, thick-lined and primary-
colored—at best, the rough draft of a big-time network cartoon.! It was so primi-
tively drawn it might as well have been lifted directly from the rough sketches
Groening had scribbled to show to Brooks. The characters were as two-dimen-
sional as the drawings, the vignettes far too short for anything as sophisticated as
“character development.” The central gag—*kids find ironic horror in bedtime plati-
tudes—was as simplistic as the animation. All of which is to say that it’s extremely
likely that no one watching, from the folks at home to Groening and Brooks
themselves, knew they'd witnessed the debut of the longest-running cartoon in
the history of American television, the first baby steps of an institution that
would become one of the most-watched TV shows on earth and the most influen-
tial cultural enterprise of its time.

1. Homer’s Voice Change: Throughout the Ullman shorts and on into the first season of The Simp-
sons, Homer’s voice had a markedly different timbre from the signature sound that has come to char-
acterize him since. Voice actor Dan Castellaneta—Homer’s voice since day one—originally modeled
Homer on the perennially crusty Hollywood actor Walter Matthau. Homer debuted with a somewhat
thin, sort of jovially world-weary dum-dee-do tone in unagitated moments, and a gruff, menacing
growl for his frequent rages. Over the first few seasons of the show, Homer's voice morphed into its
now-famous tone—broader and suggesting naiveté and simple cluelessness instead of beaten-down ex-
haustion, with his agitated voice just a touch less growling. The overall effect of the voice change!?
Homer comes across more like a duped victim than an enraged antagonist.
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The embryonic Simpsons chugged along unassumingly for the next two years.
Every week, The Tracey Ullman Show would be interspersed with four quick snap-
shots of this vulgar family, each of them twenty or thirty seconds in length, to-
gether comprising a simple story arc: four-part mini-fables, animated analogues to
the four-paneled comic strips that had populated newspapers around the world for
a century. They had a premise, a set-up, a payoff—and not much else. The Simp-
son kids engage in a burping contest, only to be upstaged by their gluttonous fa-
ther. Bart and his dad play catch in the backyard, precipitating a series of violent
accidents. The whole family visits the zoo, where they're revealed to bear numer-
ous similarities to the monkeys.

In Ullman’s third season, these glimpses stretched into a sustained scene of a
minute or so, but the animation remained extremely lo-fi and the gags continued
to clang in a series of single notes. In one third-season short, Bart and Lisa join
the studio audience of their favorite TV show—a banal kids’ series starring an ill-
tempered clown—and Bart picks a fight with its star. In another, the whole family
enrolls in group therapy and quickly finds a remedy for its chronic dysfunction as
it unites in its hatred of the therapist. And so on.

Overall, the Ullman Show aired forty-eight of these short cartoons. Forty-eight
slices of Simpson family life, forty-eight mild variations on a somewhat unortho-
dox but ultimately rudimentary theme. Namely that the American family in the
late twentieth century was loutish and vulgar, a slow-burn nightmare. Groening’s
TV debut attracted profiles by mainstream newspapers like The Washington Post
and Newsday—although it should be noted that both gave Life in Hell higher
billing than his odd little Ullman shorts. Indeed, so insignificant did these silly
cartoons seem that when the BBC brought The Tracey Ullman Show to British tel-
evision, it edited the Simpsons cartoons out.

Yet something exceptional was happening here. It was a time when TV
screens were dominated by saccharine family sitcoms like The Cosby Show and
Family Ties or nostalgic one-liner fests like Cheers. Movie screens were filled with
big-budget studio dreck, and pop charts were dominated by bands better known
for their skilled use of hairspray and makeup than for their music. “Rough” and
“crude” could seem, in this context, like reasonable facsimiles of “bracing” and
“honest.” At the very least, the Simpsons shorts offered a quick peek into a nasty
world where stories didn’t inevitably have morals and Father emphatically did not
Know Best.

Clearly, someone at the Fox Network saw some potential. The third season of
The Tracey Ullman Show (1988-89) featured the longest Simpsons shorts yet, up-
graded from bumpers to full-blown features on equal footing with the live-action
skits. There was even a two-parter called “Maggie in Peril” that clocked in at
more than two minutes and sprawled in its miniature way over two episodes of
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Ullman. There was talk of a half-hour Christmas special, further talk of turning
these Simpson characters into the stars of a full-blown series.
The Simpsons as we know it was about to emerge from the womb.

Episode One: Exploding Out of the Gate

The first full episode of The Simpsons was a Christmas special that premiered on
Sunday, December 17, 1989. “Simpsons Roasting on an Open Fire” was a great
leap forward. If the show didn’t quite emerge from the Ullman womb fully grown,
it appeared at the very least to be an extremely precocious toddler—a half-hour
parodic romp through the standard tropes of the typical Christmas cartoon, with
echoes of A Christmas Carol and Miracle on 34th Street as well. The premise:
Homer doesn’t get his Christmas bonus down at the power plant, and the family’s
savings jar has been emptied to remove Bart’s new tattoo. Homer tries to rescue
Christmas with a part-time job as a shopping-mall Santa Claus and an ill-advised
bet at the dog track, to no avail. But just when it looks like Christmas is ruined,
he adopts the losing greyhound—a lovable pooch named Santa’s Little Helper—
and Christmas is saved.

In “Roasting,” we see the first glimmering hints of the show’s razor-sharp
satire. We also encounter several key minor characters for the first time, from the
irritatingly perfect neighbor Ned to drunken Barney and gruff Moe down at Moe's
Tavern. As well, we're introduced to Homer’s callous boss Mr. Burns and his syco-
phantic sidekick Smithers, and to the notion that Homer is a downtrodden
Everyman caught in the gears of a brurally Darwinian economy. Lisa, meanwhile,
delivers a short academic lecture on the psychological weight of the relationship
between father and daughter, hinting at the analytical genius her character will
develop—she’s no longer merely a complement to bratty Bart.

Even more portentously, there’s a brief glimpse of the dizzying spiral of self-ref-
erential metahumor to come, as Bart urges his father to place the ber at the dog
track. “Aw, come on, Dad,” Bart pleads, “this can be the miracle that saves the
Simpsons’ Christmas. If TV has taught me anything, it's that miracles always hap-
pen to poor kids at Christmas. It happened to Tiny Tim, it happened to Charlie
Brown, it happened to the Smurfs, and it’s going to happen to us!” No wonder the
special was a surprise ratings champ, carrying Fox to the highest Sunday-night
ratings it had ever received. “Roasting” came first in viewership in its timeslot
that night among adults aged eighteen to forty-nine, despite the fact that twelve
percent of American homes still didn’t receive Fox.

The first season of The Simpsons—only twelve more episodes, barely half as
many the standard American network TV show—debuted in January 1990. It
soon became the biggest hit in Fox’s history, the first Fox series to win its timeslot
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outright, at least through February and March that year. In less than six months,
The Simpsons was transformed from a clever curiosity on a marginally popular but
critically respected show—a cult hit within a cult hit—to the biggest pop cultural
phenomenon of 1990. A mere two or three years later, The Simpsons was a full-
blown institution—the smartest and most resonant pop icon of its time—a status
it preserved for well over a decade.

Before we can get to all of that, though, let’s take a step back to look at how
The Simpsons was transformed from a crude vignette to an expansive satirical mas-
terpiece in the first place.

Season 1: A Flailing Network &
a Creative Juggernaut

It’s worth recalling the Fox Network’s acute desperation back in 1989. At the
time, Fox was still unavailable in many markets—“a coat-hanger network,”
scoffed NBC entertainment kingpin Brandon Tartikoff, referring to the home-
made antenna attachment presumably needed to tune it in from its spot on the
upper reaches of the UHF broadcast band. Fox had only just introduced original
prime-time programming (in 1987) and had barely enough of it to fill two
evenings a week. It had no hits. Its schedule had until recently included a sitcom
entitled Women in Prison.? Fox was, in short, a laughingstock. So even the small
amount of buzz around the animated segments on Ullman made the Simpsons a
bona-fide hot property.

Still, Fox was a TV network, and selling it on an irreverent, unconventional
cartoon series, at a time when no other prime-time network series was a cartoon,
took considerable effort. “The people who make decisions about what goes on tel-
evision, in my experience, their eyes don’t light up when you say ‘innovative,”

2. Something Ribald, No Doubt: The many missteps that characterized the Fox Network’s early years
are the stuff of bad-TV legend. Some classic Fox flops:
® Second Chance: A family sitcom about a dead man sent back to earth to help his younger self
make better choices. Starred future Friend Matthew Perry as the younger self. Lasted nine
episodes in the fall of 1987.
® The New Adventures of Beans Baxter: An action-packed hour-long drama that followed the (new)
adventures of an average kid from Kansas named Beans Baxter as he tried to free his interna-
tional-man-of-mystery father from the clutches of the Underground Government Liberation In-
tergroup (U.G.L.L), led by the dastardly Mr. Sue. Not to be confused with The Original
Adventures of Beans Baxter, which doesn’t exist. Lasted fifteen episodes in the fall of 1987.
® Mr. President: Sitcom about life in the White House, starring George C. Scott as a bumbling Mr.
President. Made a 1999 New York Post list of the twenty worst TV shows of all time. Barely
limped through the summer of 1987 before being cancelled.
® Werewolf: An hour-long drama tracking the misadventures of a collegiate American werewolf.
Lasted a full season—1987-88. Those were the days.
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Matt Groening later told a newspaper reporter. “They want to be able to compare
to something else that’s already been on. We had to sell them on the family angle,
as a Flintstones for the nineties.” But even this tidy pitch didn’t clinch it. Groen-
ing said it was only a pre-arranged deal to have the show’s star, Bart Simpson, ap-
pear in commercials for Butterfinger candy bars that sold Fox on The Simpsons. At
any rate, the new series got a wary green light from the Fox suits. It had half a sea-
son to prove itself. Groening and his co-creators—Brooks and veteran sitcom
writer Sam Simon (Taxi, Cheers)—weren’t so thankful for the opportunity that
they gave themselves over completely to the corporate thinking of their Fox pa-
trons. Instead, they insisted on—and received—complete creative control. There
would be no notes from network executives, no focus-group reports, no mid-sea-
son retooling hiatuses. The show’s creators would be the final arbiters on all
things Simpsonian. They could even ignore some of the more ludicrous directives
from Fox’s censors (a posture they’d maintain through the years).” Such a level of
creative control is an extraordinarily rare and sacred thing in network television,
and it’s unlikely they would have received it from any other network. It has
proven to be a vital factor in the show’s originality, permitting everything from its
left-field references to its unorthodox humor to the sharpness of its satire—all the
clever/quirky/eggheaded stuff that usually gets smoothed out by the corporate pro-
duction process. The Simpsons was to become like nothing else on TV in part be-
cause it was allowed to be produced like nothing else on TV. It was allowed to
express the true, undiluted vision of its creators.

And what about that vision? Well, for starters, Groening was clear about what
he didn’t want to make: a sitcom. “Sitcoms,” he told an L.A. Times reporter just
before the debut of the Christmas special, “are about people who live together

3. A Case Study in Eternal Vigilance: As part of an onstage appearance at the National Film Theatre
in London, England, in 2000, Matt Groening read some of his favorite directives from Fox's censors,
noting that “in almost every case” The Simpsons’ producers have been victorious in their efforts to re-
ject said directives.
Some of the Fox censors’ greatest hits:

¢ “To discourage imitation by young and foolish viewers, when Homer begins to pour the hot wax
in his mouth, please have him scream in pain so kids will understand that doing this would actu-
ally burn their mouths.”
“Although it is only a dream, please do not show Homer holding a sign thar reads KILL MY BOY.”
“After Marge turns off the light, please substitute a line that’s more general, such as ‘get away
from me’ or ‘stop that,’ instead of ‘get off me."”
“In Act Three, when Marge worries that Bart may become jealous of newborn Lisa, Homer’s pre-
viously unscripted line ‘Bart can kiss my hairy yellow butt’ is not acceptable; we believe this

crude phrase plays as especially coarse since it is directed at a two-year-old child.”

“Bart’s line ‘Sod off!" and Willie's rejoinder ‘I'll give you something to sod off about!” are not ac-
ceptable. This phrase refers to sodomy in spite of your set-up about resodding the lawn.”

“It will not be acceptable for Itchy to stab Scratchy in the guts and yank his intestine out and use

it as a bungee cord.”
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and say vicious, witty things to each other, which ends up sounding unlike any
real character in life. On The Simpsons, we want to have some of that, but we
found it doesn't work if the characters anticipate their own cruelty. If they know
in advance that they're going to do something mean or mean-spirited, it’s no
longer funny. But if they're out of control and a victim of their own impulses—so
Homer impulsively strangles Bart—it becomes funny. In general, the characters
are emotional powder kegs, and they can explode in a second.”

In the same interview, Groening explained that Brooks shared his commit-
ment to this slightly skewed realism: “Back at the very beginning of the series,
James L. Brooks talked about an ambition for the show, which was to go for mo-
ments of non-cartoony emotional reality that would make people forget they
were watching a cartoon. The way to do that is to place a far greater emphasis on
writing and acting than has been the case with virtually every other animated
TV series.”

And so The Simpsons assembled its creative team carefully. It already had ac-
tors for the main roles—the same ones who'd been doing the Simpson family’s
voices for the Ullman shorts. They were Dan Castellaneta as Homer, Julie Kavner
as Marge, Nancy Cartwright as Bart, and Yeardley Smith as Lisa. Only one of
them—Nancy Cartwright—was a voice actor by training. To round out the cast,
the show’s creators went looking for versatile actors with as little cartoon experi-
ence as possible, people who hadn't spent their whole careers doing broad cartoon
caricatures. Thus, auspiciously, they found Hank A:zaria and Harry Shearer, both
veterans of live-action comedy. In time, Azaria and Shearer would add dozens of
key supporting characters to The Simpsons, who would populate the Simpsons’
hometown of Springfield with the same twisted realism that governed the lives of
the family members themselves.

Even more important, though, would be the new show’s writers. The Simpsons
was to become the most writer-driven cartoon in the history of animation, if not
the most writer-driven series that television has ever seen. This was very much by
design. Assembling a team of great writers was a far higher priority for Groening
and company than finding a top-notch animation studio. It would be the writers
who would set the show's tone, develop its characters and map out its plot lines—
who would, in short, define the show. Here, the creators stumbled on a bit of
serendipity without which The Simpsons as we know it quite simply wouldn’t
exist.

It all began with a zine—a handmade, self-published mini-magazine called
Army Man, put together by a comedy writer named George Meyer, a veteran of
the early, anarchic days of Late Night with David Letterman and the mid-1980s
morass of Saturday Night Live. After Meyer’s tour of duty on the stagnant SNL, he
lost interest in the TV-comedy game. He quit the show in 1987, moved to Boul-
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der, Colorado, and picked away at a screenplay for Letterman’s production com-
pany. And there, as a lark, he put together a little zine. Called it Army Man:
America’s Only Magazine. Got some comedy-writer friends of his to contribute a
gag or two. Produced three issues in total.

Meyer sent his zine to a select list of a couple hundred friends—which, given
his former career, included a number of people working in TV comedy. Thus did
it come into the hands of Simpsons executive producer Sam Simon. And Simon,
like almost every other person who has seen Army Man, thought it was one of the
funniest things he'd ever read—a gift from a Divine Satirist who had decided to
bestow upon him a guarantee that The Simpsons would be not just good but bril-
liant. Simon needed writing talent—fast—but now he wouldn’t have to rely on
whichever old sitcom hands didn't have work just then on The Cosby Show. Not
at all: Army Man had provided him with a hand-photocopied calling card from
writers who were made to order. Post-haste, Simon hired Meyer and a number of
other Army Man contributors, including John Swartzwelder and Jon Vitti, and all
of them became irreplaceable members of the show’s staff.

Meyer, Swartzwelder and Vitti have written or co-written more than ninety
Simpsons scripts over the years, but that only begins to hint at the importance of
Simon’s providential discovery of Army Man. The Army Man cohort is the cell
from which The Simpsons’ humor metastasized, and is as responsible for the show’s
genius as Groening or anyone else. Swartzwelder is a legendarily reclusive former
advertising copywriter; very little is known about him beyond the fact that he is
the most prolific writer in the show’s history—the author of more than fifty
episodes—and that he is widely regarded as one of its best. “Write this down,”
Simpsons writer Dan Greaney ordered a New York Times reporter in 2001. “John
Swartzwelder is the best writer in the world today in any medium.” Greaney is
certainly entitled to his opinion, but many in the Simpsons writing room believe
that title actually belongs to George Meyer.

The key to Meyer'’s importance in the Simpsons cosmology lies in how the
show is produced. Every episode begins not as a drawing or an actor’s character
sketch but as a script. And each script—which usually bears the single byline of
its original author—is only a blueprint. The real alchemy, as David Owen noted
in a 2000 New Yorker profile of his old college pal George Meyer (which stands as
probably the most detailed description of the show’s creative process extant),
takes place in a conference room at Fox Studios known as the “rewrite room”—
or, more reverentially, The Room.

In The Room, a script will go through as many as a half-dozen rewrites before
the voice actors even see it. It'll be subjected to a couple more after the actors
have given it a read-through, and even more as the animation goes from rough

sketch to polished product. The production of any given episode of The Simpsons
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takes as many as nine months from first draft to finished cartoon, and any given
script is open to rewriting the whole time. “A good Simpsons script is when you
change 75 percent and everyone goes, ‘Good script,” staff writer Matt Selman
told The New York Times. “A bad script is when you change 85 percent and every-
body goes, ‘Bad script.”” Either way, the final draft is at least as much a product of
The Room as it is of the writer whose name comes after “Written by” in the open-
ing credits. And for most of The Simpsons’ existence, the undisputed lord and mas-
ter of The Room has been George Meyer.

Jon Vitti told The New Yorker an anecdote that vividly illustrates Meyer’s in-
fluence on the show. The Simpsons had been the subject of a fawning profile in
Entertainment Weekly that heaped special praise on an episode Vitti had written.
[t cited five incidental gags as the episode’s highlights—all five had been added to
Vitti's script in The Room by George Meyer. “That kind of thing happens to all
the show’s writers all the time,” said Vitti. “A show that you have the writer’s
credit for will run, and the next day people will come up to you and tell you how
great it was. Then they'll mention their two favorite lines, and both of them will
be George's.”

In his profile, David Owen contends that Meyer's sensibility reverberates
through episode after episode of The Simpsons. For example, Meyer is deeply fasci-
nated by blatantly dishonest advertising—the burtter-substitute Country Crock,
for example, captivates him because it manages to tell two big lies (“it’s not from
the country; there is no crock”) in only two words. Ad parodies, cloying infomer-
cials and crass billboards are similarly ubiquitous in Springfield. Meyer is also one
of the primary guardians of The Simpsons’ strong social conscience, along with the
stridently antiauthoritarian Matt Groening As well, Meyer is a voracious viewer
of documentaries—a passion that dovetails neatly with the show’s commitment
to realism.

The clearest evidence of Meyer’s comedic sensibility, however—beyond The
Simpsons itself, that is—is Army Man. Its closest mass-market cousin is probably
the “Deep Thoughts” vignettes that appeared on Saturday Night Live in the early
1990s. (Jack Handey, the author of “Deep Thoughts,” once shared an office with
Meyer.) Army Man’s humor, according to the Los Angeles Times, “lingers in a sort
of netherworld of what its crafters call ‘metahumour,’ a humor so involuted, so in-
tertwining the absurd, the stupid and the clever that it walks a line invisible to
most of the world.” Here’s an example from the front page of Army Man No. 1

1

(the “Astonishingly Primitive Debut Issue!”):

The Employment Counselor
Don't expect to just waltz in on your first day and be accepted by the other
employees of the tanning parlor. Tradition demands an initiation period. The impor-
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tant thing is not to “break” under all the hazing. Let's say someone whacks your
thermos with a tanning wrench, shattering the delicate liner. You may be shocked
to find your iced tea full of broken glass, but brother, you'd better just drink it all
down. Otherwise, they'll leave you alone, but they'll never respect you.

And another:

A Plea for Sanity
In all the furor about salad spinners, has anyone thought to check with the let-
tuce?

These are classic jokes so refracted through a cracked mirror they’re almost
Cubist. This is what Meyer and his Army Man cohort brought The Simpsons: bril-
liant one-off gags and tangents, surprising inversions of expectation, elaborate re-
imaginings of classic comedic forms. The style, in short, of The Simpsons’ unique
comedic art.

So let’s quickly map The Simpsons’ creative nucleus. From Matt Groening
came the foundation: the form, the structure, the main characters. Groening es-
tablished the show’s satirical values: a deep distrust of authority and a permanent
commitment to subverting it. He also brought a solid understanding of how car-
toons work—he once said his favorite Simpsons gag ever was an elaborate homage
to Wile E. Coyote in Episode 7F06 (“Bart the Daredevil”), in which Homer fails
to leap Springfield Gorge on a skateboard, tumbles to the bottom of the gorge, is
loaded onto a gurney and airlifted by helicopter into a waiting ambulance. The
ambulance then roars off and plows into a nearby tree, sending Homer’s gurney
rolling out the back door and once again tumbling into the gorge.

James L. Brooks was the showbiz heavyweight, the guy with enough clout in
Hollywood to get The Simpsons on the air and to secure vital creative control. But
he also brought a unique sensibility to the adventure, honed on the un-ironic,
even downright moralistic fare he'd delivered in Terms of Endearment and Taxi.
He more than anyone understood that The Simpsons would only endure if it had
strong, sympathetic characters.

Sam Simon, meanwhile, assembled the show’s massively talented writing staff
and in the early years guided the writing itself. Simon was the first “show run-
ner"—the executive producer who guides the freeform comedy of The Room like
a conductor and then collates it along with the original scripts into actual half-
hour narratives. He was the first to recognize that animation permitted the show
to go anywhere and do anything, to cram Springfield with as many nooks and
crannies and colorful characters as it wanted. (By the third or fourth season, other

writers took over the “show runner” job.)
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Upon this bedrock was laid Meyer and company, whose fractured take on
modern life injected a strong dose of anarchic energy and jazzy comedic rhythm
into the show. Rounding out the writing staff were several veterans of unconven-
tional 1980s comedy programs such as It’s Garry Shandling’s Show, Not Necessarily
the News and Sledge Hammer!—among them the long-serving Simpsons writer-
producer duos of Al Jean & Mike Reiss and Jay Kogen & Wallace Wolodarsky.

There were also some fateful early decisions on the production side. Right out
of the gate, Brooks decided to hire a tiny, obscure animation studio called
Klasky/Csupo to elaborate on Matt Groening’s rough black-and-white sketches.
The world-famous visages of the show'’s characters, the bold primary colors used
to color them and their world, the way Bart’s eyes bulge when Homer strangles
him—all of these key details were contributed by two animators employed by
Klasky/Csupo, David Silverman and Wes Archer. In particular, their decision to
use a palette of only two hundred colors (the average cartoon employs more than
one thousand) brought to The Simpsons a highly distinctive look that has become
as much its signature as Homer’s bleated D’ohs.

What's more, Klasky/Csupo was instrumental in the fight with Fox to keep
The Simpsons unpolished. Here’s how partner Gabor Csupo explained it to News-
day in 1995: “We said, okay, we’re gonna keep the crudeness, because we like
that raw, street style, almost punkish and very two-dimensional, purposely prim-
itive animation. But we wanted to make shocking colors, like the bright yellow
faces and the blue hair on Marge. When they saw it [at the network], they
screamed, they didn’t wanna do it. And we said, ‘Why? These are the craziest
characters, why do you want normal color?” We just fought and fought, and
finally they gave in.”

Klasky/Csupo’s stripped-down work on the first few seasons is not likely to win
any lifetime achievement awards—indeed the studio was replaced by Film Roman
in the show’s fourth season, at which point The Simpsons tock on the smoother,
more iconic look it’s sported ever since—bur the studio did play a significant role
in attracting attention to the show in the first place. Amid the glossy fare that
dominated network TV at the time, the choppy animation and Day-Glo hues of
The Simpsons broadcast the show’s rebelliousness even more vividly than Bart’s
potty mouth and Homer’s boorish belches. A bored channel surfer who landed on
The Simpsons might well have thought some pirate underground cartoonist had
hijacked the airwaves. Which, in a way, was exactly what had happened.

And all of it—not just the crude drawings but the crass characters, the writ-
ing that veered anarchically between erudition and profanity, the whole chaotic
package—was as bracing in 1990 as the “race records” that crackled out of cheap
transistor radios had been to music thirty-five years before. As bracing and also
as compelling, as calamitous, as relentless and flat-out noisy. Whatever other
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merits the first season of The Simpsons possessed, it certainly made an unholy
racket. It was a pop explosion.

Bart-Manial

Was there a bigger pop-cultural phenomenon in 1990 than The Simpsons? Not by
a long shot.

It wasn’t the ratings—or the fact that Fox quickly turned it into a mammoth
merchandising machine, selling officially licensed T-shirts and dolls and mugs
and a hundred other novelties to the tune of $750 million by the end of 1990—
that put it at the top. A whole list of TV shows actually beat The Simpsons in the
ratings for the 1989-90 season (among them such long-forgotten series as Chicken
Soup, Grand and Dear John). And two merchandising juggernauts outsold The
Simpsons that year: the hit children’s cartoon Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles and
the kiddie-pop band New Kids on the Block.

No, the truly rare cultural force that The Simpsons tapped during its first thir-
teen-episode run was resonance. Pop-cultural resonance is what distinguishes the
millions of records sold by the Beatles from the millions sold by Pat Boone, the
$108 million in box-office receipts collected by Pulp Fiction in 1994 from the
$145 million taken in by The Santa Clause. When a pop hit has resonance, it isn’t
merely consumed. The audience connects with the resonant cultural object, iden-
tifies itself with it, absorbs it. The relationship itself is largely intangible, but it
does throw off discernable phenomena. In the case of The Simpsons in the summer
of 1990, you could see its resonance on the millions of North American torsos
covered by Bart Simpson’s likeness and a word balloon broadcasting one of his
catchphrases—DON’T HAVE A COW, MAN! or AY, CARUMBA! or UNDERACHIEVER
AND PROUD OF IT.

At first, though, real resonance looks no different than hula-hoop hype. Case
in point: the Beatles, who in 1964 seemed destined for the dustbin of disposable-
teen-idol history. And so did The Simpsons circa 1990.

The entire Simpson family, seated on their living-room couch, adorned the
cover of the March 17, 1990, issue of TV Guide beneath a headline proclaiming
them “TV’s hot new prime-time family”—as accurate a moment as any to mark
the start of Simpson-mania, which would roll on for the rest of the year (dis-
guised, often as not, as Bart-mania). In the due and inevitable course of a pop
tidal wave, the show’s characters—especially Bart—were splashed across the cov-
ers of Time and Newsweek, Rolling Stone and Mad Magazine, even Mother Jones. In
1990 practically every newspaper and TV-news broadcast in the English-speaking
world took a stab at explaining the show’s sudden and stupefying popularity: it

was a return to family values or a wholesale rejection of same, the post-Reagan
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rebirth of liberalism or the dawn of a harder and more cynical time, the salvation
or else the downfall of Western civilization. All pundits agreed, though, that The
Simpsons was the hottest thing since whatever had got its picture on the cover of
the Rolling Stone six months earlier.

Soon, there were racks of T-shirts in every store (the American outlets chain
J.C. Penney even had full-blown Simpsons boutiques in many of its outlets) along
with sporadic calls from schools across the U.S. to ban those selfsame subversive
T-shirts for corrupting young minds. America’s humorless drug czar, the ever-mor-
alizing William Bennett, made headlines by publicly berating the residents of a
drug-rehab center for watching the show.* Before the year was out, Bart had be-
come a balloon in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade in New York, had been
declared one of the year’s “most intriguing people” by People magazine, and had
made the New Year’s Eve cover of Time (“The Best of '90—Yes, Bart, even you
made the list”). The Simpsons had cracked the Nielsen Top Ten (a columnist for
New York’s Newsday even speculated that if it were on “a real network,” it would
be “far and away” the number one show in the nation). According to one study, a
mere 14 percent of Americans recognized the Simpson family during the Ullman
days; by November 1990, 85 percent could tell Bart from Homer, and the show
had jumped the pond to Britain’s fledgling Sky TV.

Pop fads, though, are as susceptible as apples to the discoveries of Sir Isaac
Newton, and the law of pop gravity soon went to work on Bart-mania. As early as
June 1990, Burger King couldn’t find enough buyers for the Simpsons figurines it
was hawking. (The surplus dolls eventually ended up as prizes in games of chance
at seedy carnivals across America and, more surreally, as tchotchkes in Eastern
European bazaars.) In January 1991, even as the cash-grabbing album Simpsons
Sing the Blues was perched at number four on the Billboard chart, USA Today ob-
served that the show’s halcyon days were behind it. “The Simpsons is still hot,” de-
creed the tabloid barometer of mainstream America, “though not as hot as last
summer.” Although it remained far and away Fox’s most popular program, the
show would never again see ratings like those it had in the spring of 1990.

As Bart T-shirts got stuffed into boxes already overflowing with Rubik’s Cubes
and sequined Michael Jackson gloves in attics and basements across North Amer-
ica, it could well have come to pass that The Simpsons itself would fade quickly
into oblivion. Pop culture has the short-term memory of a goldfish, and any num-

4. Drug Czar Has Cow, Man: On May 16, 1990, William Bennett toured a drug-treatment center in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. Noticing a poster of Bart Simpson on the wall, Bennett turned to the as-
sembled drug addicts and said, “You guys aren’t watching The Simpsons, are you? That's not going to
help you any.” Of course not. What they needed—as Bennett himself would demonstrate by example
later in the decade—was an $8-million gambling habit.

T ——
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ber of hot new trends loomed enticingly on the horizon.” To this point, the show
itself was more promise than payoff. Many of the episodes in the first and second
seasons were no more elaborate, really, than any other half-hour yukfest on the
idiot box—it was just an animated sitcom with a smart mouth and a bad attitude.
And the animation came across as merely crude after the raw punk thrill of it
wore off.

Sam Simon had been anticipating the possibility of a fast fade from the very
start. “His motto,” Matt Groening told The New York Times many years later, “was
‘thirteen and out'—the network’s initial order was for thirteen episodes, and he
thought the whole thing was going to be a failure.” (In his defense, Simon
claimed he thought the motto would be taken as a license to experiment, not as a
fatalistic acceptance of failure.)

Two things saved The Simpsons from this fate. First, the show hadn’t just su-
pernovaed across the mainstream radar screen, it had struck a certain segment of
its mass audience as something potentially worthy of its hype. Emphasis on poten-
tially: it looked and felt like nothing else on TV or anywhere else, but what would
it do to keep resonating now that the first wave had crested?

The second important thing is what the show’s writers did as Bart-mania
started to fade. Instead of lamenting the dimming of the spotlight, they intro-
duced The Riff.

The Riff

The riff began its lexical life as a noun that describes the short musical phrase
upon which a jazz song is built—the repeated section that holds down the musical
fort while the soloists bop off on elaborate flights of innovative fancy. As a verb,
“riff” was for a long time intransitive (and still is, as far as the Oxford English Dic-
tionary is concerned): “to riff” was simply to play a riff. More recently, though, and
more to the point, the verb has gone transitive. To riff on something is to begin
from a basic premise—from the riff—and to build it out and up through wild new
tangents into something unique and compelling. To riff on something is to do the
opposite of what a jazz riff does. It’s not about holding down the fort but about
adding ornate new wings to the joint.

5. Everybody’s Doing It: The ever-changing and oft-vapid lifestyle trends that so dominate contem-
porary Western culture have on several occasions come in for vicious parody on The Simpsons itself.
Possibly the finest of these moments: In Episode 9F02 (“Lisa the Beauty Queen”), Lisa watches the
local news, ruefully waiting for a story about the girl who defeated her in the Little Miss Springfield
beauty pageant. A voice-over intones: “Coming up next, a new fad that's sweeping the nation—wast-
ing food!” A clip then shows a man poised above a garbage can in an alleyway, proudly holding alott a
whole roast turkey on a platter. He dumps the bird gleetully into the garbage can, then produces a full
carton of milk and proceeds to pour it into the can on top of the turkey. End teaser clip.
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The late, great, stand-up comedian Lenny Bruce was one of the first non-
musicians to both employ and embody this meaning of The Riff. He referred to
his elliptical comedic rants as riffs, and he developed them by riffing on a news
item, an anecdote, a comedic premise. It was by way of such riffing that Bruce
transformed stand-up comedy from “Guy walks into a bar” into an hour-long
monologue about the nature of obscenity, peppered with tangents on the semi-
otics of the word “fuck” and readings from the proceedings of his own obscenity
trials (for example).

Thanks in large part to Bruce, along with a few other bebop-era comedians
such as Mort Sahl and (later) George Carlin, The Riff has come to be one of the
dominant modes of pop discourse, emerging in everything from comedy to the
layered musical digressions of rave DJs to the footnote-laden fiction of David Fos-
ter Wallace to the tangential dialogues about esoterica in the films of Quentin
Tarantino. One of the main differences between contemporary pop culture and
that of previous generations is The Riff. And, when it’s done right, it’s also one of
the main things that makes pop culture great. For instance, sampling a few sec-
onds from another song can be simply piggybacking on a more gifted predecessor,
but sampling at its best is the gateway to an entirely new form of musical compo-
sition. Similarly, the digressions and allusions in Tarantino’s movies are neither
incidental details nor pandering attempts to hiply “connect” with an audience—
they're evidence of some of his greatest and most innovative talents as a screen-
writer and filmmaker. And it was The Riff that saved The Simpsons from
post-mania stagnation.

Let me explain.

The basic premise of The Simpsons is right out of sitcom-land: it’s a series
about family life in a typical American town. As in many sitcoms, the town is an
idealized, somewhat nostalgic American burg from a time that never existed, with
just enough contemporary window-dressing to make it resonant. The Simpsons fo-
cuses, like many sitcoms, on the day-to-day trials and tribulations of a cohesive
nuclear family, with each episode introducing a new element that throws the fam-
ily’s staid life into disequilibrium and then following the resulting attempt to re-
turn to stasis. There's a blue-collar working dad, a nurturing stay-at-home mom,
2.3 kids, a dog and a cat. In a nod to modernity, Dad works at a nuclear power
plant, but his life is otherwise superficially identical to that of the gray-suited
head of household on Father Knows Best—a paragon of idealized 1950s family life
that was, just like The Simpsons, set in an Anytown U.S.A. called Springfield.
(The reference, Matt Groening has admitted, was intentional.) Mom makes big
hearty meals of stuff like pork chops and meatloaf every night, the son’s got a
slingshot he borrowed from the 1950s tucked into his back pocket, the family car
is a station wagon of 1970s vintage, the TV set’s got a pair of old-school rabbit
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ears on top, and the town is populated by nosy neighbors and reverends who
know all their (dutiful) parishioners by name and small businesses run by locals
who know all their (loyal) customers by name. The Simpsons, in fact, is set not in
the nostalgic hometown of Matt Groening’s own childhood but in the amalga-
mated Everyhometown depicted in the sitcoms of his childhood—and those of
the rest of the show’s creators too. The show’s subject, then, is not even a soup
can; it’s a picture of a soup can.

And yet, from this second-generation photocopy, the show’s writers have
painted a series of sprawling satirical portraits worthy of Hieronymus Bosch. The
Simpson family has expanded to include paternal grandparents (a senile old
grandfather and an absentee grandmother who was once a hippie saboteur), two
ghoulish aunts on the maternal side, friends and enemies for each of the family
members (even infant Maggie has that baby with the one eyebrow). And a major
or minor plot in any given episode might tighten its focus to any given one of
these characters. Same goes for the balance of Springfield’s population, which
grows with each new episode: there are crooked cops and shifty lawyers, emascu-
lated school principals and immigrant convenience-store clerks, a never-ending
parade of celebrities (real-world stars as well as Springfield natives)—a great pha-
lanx of minor characters who can appear as mere faces in an angry mob or else
suddenly morph into pseudo-protagonists. And no Springfieldianite® is so inci-
dental or strange that he or she can’t become a key cast member. The town's pop-
ulace includes, for example, a scurvy old sea dog named Captain McCallister
(complete with squinty eye, corncob pipe and grunted Arrrs) and a delusional
hipster named Disco Stu, a dude decked out in a sequined jumpsuit, platform
shoes and white-boy Afro who thinks it’s still 1976. Both Stu and the sea captain
have been transformed from one-off gags to recurring characters.

The town itself has also been ceaselessly transformed and expanded, becom-
ing a hyper-developed piece of land filled with several malls, movie and anima-
tion studios, a dozen museums, an army base, a steel mill, factories making
boxes and Spirograph toys and fake vomit, an ethnically diverse Lower East
Side and a decrepit Skid Row, a tar pit, an oceanfront, a gorge and a mountain
range. Any given inch of this real estate might be filled with tacky billboards or
odd storefronts or a cacophony of wacky radio broadcasts or mindless TV shows
or trailers for moronic movies. The New York of the average TV sitcom is a

6. A Lexical Note: On numerous occasions in Simpsons history, the residents of Springtield have been
referred to as “Springfieldians.” In Episode 2F11 (“Bart’s Comet”), however, Marge reads aloud the fol-
lowing news item from the Springfield Shopper: “A young Springfieldianite has discovered a new comet,
to be known as the ‘Bart Simpson Comet.” Given that the Shopper is most certainly the journal of
record in Springfield, and given also that Springfieldianite is way funnier than the milquetoast Spring-
fieldian, from here on out when referring to the town'’s residents, I'll use Springfieldianire.
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quiet, sparsely populated and rather monotonous place by comparison to the
Springfield of The Simpsons. This is the lush setting produced by several hun-
dred riffs.

Though animation allowed Springfield to elastically expand, the cartoon
medium could also have been seen as a limitation by the show’s creators. By the
late 1980s, cartoons—along with closely allied art forms such as comic books and
daily comic strips—had been relegated to the ghetto of children’s novelties. Mass-
market animation trafficked in cutie-pie morality tales (as per The Smurfs or The
Care Bears or especially Disney) and formulaic superhero adventures (from clas-
sics like Superman and Spiderman on down to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles) and
thinly veiled merchandising ploys (for boy’s toys such as G.I. Joe and the Trans-
formers and for girl’s toys such as truly outrageous Jem and My Little Pony). But
there was a large and growing number of people in North America who, though
no longer little kids, had spent their entire television-watching lives glued to car-
toon shows, since cartoons were pretty much the only programs on TV—not
counting educational fare like Sesame Street—created solely for them, rather than
their Baby Boomer parents. There was, then, a brief window of opportunity to
capture this audience before it completely abandoned the form out of disgust for
kiddie-themed, product-shilling crap. But how to catch their attention? How to
overcome the prejudice that an animated show was juvenile by association? The
Simpsons’ creators wisely decided to strike a deft balance between realism and the
visual pyrotechnics permitted by the medium.

From its earliest days, the world of The Simpsons has mostly obeyed our physi-
cal laws. Though they might be four-fingered, though their skin is the yellow of a
ripe banana, the Simpsons and their associates usually act and move like real,
live, 3-D people. Their eyes do not bug out of their heads on five-foot-long stalks
like the characters in Chuck Jones’s Warner Bros. shorts, and they don’t fly like
Superman. There are no talking animals or anthropomorphic tea kettles. Instead,
Simpsons characters display more nuanced cartoon touches—slight exaggerations
of facial expression (Homer’s wide-eyed, tongue-wagging screams of Wauggghhh!,
for example) or a single cartoonish feature in an otherwise semi-realistic body
(most notably Marge’s towering blue exclamation point of a hairdo). This deli-
cate balance between the realistic and the cartoonily absurd is perhaps best illus-
trated by the way the characters—Homer especially—respond to physical
violence. Homer frequently endures trauma of Wile E. Coyote proportions—he
has bashed his head against pretty much every solid object in Springfield, for ex-
ample, and has tumbled down most of its steepest slopes. Although there's a Wile-
E.-ness in his ability to withstand such blows, Homer doesn’t collapse into an
accordion upon impact and slink away wheezing out musical notes as his body ex-
pands and contracts squeezeboxily. Instead he suffers bruises and oozes blood and



THE LIFE & TIMES OF THE SIMPSONS

breaks limbs, seeks medical attention, winds up in traction. He falls like a car-
toon, but he lands like a real person.

When it comes to its animation style, as opposed to its plotting, the show is
anti-riff, differentiating itself from the great masses of cartoons by being conserva-
tive and subtle, by forgoing broad gestures and visual flourishes—by making a
Day-Glo-hued world of four-fingered blobs with overbites seem in some ways
more real than the live-action programs on the other channels.

Still, as if to demonstrate their mastery of the cartoon form, the show’s cre-
ators have concocted three recurring motifs that allow them to go to town on the
animation and assemble a few visual riffs every now and then to rival the written
ones. The first of these is the Halloween show. There has been one of these “Tree-
house of Horror” episodes every season since the second, and each Treehouse is
subdivided into three ghost stories—three chances to abandon Springfield’s usual
realism for cartoon physics. The Halloween episodes have provided a platform for
spoofs of King Kong, Dracula and zombie movies, and presented us with images of
Lisa as a giant snail and Bart as a mutant hybrid of human and housefly. Season
7's Halloween installment, Episode 3F04 (“Treehouse of Horror VI”), opened the
door for the show’s only foray into 3-D computer-graphics animation. And the
Treehouses have spawned their own recurring characters: two tentacled green
space cyclops named Kang and Kodos. The Halloween shows, in short, guarantee
that one episode per season will be given over to full-on cartoon-style whimsy.

The anarchic-animation genie also pops out of the bottle in the show’s many
dream sequences. When an overworked Homer falls asleep at the wheel of his car
in Episode 8F06 (“Lisa's Pony”), for example, his mind’s eye takes us on a car-
toony ride to Slumberland, a Disneyesque fantasia in which his car turns into an
inviting four-poster bed carried high into the sky by winged angels and plunked
down upon a pillowy cloud, thence to drift serenely past an anthropomorphic
moon that smiles down beatifically upon sleeping Homer. (This sequence will fre-
quently pop into my head as I settle into bed after a particularly exhausting day.)
Another time, Homer meets with the German industrialists who have bought
Springfield’s nuclear plant, and when they tell him they come from “the land of
chocolate,” he drifts off into a whimsically animated chocolate vision. And so it
frequently goes on The Simpsons, with the careful realism of day-to-day life punc-
tuated by bursts of giddy fantasy.’

7. Three More Fine Specimens of the Simpsonian Dream Sequence:

1) In Episode 1F08 [“$pringfield (Or, How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love Legalized Gam-
bling)”], Homer berates Marge for her opposition to legalized gambling at a recent town meeting.
When Marge insists that she spoke in favor of gambling at the meeting, Homer won’t back down,

@)

(continues)
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By far the most gleeful visual riffing on The Simpsons, though, occurs in “The
Itchy & Scratchy Show,” the cartoon-within-a-cartoon that Bart and Lisa watch
religiously. It’s a hyperbolic extended parody of classic cartoons, particularly vio-
lent cat-and-mouse duels and even more particularly Hanna-Barbera’s The Tom &
Jerry Show. It’s pretty much impossible to do justice in words to the ultra-violent
eye candy of “ltchy & Scratchy.” (Which dance is it that Itchy the mouse does,
post-decapitation, around the spewing fountain of Scratchy the cat’s carotid ar-
tery? Is it the Mexican hat dance?) Suffice to say that each snippet of “Itchy &
Scratchy” packs as much frenetically paced action, sight-gaggery and physical
humor into its half-minute of screen time as a half-dozen Road Runner cartoons
and a dozen Tom & Jerrys. But the fun doesn’t stop there: “ltchy & Scratchy” is a
stream-of-cartoon-consciousness forum, a visual free-riffing zone. Here are an-
thropomorphic animals and zany warp-speed pacing, too-elastic limbs and
bulging eyes. Here is Scratchy, done up as the Sorcerer’s Apprentice a la Mickey
Mouse in Fantasia, dicing up an army of marching Itchys with an axe, only to
have them invade his bloodstream as vapor and consume him from within. Here
is Scratchy in a barber’s chair (echoes of Bugs Bunny in the classic short “Rabbit
of Seville”), shampooed with flesh-eating ants, his bare skull then ratcheting up
through the roof into a television set in the apartment above, where a jumpsuited
Elvis Presley passes judgement. “Ahh, this show ain’t no good,” he says of the cat
skull contained by his TV, and blasts it with a revolver. Here is a kind of con-
densed version of the history of animation, doled out in dense morsels.

The “Itchy & Scratchy” shorts, and the rest of The Simpsons’ sporadic adven-
tures in classically cartoony animation, reveal an avant-garde master’s offhand os-
tentation—as if Picasso was asked to do a landscape and churned it out with

(continued)

noting that he has a “photographic memory.” In the snapshot of said photographic memory that fol-
lows, Homer's recollection of the audience at the meeting includes a man with a penguin perched atop
his head, a woman whose head bobs to and fro on a spring like a jack-in-the-box, and an alligator
decked out in a burgundy suit.

2) In Episode 9F05 (“Marge Gets a Job”), Lisa compares her parents working alongside each other
at the power plant to Marie and Pierre Curie toiling together to discover radium. The scene dissolves
into Bart’s version of the life of the Curies, in which the radium they discovered has transformed them
into towering monsters with deadly laser beams shooting from their eyes who terrorize downtown
Tokyo Godzilla-style

3) In Episode 2F05 (“Lisa on Ice”), Lisa frets over what will become of her if the public learns of
her failing grade in gym class. Dissolve to her nightmare: she’s being sworn in as president of the
United States, but the F in gym is discovered, and she’s banished to the aptly named Monster Island,
where she’s pursued by a gaggle of giant fire-breathing beasts. (The sequence’s best gag actually isn’t
visual: as an official condemns Lisa to her fate, he tells her not to worry, that Monster Island is “just a
name.” As Lisa flees the pursuing monsters, she exclaims, “He said it was just a name!” A man fleeing
alongside her replies, “What he meant is that Monster Island is actually a peninsula.”)
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parodic perfection. Yes, sure—we could be doing this. Look, here it is in all its glory.
But this has been done, and we are busy with something else entirely.

“Itchy & Scratchy” notwithstanding, the show’s finest riffs are in the writing,
not the pictures. And it’s in those riffs that you can most clearly see the evolution
of the show from its humble Early Days through its jaw-slackeningly inventive
Golden Age and into its faded-but-still-very-good Long Plateau.

And so, kids, here in brief is an anatomy of how the show ramped itself up to
the Golden Age, courtesy—nhyuh-yuh-yuh-yuh—of Krusty the Clown.

We first met Krusty way back on the Ullman show. Bart and Lisa, already big
fans, attend a taping; they had believed The Krusty the Clown Show was giving
them a window on a whole zany world, but they find out it is merely a tawdry stage
set. A disillusioned Bart unmasks Krusty for the audience, telling them, “Kids in
TV land—you're being duped.” The short ends with Krusty strangling bratty Bart
as Homer so often does. Like many great Simpsons riffs, Krusty begins with a sim-
ple, clichéd premise—there’s this TV clown, see, and he’s far less lovable in person
than on camera®—a one-note gag about how TV is, you know, artificial.

When we meet Krusty again, there’s a bit more to him. During Season 1, it be-
comes clear that his entertainment empire looms large over Springfield, even ex-
tending to Bart’s breakfast cereal and lunch box, both of which bear Krusty’s
grinning visage. And then, with Episode 7G12 (“Krusty Gets Busted”) late in
Season 1, the real riffing begins. Krusty’s TV sidekick frames him for armed rob-
bery, and Homer emerges as a key witness to the crime. The plot is one-dimen-
sional, a single level of arrow-straight narrative with only the slightest diversions
from sitcom orthodoxy. Krusty is still a cantankerous TV clown, though he’s
given a bit of a back story (delivered in news reports about his arrest for robbery),
and we're introduced to several new elements of his show, including cheesy prod-
uct plugs, merchandising tie-ins and (most portentously) the existence of that
nasty sidekick, an erudite gentleman named Sideshow Bob.

And so it goes through the Early Days—big steps forward that fall short of rev-
olutionary. In Season 2, we get an episode-long look at the inner workings of the
animation studio that produces “Itchy & Scratchy,” which also introduces two
new characters to Krusty’s cavalcade: Sideshow Mel (replacing the incarcerated
Sideshow Bob) and a camouflaged brute named Corporal Punishment. Another
episode opens with Krusty shamelessly shilling for a local amusement park called

8. The Real Krusty the Clown: The inspiration for Krusty the Clown was a TV clown named Rusty
Nails who had a kids’ show in Portland, Oregon, when Matt Groening was a kid. Rusty was a Christ-
ian clown who hosted a variety show that (among other things) aired old Three Stooges shorts. In a
2003 radio interview, Groening noted that it was more the name than the personality of Rusty Nails
that inspired hard-living Krusty: “He [Rusty Nails] was very nice, a very nice guy and a very sweet
clown. But he had that name, Rusty Nails, which I found incredibly disturbing as a child because, you
know, you're supposed to avoid rusty nails.”

®
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Mount Splashmore and subsequently defending the park to venomous reporters,
touching upon the wages of fame.

By the middle of Season 3, Krusty has become a character with enough depth
to carry a whole episode—8F05 (“Like Father, Like Clown”)-—exploring his trou-
bled relationship with his rabbi father. The moment the cameras stop rolling on
The Krusty the Clown Show in this episode, we're quickly ushered backstage to see
a depressed, depraved Krusty calling phone-sex lines and then reluctantly trudg-
ing off to have dinner with the Simpsons (to thank them for helping him clear his
name after his arrest back in Season 1). Maybe some magical alchemy occurs the
moment Krusty crosses the threshold of the Simpson home; at any rate, the rest of
8F05 uses flashback scenes of Krusty’s orthodox-Jewish childhood to explore the
history of Jewish involvement in American entertainment, and then examines
the nature of faith and forgiveness in a secular age. It is a pivotal episode—the
first truly brilliant riff on the life and times of Krusty the Clown. The Krusty we
see on The Simpsons hereafter is a Krusty who has left the Early Days behind and
come into the Golden Age.

When he appears front-and-center in the Season 4 finale a little over a year
later—9F19 (“Krusty Gets Kancelled”)—the Golden Age is in full swing. The an-
imation is crisper and smoother and iconically whole, the pace and density of the
writing have increased exponentially, the plots are now looping and multi-lev-
eled. And good ole hyuh-yuh-yukking Krusty the Clown is now the stepping-off
point for examinations of the nature of modern celebrity culture, the machina-
tions of the mass media, and the history of television.

The premise is that Krusty’s been driven off the air by a hip new kids’ show
hosted by a wise-assed ventriloquist’s dummy named Gabbo, and is bound for the
fallen-idol gutter. So the Simpson children decide to resurrect his career by
rounding up a handful of his ultra-famous friends for a comeback special. First,
there’s a quick little riff on what’s happened to poor Sideshow Mel since Krusty
got kancelled: he’s serving up fast food at the Gulp 'n’ Blow. Krusty shows up to
recruit him for the special, but—in a nifty little reversal of expectation—it turns
out that Mel prefers hawking tacos in an environment where his boss, one Mr. Jo-
hansson, respects his work. This incidental scene takes quick satirical jabs at labor
relations in both the entertainment and service industries, but also milks a gag or
two out of the anachronistically protective nature of Mr. Johansson and the
clumsy incompetence of Pimple-Faced Kid, who works alongside Mel. Later in
the episode, Sideshow Mel breaks down and becomes a surprise guest, joining
Krusty in a tearful rendition of “Send in the Clowns,” which broadly parodies the
schmaltzy on-screen reunions of bickering showbiz greats throughout history.

But Mel’s merely the minor riff on the Sideshow gag. It turns out that among
Krusty’s famous pals is his “worthless half-brother,” the actor Luke Perry, who
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when 9F19 was first broadcast in 1993 was at the peak of his stardom as the
brooding bad boy on Beverly Hills, 90210. He’s supposed to appear on the come-
back special as “Sideshow Luke Perry,” complete with the grass skirt and giant
bone through his hair made famous by Sideshow Mel. But at rehearsal he upstages
Krusty, fashioning an antique carousel from a balloon when Krusty had only made
a crude horsey. Krusty is ready to toss him off the show, but Perry pleads for some
kind of role “for Mom’s sake.” Dissolve to a quick dream-sequence riff, with
Krusty envisioning a skit in which he fires Sideshow Luke Perry out of a cannon
into a brick wall, then flashing to a copy of Peephole magazine with a massively
disfigured Perry on the cover. So Sideshow Luke Perry makes it onto the special,
where a cannon is wheeled out and he is loaded into its muzzle. Krusty fires away,
but he’s set the trajectory too high, and Perry is launched like a baby-faced rocket
right out of the studio. First, he sails through the window of the nearby Museum
of Sandpaper, passing through its full abrasive length and out the other side.
Then it’s straight through the window of the Kwik-E-Mart, where it just so hap-
pens that Apu, the store’s owner, is setting up a display of giant jars of acid, which
Perry plows through (“My face! My valuable face!” he wails). Momentum carries
him out the window, and then—blessedly, he thinks—into a pillow factory. He
sighs in relief. There is a one-beat pause. We see a hard-hatted man in the fore-
ground, squatting over a detonator. A roaring explosion, and the pillow factory
collapses. We cut back to the Krusty special still in progress. And that, kids, is a
Golden Age riff. Hyuh-yuh-yuh-yuh! *’

Thanks for the heads-up, Krusty. And now, with a bit more background detail
and a lot less Krusty, let’s look at the anatomy of the three ages of The Simpsons.

The Three Ages of the Simpsons

“It always amazes me,” Matt Groening told a reporter on the eve of the show’s
full-length debut in1989, “how few cartoonists in print or animation go after the
bigger issues, the kinds of things that keep you lying awake in the middle of the

9. Best Sideshow Ever: Though Sideshows Bob and Mel get all the screen time, the most inspired
Sideshow gag might well be a one-off in Episode 9F13 (“I Love Lisa™). It occurs as part of the gala spe-
cial broadcast to commemorate the twenty-ninth anniversary of Krusty's show, featuring clips of great
moments in the past. At one point, Krusty introduces an old clip thusly: “I've worked with marvelous
second bananas over the years, but none more memorable than Sideshow Raheem.” Cut to an episode
of Krusty's show from (apparently) the carly 1970s, in which we see Krusty standing onstage next to a
towering African-American in sunglasses, caftan and afro. “Uh, the script says I'm supposed to bonk
you with this,” Krusty says nervously, holding up a giant mallet. Sideshow Raheem, 1 a tlat and mildly
menacing tone, says, “I wouldn't.” Krasty makes a peace sign and responds, “Right on.” Then an an-
guished groan from Krusty, and then we're back to Krusty in the present day, commenting on the clip:
“Angry, angry young man.”
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night. Questions about death and love and sex and work and relationships. And
that's what I try to do, inject the stuff that people really care about into my [Life in
Hell] cartoons. With The Simpsons we're trying to do that, too.” This was no
empty boast. The Simpsons of the Early Days (1987-1991) was still learning how
to hone its satirical edge into a mighty samurai sword, but it did show signs of the
fierce comedic warrior it would become. It’s amazing that it made this transition
in the face of the kind of sudden fame and instant money that usually turn devil-
may-care radicals into ultra-cautious conservatives. And it’'s doubly amazing that
it succeeded despite a potentially catastrophic decision by Fox’s brain trust.

That decision: at the start of Season 2, Fox moved The Simpsons from its Sun-
day night timeslot to 8:00 on Thursday evenings, placing it in direct competition
with NBC’s The Cosby Show, which for five straight years had been the most pop-
ular show on television.

At first, The Simpsons held its ground against the mighty Cos: on October 11,
1990, the first night the two programs aired head-to-head, Cosby edged The Simp-
sons by one-tenth of a ratings point, a statistical blip in national-TV terms; about
100,000 more Americans had watched Bill and his squeaky-clean family than had
watched slovenly Homer and his brood of foul-mouthed, underachieving brats.

This was a moral victory for The Simpsons. The show hadn’t simply taken on
Cosby, it had confronted it with an episode that was a direct rebuke to the moral-
izing culture of the Cosby era. To the teachers who'd banned Bart’s “Under-
achiever and proud of it” T-shirts, to the humorless drug czars who'd decried it as
a burden on society, to the millions who'd been living for years in a world in
which Bill Cosby’s impeccable family had been held up as both the ideal and the
reality—to all of these people, The Simpsons’ season premiere, Episode 7F03
(“Bart Gets an F”), was a big fat booming invitation to eat Bart’s shorts.

[t went like this: Homer and Marge have been called into Springfield Elemen-
tary to meet with the school psychiatrist to discuss Bart’s bad grades and chronic
misbehavior. “I think what we have on our hands here,” lectures the shrink, “is a
classic case of what laymen refer to as fear of failure. As a result, Bart is an under-
achiever, and yet he seems to be—how shall I put this?—proud of it.” Cut to
Homer's perspective, just as he’s zoning out on the doctor’s blather. “One of his
problems may be his short attention span, which can lead to blah blah blah blah
... " And so on through blah after scolding blah, in a scene that both mocks the
doctor’s uptight moralizing and lays whatever blame there is for Bart’s behavior
squarely at his father’s feet."

10. Take That, Cosby: The triumph of Simpsonian realism over Cosby-style idealism was given sym-
bolic finality in a pair of Season 3 episodes: 8FO7 (“Saturdays of Thunder”) and 8F17 (“Dog of
Death™). In 8F07, Homer realizes he knows next to nothing about the hopes and passions of his son,
so he tries his best to become a dutiful Coshy by attending the National Fatherhood Institute. At the

(continues)
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A few episodes later, in 7F09 (“Itchy & Scratchy & Marge”), the argument
against Cosby-style family values is made even more strongly as Marge leads a
moral crusade against “Itchy & Scratchy” that in its self-righteous hypocrisy di-
rectly mimics the one against The Simpsons. Never mind the drop in the ratings
(it fell out of the top thirty, while the Cosby show fell to fifth): Season 2 of The
Simpsons was the show’s first bold stride in reformulating the tone of pop culture
for the 1990s. The long gauzy daydream of the Reagan/Thatcher/Mulroney era
was over, man. If The Simpsons had its way, there would be no more easy moralistic
fantasies, no more glossy corporate-pop confections, no more mortgaging the fu-
ture to pay for today’s deficit-ridden bacchanal. There would be, at least for half
an hour each Thursday, no more lies.

What'’s more, even during the first few months of its duel with Cosby, the crit-
ical raves started to trickle in. The Boston Globe, for example, called it “the most
intelligent adult comedy on television,” while USA Today named The Simpsons
the “most deserving hit” of 1990. By April 1992 The Cosby Show was off the air.
The Simpsons, meanwhile, was the top-rated show in its time slot for Americans
aged zero to thirty-four and an emerging international phenomenon that was
amassing large and growing audiences throughout the English-speaking world.

And this was the point at which the show began its quick transition from its
fans’ favorite TV show to their central metaphorical framework for understanding
modern life. This was the birth of a mass cult.

The dawn of the Simpsonian Golden Age (1992-97) didn’t happen all at
once, but rather in fits and starts throughout the first half of Season 3. In the sea-
son’s second episode—8F01 (“Mr. Lisa Goes to Washington”)—the show hit a
level of political satire far more angry and forceful than ever before. A couple of
episodes later, Bart gets a job as an errand boy for the Springfield Mafia, inspiring
an extra-rapid succession of especially inspired left-field gags (the mobsters inex-
plicably adore Manhattan cocktails; the psychic hired to find one of their victims
can only spout predictions about celebrity relationships; Troy McClure hosts a
marvelously absurd educational film about the origins of chocolate). In another
episode, Marge’s need for a break from the stresses of being a full-time homemaker
inspires riffs in several directions about the impact of her absence: while Marge’s

vacation takes us inside the Troy McClure-hosted paradise of the Rancho Relaxo

(continued)

institute, Homer is given a complimentary copy of Bill Cosby's best-selling 1986 book Fatherhood.
Soon after, he'’s decked out in the signature geometric-patterned sweaters of Cosby Show patriarch
Cliff Huxtable. Putting Fatherhood's advice into practice, he helps Bart build a soapbox racer. “Thank
you, Bill Cosby!” Homer exclaims as he and Bart share this bonding moment. “You've saved the Simp
sons!” But, of course, the racer they build together sucks, and Bart rejects his dad's help. So ends
Homer’s attempt at Cosby-fication. In 8F17 later that scason, the point is made again in a background
detail: after growing frustrated with a book on home canine surgery, Homer tosses it into the fireplace,
where several other books—among them Bill Cosby’s Fatherhood—are already ablaze
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spa, Bart and Lisa explore the horrors of living with their gruesome aunts, and
Homer sets off on a desperate hunt for runaway Maggie.

Slowly but surely throughout Season 3, the key elements gather: the pace
speeds up; gags become more pointed and elaborate; premises no longer spawn
single straight lines of plot but instead split into multiple vectors and layers. And
then, on or about Episode 8F13 (“Homer at the Bat”)—which tells the tale of Mr.
Burns's efforts to win the local softball championship by hiring nine Major League
superstars as ringers—it all comes together in an episode of relentless madcap
humor in the service of a fully developed plot, with dozens of great jokes that pro-
duce huge laughs even as they reveal deeper layers of characterization, and a pla-
toon of guest stars seamlessly integrated. With 8F13, the Golden Age had arrived.

We'll come shortly to a more detailed discussion of the myriad comic tools
and techniques employed by The Simpsons to scale these heights and to stay there
for five extraordinary seasons. For now, suffice it to say that the ever-more-hyper-
bolic critical raves and awards the show received, its eventual institutionalization
and deification, the gathering of a quasi-religious cult following that dedicated it-
self to obsessively cataloguing each episode’s nuances and references, the very ex-
istence of this book you're reading right now—all of this is a direct result of the
sustained virtuosity of the Golden Age.

Season 4, for example, is flawless. It is twenty-two episodes—a total running
time equal to about four full-length movies—of the best comedy in the history of
television. | would put Season 4 of The Simpsons up against any four films hand-
picked from the careers of Woody Allen or Charlie Chaplin. I'd take it over any
four Shakespeare comedies or any four Philip Roth novels. Taken as a whole, the
Golden Age as I've defined it—Seasons 4 through 8, give or take an episode or
two—is more than forty-five hours of near-perfect satire. During this five-year run,
The Simpsons was wicked smart but never pedantic, bellyache-inducingly funny
but never pandering. And this was not the product of a single fevered mind, but
of dozens of producers and writers (not to mention hundreds of animators). The
Beatles, in comparison, were but four men, and their peak creative period was five
years long only by the most generous of estimates. You'd be hard-pressed to find
any other collaborative creative enterprise that has put together a stretch of sus-
tained brilliance as long as that of The Simpsons.

[t was, in short, some kinda run.

Simpsons fans soon began to realize that their favorite show had not only be-
come a good deal better, it had also become a treasure trove of obscure references
and incidental details—the very sort of things, in fact, that were becoming prime
commodities on the Internet, which by momentous coincidence had just begun
to emerge as a mass medium. The show’s unparalleled density meant that it re-
warded its fans each week for deepening their obsession, offering up a wealth of



THE LIFE & TIMES OF THE SIMPSONS

allusions and asides and in-jokes to trade and catalogue. And so The Simpsons’ on-
line fan base—centered around the alt.tv.simpsons newsgroup, among the most
heavily trafficked newsgroups of the early 1990s—soon became one of the most
populous and robust communities on the Internet.

When The Simpsons entered syndication in the fall of 1994, quickly becoming
a five-times-a-weck fixture on North American TV, the barrage of humor con-
tained in each episode was now available to a mass audience, not just to the hard-
core fans who had the foresight to tape it cach week. I'd indeed hazard a guess
that the transformation of The Simpsons from popular TV show to beloved, quasi-
religious institution began right around the time it hit syndication. It was only
with daily visits to the temple that the show’s faithful saw just how rich their new
theology truly was.

Typically, the mainstream press took quite a bit longer to grasp The Simpsons’
import (indeed, there remain large sectors of the mass media that still haven't got
a handle on it). Save for routine annual review/preview articles that invariably
noted that the show remained one of the smartest and funniest on TV and the
odd feature on the sudden abundance of animation on the prime-time schedule,
the mass media didn’t really start to treat the show like the work of genius it had
become until about four years into its five-year Golden Age.

Two unrelated events appear to have awakened the press to the enormity of
the show’s achievement. The first came in February 1997, when Fox aired the
167th episode of The Simpsons, marking the point at which the series surpassed
The Flintstones as the longest running primetime cartoon in American history.
The second event came just a few months later: The Simpsons won a Peabody
Award, a laurel usually given to investigative journalists and documentary film-
makers. (The Peabody folks lauded The Simpsons “for providing exceptional ani-
mation and stinging social satire, both commodities which are in extremely short
supply in television today.”) Whether it was the Peabody or the Flintstones mile-
stone, or neither, there commenced a flurry of superlative-laced reviews and insti-
tutional plaudits that continues to this day.

The Simpsons, it was now widely understood, was not just a TV show but an
institution.

And it’s a funny thing about institutions: just as The Simpsons was being rec-
ognized as a permanent and unique feature on the cultural landscape, it started to
slip. It didn’t slip that much, mind you, but after such a stretch of near-flawless-
ness, even tiny errors stood out like graffiti on a Monet. The show took a quick
tumble off its dizzying peak, followed by a long and relatively stable existence on
what I'm calling the Long Plateau.

The broadcast that marked that abrupt plunge remains to this day among the

weakest episodes in Simpsons history: 4F23 (“The Principal and the Pauper™), the
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second installment of Season 9. In it, Principal Skinner—a main supporting char-
acter since the first season—is suddenly and inexplicably revealed to be an impos-
tor. He’s actually a former juvenile delinquent named Armin Tamzarian who stole
the identity of Seymour Skinner, the head of his platoon in Vietnam, after the
latter went missing in action. The real Skinner (voiced by Martin Sheen) returns
to Springfield after five years in a Vietnamese POW camp and twenty more as a
slave laborer in China, and Tamzarian flees town to restart his seedy life in Capi-
tal City. A blatant, continuity-scrambling plot twist of this sort might've been
forgivable if the result had been as funny or as sharply satirical as the classics of
the Golden Age, but alas it’s emphatically not. It was a sudden and disturbing
new low for the show.

This hard truth was no secret at all down Simpsons way. In an interview a few
years later, Harry Shearer—the voice of Principal Skinner, among dozens of other
classic characters—said 4F23 was one of the weakest Simpsons scripts he'd ever
seen, a concern he expressed to the show's writing staff at the first read-through.
Regardless, the Tamzarian episode went ahead. In its final minutes, however, the
people of Springfield decide they prefer the impostor Skinner to the real one, so
they run the real Skinner out of town and convince Tamzarian to return. Down at
the Springfield train station, as the real Skinner—tied to a railcar—disappears
into the distance, there follows this self-referential deus ex machina:

Tamzarian: Well, this is a lovely gesture, but we still have to face the fact that I'm not
really Seymour Skinner.

Homer: Oh, no we don't. Judge Snyder?

Judge: By authority of the City of Springfield, | hereby confer upon you the name of
Seymour Skinner, as well as his past, present, future, and mother.

Skinner: Okay.

Judge: And | further decree that everything will be just like it was before all this hap-
pened. And no one will ever mention it again . . . under penalty of torture.

[The crowd cheers.]

[t's some compensation, perhaps, that the show issues so overt a mea culpa—
and indeed that this mea culpa is among the cleverest scenes in the whole episode.
[t also warrants mention that 4F23, as craptacular as it is, still sports a couple of
virtuoso gags. In the episode’s opening sequence, for example, the ever-irritable
Superintendent Chalmers arrives at Springfield Elementary for a party in Skin-
ner'’s honor. As he enters the teachers’ lounge, Mrs. Krabappel asks him hos-
pitably, “Can [ offer you a cup of coffee-flavored Beverine?” Chalmers
offhandedly replies, “Yeah—1I take it gray with Cremium.” The trouble, though, is
that it’s one of the only inspired moments in the whole episode.
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For season after season of The Simpsons during the age of the Long Plateau
(1997-), loyal viewers have sustained themselves with such moments of ingen-
ious riffing, stranded between the merely good and the occasional visitations by
hideous beasts like Armin Tamzarian. Still, the average Long Plateau episode is a
wonderful thing compared to the overwhelming majority of the comedies that
have polluted the TV and movie screens of the West over the last several
decades. There’s no more persuasive testimony to the continued quality of The
Simpsons than its good standing at one of the most vicious of online institutions:
Jump the Shark (www.jumptheshark.com), a website dedicated to pinpointing
and cataloguing the moments when various TV series have “jumped the shark.”
The phrase refers to an infamous episode of Happy Days in which a waterskiing
Fonzie literally jumps over a shark, and is defined on the site thusly: “It’s a mo-
ment. A defining moment when you know that your favorite television program
has reached its peak. That instant that you know from now on . . . it’s all down-
hill. Some call it the climax. We call it ‘Jumping the Shark.” From that moment
on, the program will simply never be the same.” At the site, long lists of possible
shark-jumping moments for any given series are suggested and voted on by the
general public.

Soon after the website’s launch in December 1997, “jumping the shark”
moved into mainstream usage in North America. Indeed, The Simpsons has twice
made direct references to it: Homer jumps a shark as part of a montage during the
closing credits of a Season 13 episode, and the opening credits of the Season 14
premiere feature a couch gag in which Homer, his family perched on his back,
water-skis into the Simpson living room and onto the couch, finally taking a seat
with a shark dangling from each leg. These self-accusations notwithstanding, as of
May 2004 The Simpsons is the only current TV series on Jump the Shark’s exclu-
sive list of shows that have “Never Jumped”—61 percent of voters believe it has
never completely lost its edge.

The Golden Age is over, though. And in general, it’s the triumph of wacky
premise and kinetic plot over rock-solid character and gleefully satiric writing
that seems to have dragged The Simpsons down to the less rarefied altitudes of the
Long Plateau. You can see the decline most clearly in the episodes that have fo-
cused on supporting characters, which feel all too palpably as if they began from a
late-night-brainstormed What if . . . ? As in: What if Moe the bartender got a facelift
and became a soap-opera star? Answer: Episode BABF12 (“Pygmoelian”). And:
What if Apu and his wife had octuplets and what if they wound up as an attraction at
the Springfield Zoo? BABFO3 (“Eight Misbehavin™).

This What if . . . ? device is so hackneyed it’s been parodied by The Simpsons
itself—in Episode DABF12 (“Gump Roast”), an episode from Season 13 in which

a Friars-style roasting of Homer is used as a pretext for a string of clips from old
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episodes. Over the closing credits, a song plays to the tune of Billy Joel’s “We
Didn't Start the Fire.” The first few verses are a rapid-fire summary of the many
crazy adventures The Simpsons has presented to date, and it concludes with a reas-
surance that the show’s writers still have plenty of ideas:

They'll never stop The Simpsons
Have no fears
We've got stories for years

Like Marge becomes a robot
Maybe Moe gets a cell phone
Has Bart ever owned a bear?
Or how ‘bout a crazy wedding
Where something happens
And do-do-do-do-do

The Simpsons, self-aware to a fault, knows it's no longer perfect. It can even be
quite funny as it admits that it’s no longer perfect. Doesn't that at least partially
excuse it?

[f awards and rave reviews are any measure, the answer appears to be yes. Even
as The Simpsons was descending from the Golden-Age heights down to the Long
Plateau, it rapidly skipped past institutionalization into full-blown canonization
in the estimation of the guardians of mainstream culture. By mid-2003, the show
had won twenty Emmy Awards, including eight for outstanding animated pro-
gram.’' The Simpsons got a star on Hollywood's Walk of Fame in 2000. It won the
Peabody in 1997 and received its first-ever Golden Globe nomination for best
comedy series in 2003 (the first time a cartoon had ever been nominated). And in
the six-year gap berween these two laurels, critical praise for The Simpsons went

11. The Biggest Farce: Over the years, The Simpsons has won eight Emmy Awards for Outstanding
Animated Program, ten Emmys for Outstanding Voice-Over Performance, and two Emmys for Out-
standing Music and Lyrics. It has never once even been nominated, however, in the category of Out-
standing Comedy Series, nor in any of the other comedy categories in which American TV sitcoms
compete. This is owing to the ridiculous conservatism of the Emmys’ governing body—the Academy
of Television Arts & Sciences—which refuses to consider The Simpsons a comedy because it’s ani-
mated. Thus, in the fifteen years to date that The Simpsons has been on the air, the Academy has de-
termined that the following (among others) are better comedy series than The Simpsons has ever been:
Murphy Brown, Frasier, Ally McBeal, Sex and the City and even Everybody Loves Raymond.

In the best Simpsonian tashion, the Outstanding Comedy Series of the last thirteen years has had
its revenge where it matters—on the show itself. The most pointed swipe at the Emmys: in Episode
8F23 (“Brother, Can You Spare Two Dimes?"). The set-up: because working at the power plant has
made Homer Simpson sterile, Mr. Burns cooks up a phony award to give him to buy him off. The
award, presented ar a glitzy gala ceremony, is called the First Annual Montgomery Bums Award for
Qutstanding Achievement in the Field of Excellence. Homer’s kids, attending the ceremony, take
note of its speciousness. “This award show is the biggest farce 1 ever saw!” says Lisa. Bart: “What about
the Emmys?” Lisa: “I stand corrected.”
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from mere acknowledgement that it was a very good TV show to increasing
recognition that it was a cultural institution, a unique body of work that had tran-
scended its medium and defined its time. [t has been called “TV’s answer to the
Great American Novel” and the prime-time-TV equivalent of Manet’s Olympia.
Time named it the best TV show of the twentieth century; The Seattle Times de-
clared it one of the “52 Works That Changed the Millennium.” It went on like
this.

In early 2003, after several years of constant praise from seemingly every corner
of mainstream Western society, Matt Groening told a reporter, “We were going to
bring down America in 1990. We had people very, very upset about the show. And
now either our critics and enemies have come around, or given up. I think that’s
the nature of pop culture. Today’s outrage is tomorrow’s beloved classic.”"*

And now let’s move on to the question of where that beloved classic came
from.

Ancestors of The Simpsons (I): Anthropomorphic Animals,
Late-Night Talk Shows & Such-and-Such

Appropriately enough for a show that’s an animated parody of the classic sitcom,
many of The Simpsons’ most obvious antecedents are cartoons and old sitcoms.
But in marked similarity to humanity’s place on the food chain in the diagram
that Troy McClure shows little Jimmy in the Meat Council educational filmstrip
Meat and You: Partners in Freedom, The Simpsons is an omnivorous consumer of
comedy. It’s not so much the end of a sequential progression as the central node of
a multivalent ecosystem, feeding as it pleases on a wide range of comedic forms—
old cartoons and sitcoms, yes, but also late-night talk shows and sketch-comedy
troupes.
Herewith, a Meat-and-You-style schema of the show’s televisual influences:

12. So beloved is The Simpsons, so voluminous and varied the critical and scholarly interest, that it has
overwhelmed the show’s ability to respond. This, anyway, might be the reason why this quote from
Groening and all other quotes from the show’s creators in this book are culled from other media
sources. | attempted to contact Groening and many other of the show’s principal writers and produc-
ers through numerous channels—official and unofficial—to talk to them for this book, all to no avail.
In every case, I was referred to a Fox official, and the Fox official’s commitment to a recently intro-
duced policy of non-cooperation with writers of books about The Sunpsons was utterly unwavering
(though friendly). There’s a part of me that suspects this is a classic case of Fox overzealously guarding
its intellectual property—somewhere down the line, perhaps, the behind-the-scenes story of The
Simpsons will be told in a book published by HarperCollins (which, like Fox, is the property of Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corp.). For now, though, let’s be generous and assume instead that the Simpsons team
has decided simply to let the work speak for itself.
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Warner Bros.
cartoons

When: 1930s-1950s
(Warner's “Termite Terrace”
Golden Age)

Known for: madcap pacing;
irreverent humor; pantheon of
famous characters, including

Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck,
Elmer Fudd, Wile E. Coyote

Endowment: grown-up humor

in cartoony packaging;
Bugs Bunny'’s signature
tone of snarky knowingness,
sardonic wit and
gleefu iconoclasm

When: early 1970s

Known for: bringing social
satire and controversy to sitcoms

Endowment: sitcom as vehicle
for social commentary;
father figures as buffoons

All in the Family,
M*A*S*H and other
"socially conscious”
sitcoms

Rocky & Bullwinkle

When: 19505-1960s

Known for: chronicling
adventures of Moose and
Squirrel; being one of
smartest and most
irreverent TV shows
of its day

Endowment: dense
writing rife with
in-jokes and oddball
asides; stellar voice-acting;
indifferent animation

When: mid-1970s to present

Known for: torn-from-the-day’s-
headlines satire; wide-ranging
parody; catchphrases

Endowment: deep reserves of
hilarious minor characters;
parodies of public figures and

mass-media products;
writers George Meyer and
Conan O’Brien

The Flintstones

When: 1960-1966

Known for: pioneering
the idea of a prime-time
cartoon; pelican-beak
mailboxes

Endowment: overall
"animated sitcom”
vibe; skewed blue-collar
realism; real-world

celebrity cameos; fat
jovial slob as protagonist

A

Saturday Night Live,
SCTV and other
sketch comedies

When: 1982-1993

Known for: (iber-ironic tone;
relentless self-parody

Endowment: self-aware,
self-referential metahumour;
writer George Meyer

Late Night with
David Letterman

e
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From these varied sources, The Simpsons built its exoskeleton: a solid, reso-
nant foundation drawn from sitcoms and classic cartoons, a funhouse built on top
of this foundation using blueprints from late-night TV and sketch comedy. The
result: the vast warren of media outlets and storefronts packed full of minor char-
acters that has made Springfield such a lush satirical environment.

And then, to fill this warren with crazy schemes and witty rejoinders—with
great comedy writing—The Simpsons drew upon the definitive comedic lineage of
postwar America: boomer humor.

Ancestors of The Simpsons (II):
Boomer Humor Begets Egghead Humor

The term “boomer humor” comes from Tony Hendra’s excellent and expansive
history of the phenomenon, Going Too Far. It refers to a revolution in comedy
that began with the edgy stand-ups who worked nightclubs and coffee houses in
the 1950s and ran in a fairly direct line all the way through to The Simpsons’ own
writing staff. Boomer humor, Hendra explains, was best characterized by the ad-
jective “sick”—meaning it seemed like the product of a sick, deranged mind.
Boomer humor went too far, confronting and disturbing its audience at least as
much as it entertained and amused. By the late 1970s, Hendra argues, “Boomer
humor had overtaken rock and roll as the strongest surviving expression of the
[baby boom] generation’s ideas, attitudes, debates, and priorities. Furthermore, it
was a far more comprehensive representation, since willy-nilly it dealt directly
with those ideas, attitudes, debates and priorities and with those who opposed
them. In the struggle for the hearts and minds of the largest generation in history,
therefore, humor was a principal contender.” Boomer humor, in other words, was
the last remaining mainstream repository of a strongly oppositional countercul-
ture. And in time it moved from boomer counterculture to Simpsonian main-
stream, earning an extraordinary number of degrees from Harvard University
along the way and becoming an over-educated Ph.D. thesis on the nature of com-
edy that's best described as “egghead humor.”
Here’s how it passed from outré nightclubs to The Simpsons’ rewrite room:
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It’s this egghead layer” of Simpsonian comedy that often elevates the show to
a kind of highbrow pop art and pretty much always gives it more social and polit-
ical heft than all but the most eggheaded of North America’s other media outlets.
The Simpsons is smarter than TV news, more insightful than most major newspa-
pers, more thoughtful than Time or Newsweek and at least as sophisticated as The
New Yorker or The Economist. And this is thanks largely to the work of its brainiac
Harvard alumni and the equally intellectual non-Ivy Leaguers who round out the
staff.

Ancestors of The Simpsons (III):
For Ironic Detachment, Blame Canada

Now, speaking of those non—Ivy Leaguers on The Simpsons’ creative team, it’s no
coincidence that, for most of the show’s run, at least a couple of them have been
Canadians. Since the early days of boomer humor in the late 1960s, any A-list
comedy-writing team in the American entertainment industry has included a
Canuck or two. This phenomenon—that Canadians have long been dispropor-
tionately represented in the upper echelons of American comedy—is often noted
in Canada but is unknown almost everywhere else. Indeed, ringing off the list of
Canadian comedians who've achieved international fame via Hollywood is some-

13. Three Fine Examples of Simpsonian Egghead Humor:

1) The highbrow literary reference: In Episode 9F03 (“Itchy & Scratchy: The Movie”), misbehav-
ing Bart is forbidden to see the blockbuster-hit film version of “Itchy & Scratchy.” Desperate to expe-
rience this generation-defining event, Bart resorts to curling up with Itchy & Scratchy: The Movie: The
Novel by Norman Mailer. He soon gives up on the book, noting that it just isn’t the same thing, and
drops it in a nearby trash can—where the phonebook-thick tome compacts the bin's contents in an
instant. Now, to be in on this joke, you need to know that Norman Mailer has long been known for
writing books that exhaustively examine the work of other prominent public figures, among them
Marilyn (a biography of Marilyn Monroe), Oswald’s Tale (a biography of Lee Harvey Oswald), The
Gospel According to the Son (a fictionalized first-person retelling of the life story of Jesus Christ), Huck-
leberry Finn, Alive at 100 (an appreciation of Mark Twain’s seminal satirical novel) and several books
about Pablo Picasso. You'd also need to know that Mailer’s works often tend to be on the long side.

2) The high-flown cinematic reference: In Episode 2F08 (“Fear of Flying”), Marge undergoes psy-
chotherapy to find the origins of her fear of flying. In time, a montage of horrific aviation-related
memories comes flooding back to her, including one in which she and her mother are visiting an idyl-
lic cornfield when a biplane suddenly swoops down and opens fire on them with its machine guns.
The camera angle and composition of the scene—the two characters, the cornfield, the biplane
(though not the machine-gun fire)—all create a precise homage to a scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s
North by Northwest.

3) The apparent non sequitur that actually refers to a previous episode: In Episode 9F10 (*"Marge
vs. the Monorail”), Homer is watching TV when a trailer comes on for a new movie: Truckosaurus:
The Movie, starring Marlon Brando as the voice of John Truckosaurus. We see a clip that includes a
very good facsimile of Brando’s signature hushed delivery. A giant robotic dinosaur holds a car i 1ts
claws. “You crazy car!” says the robotic dinosaur. “I don’t know whether to eat you or kiss you.” Long-
time Simpsons fans will, of course, recognize the giant robotic dinosaur—Truckosaurus—as the star at-
traction of a monster-truck rally that the Simpsons attend in Episode 7F06 (“Bart the Daredevil™).
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thing of a national pastime in Canada. (There’s Dan Aykroyd, Eugene Levy, John
Candy, Martin Short, Catherine O’Hara, Mike Myers, Phil Hartman, Jim Carrey
... ) One of boomer humor’s most sacred institutions—Saturday Night Live—was
created by a Canadian (Lorne Michaels) and has steadily employed Canadian
writers and comedians since its first season. Probably the most innovative sketch
comedy troupe of the 1980s, The Kids in the Hall, was entirely Canadian. And so
on down the line to current Simpsons staffers Tim Long and Joel Cohen. Canadi-
ans, that is, have always been key players in boomer humor and the Simpsonian
comedy it inspired.

Other than providing Canadians with a fun hobby, what does this phenome-
non mean? That'’s a tricky question to answer and a very difficult thing to
quantify. Still, if we grant that Canadian humorists have been central to the de-
velopment of American satire since World War II and that Canadians are in cer-
tain respects fundamentally different from Americans—in their overall
worldview, in their fondness for irony and self-deprecation, in their reflexive dis-
comfort with arrogance and self-aggrandizement—then we can begin to see a
uniquely Canadian tone at work in that satire, a tone that has lodged itself deep
within The Simpsons’ comedic style.

I’m just going to plow on here, and you can correct for my native bias. First, in
an uncharacteristically brash generalization, I have to say that Canadians tend to
be a good deal more introspective and self-effacing than Americans, much slower
than their southern neighbors to celebrate their triumphs and much quicker to
expose their flaws. This is a disposition, note, that is ripe for the development of
satire. Another fundamental difference is that many Americans believe—are in
fact raised to believe

that everyone else in the world lives like they do, or else
wants to live like they do, and that the American way of life is compelling to
pretty much everyone. Whereas Canadians are raised with the absolute certainty
that not even their closest neighbors live like they do, nor want to, and that their
way of life is not even particularly compelling to those neighbors. America’s enor-
mous global influence—politically and economically as well as culturally —and
Canada’s comparative invisibility confirm these beliefs to some degree. America
sees itself everywhere, Canada almost nowhere. The former thus develops a
highly insular and inwardly focused culture, the latter an obsessively outward-
looking culture. And the place Canadians most often gaze out upon is their big,
brash next-door neighbor. This has provided Canada with a point of view utterly
unique in the world: Canadians are by nature and circumstance experts in Amer-
ican studies, nearly as well versed as Americans themselves in the society and cul-
ture of the United States, able to identify every cultural referent, able indeed to
pass for Americans—to produce pop culture that an American audience fre-
quently mistakes for its own. Canadians almost instinctively get American cul-
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ture, but at the same time they are profoundly aware that they are not entirely of
it. And this allows Canadians to be critical of it with a degree of detachment im-
possible for an American, even as their privileged point of view ensures that their
criticisms ring true.

This, then, is the Canadian influence on American satire, from boomer
humor on down to The Simpsons: ironic detachment, an ability to criticize Amer-
ica more deeply and satirize it more sharply than native-born Americans. Canadi-
ans have a natural predisposition towards going further and deeper with their
satire than an American might be inclined to—towards “going too far,” as Hen-
dra puts it—and this is born of a Canadian’s much smaller investment in Amer-
ica’s sacred myths. And it’s an influence that’s a good deal greater than the simple
fact that there are always a few Canadian citizens on The Simpsons’ writing staft.

Perhaps the best indication of the show’s awareness of its Canadian influence
is that it has frequently and consistently paid homage to Canada the best way it
knows how: by dropping Canadian references into the show itself. Canada is
largely invisible in the majority of American pop culture, a nonentity as little
known and as unexamined as the vast, featureless blob that squats on the top part
of your average map of the United States. On The Simpsons, though, Canada pops
up seemingly every time there’s an incidental detail to be filled in. Homer picks
up his newspaper to avoid a heavy talk with Marge and announces, “Oooh—
‘Canada to Hold Referendum.’ Sorry, Marge, can’t talk now.” Bart drives down to
Knoxville, Tennessee, on spring break, passing an enraged father on the highway
who bellows that he’s taking the family back to Winnipeg." And as these brief
moments mount over the years, the show seems to tell its viewers that, in stark
contrast to much of American pop culture, Canada matters on The Simpsons.

14. Five More Beauty References to Canada That Were Made on The Simpsons:

1) In Episode 8F01 (“Mr. Lisa Goes to Washington”), Lisa is beaten in the national finals of Read-
ing Digest’s patriotic essay contest by an adorable immigrant boy named Truong Van Dinh. The (ap-
parently) full text of Truong’s winning essay, “USA A-OK,” is as follows: “When my family arrived in
this country four months ago, we spoke no English and had no money in our pockets. Today, we own a
nationwide chain of wheel-balancing centers. Where else but in America, or possibly Canada, could
our family find such opportunity? That’s why, whenever | see the Stars and Stripes, [ will always be re-
minded of that wonderful word: flag!”

2) In Episode 3F23 (“You Only Move Twice”), the Simpsons move to a posh high-tech enclave
called Cypress Creek. Bart is put into a remedial class at his new school, where he’s “surrounded by ar-
sonists and kids with mittens pinned to their jackets all year round.” Among these misfits is a boy
named Gordie. Bart asks the kid why he’s in the remedial class. “I moved here from Canada, and they
think I'm slow, eh?” says Gordie, in what might well be the broadest parody of a Canadian accent in
the history of American pop culture.

(continues)



PLANET SIMPSON

Descendants of The Simpsons

If some of the connections between The Simpsons and its antecedents seem a little
vague, there was no missing the animation boom the show inspired. After The
Simpsons’ epochal debut, prime-time TV grew more littered with Simpsonian
progeny with each passing year. The Bart-mania of 1990 naturally spawned a
wave of half-assed imitations as every network hurriedly churned out a clever car-
toon of its own to try to exploit the hype. In time, though, a far more lasting—
and more interesting—phalanx of grown-up cartoons (and a few cartoon-like
live-action shows) took to the airwaves, amounting to something of an animation
renaissance.

Here’s an overview of the two most significant ancestral lines The Simpsons
has spawned:

(continued)

3) In Episode AABFO3 (“Lisa Gets an ‘A™), Lisa is uncharacteristically negligent in her school-
wotk after becoming addicted to a video game, and winds up having to cheat on a test. Her perfect
grade earns Springfield Elementary a government grant, but at the ceremony at which the grant is be-
stowed, Lisa insists on announcing that she cheated. The assembled students start to boo Lisa for los-
ing the school its grant, but State Comptroller Atkins (who later turns out to be Otto the bus driver in
disguise) cuts them off and defends Lisa. “What she just did took courage,” says Atkins. “And where |
come from—Canada—we reward courage.”

4) In Episode DABF06 (“The Bart Wants What [t Wants”), Bart embarks on a tumultuous roman-
tic relationship with Greta, the daughter of action hero Rainier Wolfcastle. In the episode’s final act,
Bart and the rest of the Simpsons travel to Toronto, where Wolfcastle is shooting a movie, and where,
obviously, Canadian references abound.

5) In Episode EABF16 (“The Bart of War”), Bart and Milhouse wind up in separate troops of two
rival Boy Scout-like organizations, whose fierce competition comes to a head when Bart’s scouts
botch a version of the American national anthem and incite a riot at a Springfield Isotopes baseball
game. To staunch the flow of bad blood, Sideshow Mel makes a suggestion: “Let us end this mindless
violence and join our hands in song.” Captain McCallister—Springfield's beloved crusty sea cap-
tain—immediately agrees. “Aye,” he says. “Not a hymn to war, like our national anthem, but a sweet,
soothing hymn, like the national anthem of Canada.” The assembled throng promptly joins hands to
form the shape of a maple leaf and sings a rousing rendition of “O Canada.”
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Simpsonian House
of the Mindlessy
Derivative

Capitol Critters

Wisecracking anthropomorphic
animals living in the White House
ABC 1992

Fish Police

Police that were, you know, fish
CBS 1992

Family Dog

Flop best known for involvement of
Steven Spielberg and Tim Burton
CBS 1993

The Critic

Spin-off created by Simpsons producers
Al Jean and Mike Reiss, starring Jon Lovitz
ABC/FOX 1994-1995

/)
The PJs

Claymation family sitcom starring Eddie Murphy
Fox 1999-2001

]

Sammy

lll-conceived David Spade vanity project;
only two of ten episodes ever aired
NBC 2000

A
Family Guy

Animated family sit-com created by
Seth McFarlane; by far the best of its lot
Fox 1999 to present

Simpsonian House
of the Genuinely
Innovative

The Ren and Stimpy Show

Surreal tales of a fat, dim-witted cat and an
over-caffeinated chihuahua, equal parts
psychedelic and scatalogical, created and
gorgeously animated by John Kricfalusi
Nickelodeon 1991-1996

Beavis and Butthead

Pitch-black, minimalist satirical portrait of
contemporary teenage life, and vicious
critique of consumer culture,
created by Mike Judge
MTV 1993-1997

King of the Hill

Hyper-realistic social satire of middle-class

Texas, co-created by Mike Judge and
Simpsons alumnus Greg Daniels
MTV 1993-1997

South Park

Impudent, foul-mouthed realist/surrealist
satire of middle-class Colorado, co-created by
Matt Stone and Trey Parker
Comedy Central 1997 to present
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Of this raucous brood, two shows in particular illustrate the way The Simpsons’
innovations have been extended by its descendants: South Park and King of the
Hill.

South Park, for its part, takes a revolutionary leap past The Simpsons in the ir-
reverence department,” featuring as it does a gang of misbehaving prepubescents
whose fondness for expletives and racial slurs make Bart Simpson look like a
choirboy, a school-cafeteria cook who frequently breaks into lusty, double enten-
dre~laced song, and plot lines in which a character might find himself with an
elaborate alien satellite dish implanted in his ass or a pet who winds up on Big
Gay Al's Big Gay Boat Cruise. And let’s not forget, either, that its first trademark
recurring gag was the brutal murder of one of its main characters every episode
(OH MY GOD, THEY KILLED KENNY! the commemorative T-shirts exclaimed). South
Park is also revolutionary in its visual style, meticulously animated to look like it
has been rendered in construction paper using crude stop-motion. (Check out the
show’s flawless synching of mouth movements with voice-overs if you're inclined
to think of South Park’s animation as genuinely crude.)

As for King of the Hill, it’s the brainchild of Mike Judge (who also created
Beawis and Butt-head) and former Simpsons writer Greg Daniels, but its debt to
Homer and company stretches beyond Daniels’s résumé. If South Park is the logi-
cal next step beyond The Simpsons in terms of anarchic subversion, then King of

15. The Simpsons—South Park Mutual Admiration Society: Midway through its sixth season, South
Park acknowledged its debt with a full episode dedicated to singing the praises of The Simpsons’ endur-
ing quality. Originally aired in June 2002, the episode (“Simpsons Already Did It”) features a subplot
in which an acquaintance of the South Park gang—a weird kid named Butters—adopts the guise of his
super-villain alter ego, Professor Chaos, in order to “wreak havoc,” as he puts it, on the world that
shunned him. Trouble is, as his faithful sidekick General Disarray repeatedly points out, every scheme
he dreams up has already been used on The Simpsons. Professor Chaos plans to block out the sun.
“They did that on The Simpsons,” retorts General Disarray. Professor Chaos decapitates the head of a
local statue, and the TV newscast reporting the incident notes that it’s reminiscent of an episode of
The Simpsons. “The Simpsons is a great show,” the newscaster says, “and we all need reminders like this
to keep watching.” Professor Chaos brainstorms a half-dozen other schemes, and after each one, Gen-
eral Disarray pipes up, “Simpsons did it.” By the end of the episode, everything Professor Chaos sees
starts to seem Simpsonian: General Disarray starts to look like Bart, the town of South Park to resem-
ble Springfield, and so on. It’s only in the final scene that Professor Chaos/Butters calms down after
hearing some wise words from Cartman. “Dude,” Cartman tells him, “The Simpsons’ve done every-
thing already. Who cares?”

A vyear later, The Simpsons would return the compliment in Episode EABF16 (“The Bart of War”),
which opens with Bart and Milhouse avidly viewing an episode of South Park. Bart wonders aloud
“how they keep it so fresh after forty-three episodes”—a huge underestimation of the number of South
Parks produced to that point (about a hundred), and an echo of a line in “Simpsons Already Did It” in
which Professor Chaos claims he's watched “all 132 episodes of The Simpsons, twice” (the show was
approaching its three-hundredth episode at the time). Watching a South Park scene rife with violence
and flatulence incites Bart and Milhouse to chant “Cartoon violence! Cartoon violence!” and spurs
Marge to change the channel to something more life-affirming. It’s about the highest praise The Simp-
sons could offer—the last cartoon that provoked Marge’s moralistic ire was the show’s very own “Itchy

& Scratchy.”
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the Hill—a carefully crafted, character-driven satire of middle-class Texan life—
stands as an inspired elaboration of The Simpsons’ celebrated realism. King of the
Hill is not just more lifelike than The Simpsons, it’s damn near as realistic as any-
thing else—police dramas, reality TV, the news, anything—currently on TV. And
it accomplishes this even though, like The Simpsons, it’s quite cartoonishly drawn.
The secret, again, is in the writing, which in the case of King of the Hill verges on
naturalism.

But the greatest debt that King of the Hill and South Park and the rest owe to
The Simpsons has nothing to do with the specifics of plot or writing. What The
Simpsons did for cartoons was simply to carve out a space for them as pop culture’s
primary engines of sharp social satire. In the 1990s, cartoons emerged as one of
the few safe havens for real subversion in an increasingly kid-gloved corporate
mediascape. South Park has made a career out of dropping its cardboard cut-out
shorts and dumping all over social taboos. Beavis and Butt-head brought to TV an
unprecedented level of unredeemed nihilism. King of the Hill has had to become
one of the most acute social critics on television in order to achieve its stunning
realism. And they’ve all found the leeway to explore controversial subject matter
and depict modern society’s ugliest truths because they are cartoons.

To cite one example of the extra leeway given to cartoons: That '70s Show—
broadcast, like The Simpsons, on Fox—features a recurring gag in which the
show’s teenage protagonists sit in a circle in a smoky basement trading non se-
quiturs. Although it’s painfully obvious that they're stoned to the bejesus, the
show has never once depicted any of the kids toking on a joint. By comparison, in
Episode DABF11 (“Weekend at Burnsie’s”) of The Simpsons, Homer spends prac-
tically the entire episode in the attic passing joints and trading bong hits with
Ortto the bus driver. This expanded satirical license has on rare occasions been ex-
tended to live-action TV—Fox’s Malcolm in the Middle, a chaotic portrait of a
hyper-dysfunctional American family, is essentially a live-action adaptation of
The Simpsons—but for the most part it has remained the exclusive playpen of ani-
mated series.

The Simpsons has also had a pervasive influence on the broader culture, partic-
ularly in setting the default tone of its discourse. This is something that's perhaps
best glimpsed anecdotally. You can sce it, for example, in the enormous popularity
of The Onion, “America’s Finest News Source,” an online newspaper that trades
exclusively in made-up news. And you see it also in the meteoric rise of The Daily
Show with Jon Stewart, a nightly satirical-news show that started out on the fringes
of American cable and has become an influential forum for A-list American
politicians hoping to reach skeptical young voters. (Excerpts from The Daily Show
are regularly aired on CNN International.) In the first days of 2004, Canada’s
staid new prime minister, Paul Martin, hired Scott Feschuk—The National Post’s

)
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sardonic TV critic and author of a smart-assed book entitled Searching for Michael
Jackson’s Nose and Other Preoccupations of Our Celebrity-Mad Culture—as his
speechwriter. And the Simpsonian tone is all over the Internet, where discussion
forums on almost any topic often dissolve into one-liner competitions, where ab-
surdities (dancing hamsters, lustful and linguistically challenged Turkish men,
outdated and linguistically challenged Japanese video games) are as likely as any-
thing else online to become international sensations, and where hackers fre-
quently slap up parody websites to announce their successful infiltrations of the
august online homes of The New York Times and CNN. In the age of The Simp-
sons, winking irony and smirking parody are increasingly the default communica-
tion tools for everything from political discourse to the nightly news.

Here’s an even more direct example of The Simpsons’ influence. As the United
States began its march to war in Iraq in 2002 and early 2003, and as opposition
began to emerge most stridently from France, news outlets throughout the Eng-
lish-speaking world took to using the epithet “cheese-eating surrender monkeys”
as a shorthand dismissal of the French. There it was—the long-standing stereo-
type of the French as snobbish cowards, the glib arrogance of the American (and,
to a lesser extent, the British) government in the face of French criticism, the
perennially prickly alliance between France and the U.S. and Britain—summed
up in a single zippy phrase. Few of the reporters who employed it, though, both-
ered to note its provenance: Groundskeeper Willie, the cantankerous Scottish
janitor at Springfield Elementary School, who barks the line in Episode 2F32
(““Round Springfield”), after budget cuts force the school to use him as its French
teacher. “Bonjourrr, you cheese-eating surrender monkeys!” Willie trills to the
class in his thick Scottish brogue.

The sudden ubiquity of the phrase illustrates with striking clarity the seam-
lessness with which Simpsonian dialogue can merge with serious public discourse.
It didn’t need attribution because it seemed like exactly the sort of line that could
have emerged naturally from the culture at large. Was it an Australian headline-
writer’s invention? A one-liner from an English comedian? One of Donald Rums-
feld’s snarky press-conference rebukes? An inspired moment from an online wit, a
throwaway remark from some Internet discussion group that then got bounced
anonymously from inbox to inbox around the world? It could have come from any
of them, because to some degree all of them now speak a satirical language they
learned from The Simpsons.

The Simpsons has become the new repository of the West’s common
metaphors, the wellspring of its most resonant quotes, the progenitor of its default
tone. In generations past, writers or politicians looking for rhetorical inspira-
tion—a line or anecdote that a broad audience would easily recognize and imme-
diately understand—might have looked to the Bible, or to Greek mythology, or to
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Shakespeare, or more recently to rock & roll. In the years to come, I'd wager,
they'll tend more and more to cite The Simpsons. Simpsonian is well on its way to
becoming the global village’s most widely spoken pop-cultural lingua franca—the
parlance of our times.

Reality TV: The Satirical Universe of The Simpsons

There’s an excellent definition of satire in Tony Hendra's Going Too Far. He is
careful to differentiate satire from lesser forms of humor such as parody and
irony—not to mention comedic raw materials like sight gags and wordplay and
hyperbole. “Satire,” Hendra writes, “is defined as intellectual judo, in which the
writer or performer takes on the ideas and character of his target and then takes
both to absurd lengths to destroy them.” Satire only works, then, insofar as its
subject matter is familiar, comprehensible, known. Realistic.

The Simpsons has created a whole satirical universe, a place as vast and varied
as mass culture has ever seen (indeed possibly as expansive as any fictive universe
in the history of storytelling). And this dense world has provided The Simpsons
with the firm foundation of realism necessary for its satirical work. lts main char-
acters, its setting, the basic premise of the series are satirical. The show builds
from the notion that the Simpson family is an average American household liv-
ing in a typical American town. The rich characterization of the family members
and the lushness of their surroundings all enhance the notion—and it’s a deeply
subversive notion—that this mess of a family and its degraded hometown are “re-
alistic.” I'll examine the Simpsons themselves in much greater depth in later
chapters, but one detail about Homer will suffice to illustrate the seditiousness
buried in this supposed realism: he’s a low-level technician at the local nuclear
power plant. “Television touches on an issue then dances away from it and never
comes back to it,” Groening explained to a British reporter. “So it has the illusion
of having a strong point of view, but the real point of view of television is that
nothing matters, because it’s going to be replaced in the next millisecond by
something different, and then replaced again and again. That'’s one reason why, in
conceiving the show, I made sure that Homer worked in a nuclear power plant,
because then we can keep returning to that and making a point about the envi-
ronment.” The Simpsons’ continuing satirical examination of the rapaciousness of
big business and its contempt for the health of the planet stem from the careful
selection of the show’s realistic touches.

A quick survey of Springfield reveals myriad other ways in which realism has
been put to work in the service of satire. The mayor is “Diamond Joe” Quimby, a
Kennedy sound-alike and a terminally corrupt womanizer who invariably treats

his constituents with contempt. The town’s commerce is controlled by an ancient
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billionaire tyrant, Mr. Burns, a creature of pure malevolence whose nuclear power
plant has turned the fish in the local river into three-eyed mutants. The local
cop, Chief Wiggum, is clueless, incompetent, occasionally abusive, and on the
take. One local film hero, Troy McClure, is a talentless phony ravaged by sub-
stance-abuse problems and sexual deviance; another, Rainier Wolfcastle, is a mis-
anthrope with a Schwarzenegger accent and close ties to the Republican Party.
Celebrities from our world—from Leonard Nimoy to Ron Howard, from Tony
Blair to George H.W. Bush—are invariably portrayed as contemptible in one way
or another. The proprietor of the Kwik-E-Mart, the Indian immigrant Apu Na-
hasapeemapetilon, loves his adopted country because he is free “to say and to
think and to charge” whatever he wants. The holyrolling Reverend Lovejoy cares
little about the spiritual concerns of his flock but revels in leading empty-headed
moral crusades. Springfield is a place in which no authority is legitimate and no
leader uncorrupted. The parents are all bumbling, the teachers indifferent, the
politicians guided by naked self-interest.

And Springfield has proven to be totally recognizable around the world be-
cause it rings true. When we laugh along, we're admitting on some level that we
do live in a world of corrupt authorities, clueless leaders and rapacious business-
men. We are presented in every episode of The Simpsons with hard truths about
the hideous mess of our own world, and we laugh along because we see ourselves
in those nasty yellow faces. And to face up to this sort of unvarnished, unpleasant
reality is a powerfully subversive thing.

Which brings us to the point of The Simpsons, and to the intent of its creators,
several of whom, thankfully, have been quite blunt on the issue. “Is there a pur-
pose to The Simpsons?” a reporter from ABC’s 20/20 asked George Meyer in 2002.
Meyer, the show’s most influential writer-producer, replied: “If there is, it’s to get
people to re-examine their world, and specifically, the authority figures in their
world.”

Matt Groening, meanwhile, has reiterated time and again that the point of
his work is to entertain and subvert. It’s a phrase he has in fact repeated, almost
word for word, in almost every interview: “Entertain and subvert—that’s my
motto.” He said it to an Australian reporter in 2000. Essentially the same quote
appeared in a Toronto Star feature from 1994, in a Washington Post story from
1990. Here's Groening, then—a man who, as The Simpsons attests, has a deep un-
derstanding of how the mass media functions—repeating that same phrase over
and over. Knowing, surely, that the only way to guarantee that a line will make it
into a news story is to make it quick and punchy, knowing too that the only way
for the line to outlive a twenty-four-hour news cycle and become a genuine motto
is to repeat it every chance he gets. “Entertain and subvert.” Which is to say: This
is all deliberate, kids. We want you to laugh, sure, but we also want you to think. To
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think and question and perhaps, yes, to reject this stinking pile of self-interested
hypocrisy that is the established order.

The show’s creators have willfully set out to illustrate the gap between What
Is and What Should Be. And perhaps, by so doing, to subvert it, to shrink it, to
erase it.

Satirical Anatomy (I): What Is & What Should Be

This needs a little elaboration.

It begins, as so much modern satire does, with Lenny Bruce. In April 1964,
Bruce had a two-week engagement at the Café au Go-Go in New York. Tony
Hendra was part of the opening act, and in Going Too Far he writes about the
monologue on the Kennedy assassination that got Bruce busted for obscenity:

There was a new routine that very few audiences responded to. Bruce was clearly
obsessed by the interpretation Life magazine had put on clips from the Zapruder
film showing the presidential car immediately after the firing of the shot—or shots.
Jackie Kennedy was sprawled on the trunk as if trying to get out of the backseat.
Life’s version was that she had been going for help. Since the limousine had al-
ready speeded up and a Secret Service agent had seconds later rushed to cover
her with his body, that seemed like a somewhat unlikely motivation. The official
line seemed to be that the President’s wife would never do anything so unsaintly
as try to save herself from further gunfire. Nonetheless the clips gave the lie to
that pious assumption. Or, as Bruce put it, she appeared to be “"hauling ass to save
ass.” He added, quite justifiably, who wouldn’t? The fatuity lay in Life's trying to
persuade the public that what their eyes told them had happened had not hap-
pened at all, and that what they were seeing was something that fit into the pre-
vailing hagiography.

The pictures showed What Is in no uncertain terms, but Life insisted on
telling the tall tale of What Should Be. It was an anecdote that remained in
Bruce’s act until he died two and a half years later, and he drove home the moral

of the story—of so many of his stories—in his autobiography, How to Talk Dirty
and Influence People: “There is only what is. The what-should-be never did exist,
but people keep trying to live up to it. There is only what is.”

The whole point of satire is to broadcast in blazing hundred-foot-high neon
the gap between What Is and What Should Be. “Satire,” Hendra writes, “func-
tions on the gap between reality and fantasy; its dynamic is to reduce pretension
and presumption to the tangible and recognizable.” Satire makes the lie manifest,
and by so doing exposes it, weakens it, destroys it—or at least attempts to destroy

it. This is a key function of all American humor, according to Louis D. Rubin Jr.
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His 1973 essay “The Great American Joke” notes that “a central motif of Ameri-
can humor [is] the contrast, the incongruity between the ideal and the real.” And
though this motif is present in all kinds of humor, Rubin argues that it’s particu-
larly common—and powerful-—in American humor, because America’s ideals are
so central to its society and so celebrated in its history and culture. The Great
American Joke, Rubin writes, “arises out of the gap between the cultural ideal and
the everyday fact, with the ideal shown to be somewhat hollow and hypocritical,
and the fact crude and disgusting.”

Demonstrating and exploiting the existence of this gap is an American satiri-
cal tradition that dates at least to Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, whose jaunt
down the mighty Mississippi is a satirical journey through the overblown ideals
and nasty realities of nineteenth-century America. In Huck’s parroting of the per-
vasive racism of his day, for example, we see the official version of What Should
Be. In his growing friendship with the runaway slave Jim, in his commonsense
discovery of Jim’s essential humanity, Huck learns to accept What Is. And so it
has gone for the Great American Joke, from Mark Twain to H.L. Mencken to
Lenny Bruce to National Lampoon. If you look closely at a recent map of the
United States of America and find the chasm where The Great American Joke
lives—scenic, satirical Hypocritical Gap—there you'll find Springfield, USA.

It’s in Hypocritical Gap that you’ll find Homer Simpson’s bumbling parenting
and Bart’s brattiness and Mr. Burns’s insatiable greed and the rest of the satirical
stuff that has made The Simpsons meaningful. By portraying a cartoonishly over-
stated but still familiar portrait of What Is, the show has waged a relentless assault
on the pompous ramparts of What Should Be. The Simpsons has used the Great
American Joke to reveal and dismantle Western society’s Big Lies. This is the na-
ture of the subversion Groening has talked so much about.

As for the entertainment part of Groening’s motto—well, the way The Simp-
sons goes about subverting is just funny as all hell.

Satirical Anatomy (II):
A Partial Taxonomy of Simpsonian Humor

“Funny” is an extremely broad and highly subjective term. It can encompass any-
thing from slip-on-a-banana-peel sight gags, scatological humor and Three
Stooges horseplay to the dark satire of Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, the
politicized rants of George Carlin and P.J. O'Rourke, and the bizarro comedy-as-
performance-art of Andy Kaufman and Tom Green (not to mention the tradi-
tion of literary comedy that dates back through Shakespeare all the way to
Chaucer). The monumental genius of The Simpsons is that it manages, at its best,
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to deploy seemingly every weapon at its disposal—the whole humor-industrial
complex, if you will.

Now, a full taxonomy of Simpsonian humor would take an even thicker tome
than this one, and it would surely be tiresome. That said, it's worth a closer look
at a few of the most potent weapons in The Simpsons’ arsenal.

1) Surface Gags

Much like the classic Warner Bros. cartoons, The Simpsons is able to appeal to
both adults and tykes—and to appeal across geographic, ethnic and political divi-
sions—because it never lets its brains completely overwhelm its gut. At its most
base, this means sight gags aplenty. As with almost all Simpsonian humor,
though, the simple sight gag is rarely as straightforward as a mere vaudevillian
pratfall or Stoogeian eye gouge. Consider, for example, Homer's efforts to dispose
of a troublesome trampoline of his recent acquisition in Episode 1FO5 (“Bart’s
Inner Child”), which gives rise to one of the show’s most overt and inspired trib-
utes to the Warner cartoons. There are several gags in the sequence, but the most
impressive has Homer taking the trampoline to the edge of a cliff and simply toss-
ing it into the deep crevice below. We watch it plummer into a decidedly Wile-
E.-esque desertscape, where it impales itself on a rocky spike and then sproings
Warnerly back the way it came. Homer, meanwhile, gloats over a job well done,
even as the trampoline’s shadow falls over him. It slams down upon him and
bounces up and down on his head, hammering him into the ground. Homer re-
mains there, stuck in the outcropping, his feet dangling precariously out the bot-
tom. This, already, is an impressively elaborate homage. Then comes the apparent
punchline: “If this were a cartoon,” Homer announces, “the cliff would break off
now.” Dissolve to night-time, and Homer’s still trapped. “I'm thirsty,” he whines.
All at once, the outcropping does break off, finally sending him tumbling to the
canyon floor.

This is what The Simpsons often does with a surface gag: it twists, it escalates,
it toys anarchically with the form. Or perhaps it will take the riff in the other di-
rection, as for example in Episode 9F22 (“Cape Feare”), in which Krusty’s diabol-
ical former sidekick Sideshow Bob steps on the business end of a vard rake,
causing its handle to spring up and thwack him in the face in a gag right out of a
Three Stooges routine. Then Bob takes another step, hits another rake head, re-
ceives another thwack in the face. Another step, another thwack. Again and
again and again. The sequence continues for a full half-minute, nine rake thwacks
in all, in a daring demonstration of the inherent comedy in repetition. The first

thwack, you might chuckle a bit at such a shopworn gag. Same goes for the sec-
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ond and third. By the fourth or fifth, you're perhaps finding the gag a little te-
dious. By the seventh or eighth thwack, though, the humor of the scene re-
emerges, amplified exponentially.® A simple, clichéd joke has been dramatically,
hilariously subverted by not subverting it at all.

Another of comedy’s most common superficial hooks is the catchphrase. As
Saturday Night Live has been demonstrating for several years now, the catchphrase
can easily become a comedic crutch, drained of any real humor through overuse.
Still, there is no shortage of catchphrases on The Simpsons: Homer has his D’oh!s,
Bart his Ay, carumbas and Don't have a cows, Marge her worried Hmmms, Mr.
Burns his hissed Excellents. Even baby Maggie’s got her pacifier slurps. But on The
Simpsons, this tired trick has been employed carefully, sparingly, as a punctuation
mark or character trait, never as an excuse for lazy writing. In fact, a full episode
(1F11, “Bart Gets Famous”) mocked the very idea of catchphrase-based humor. In
the episode, Bart rises to stardom—and falls just as fast—as a catchphrase-spouting

16. Syndication Cuts Make Baby Jesus Cry: This is as good a place as any for a rant-cum-public-
service-announcement about the scourge of godless, consumerist syndication cuts that infect reruns of
The Simpsons like some horrible five-nights-a-week plague. The short version is this: if you've only
ever seen a particular episode of The Simpsons in syndication, then you haven't really seen it ar all.
This is because the overwhelming majority of Simpsons episodes are edited for syndication to create
room for an extra commercial or two. And this amounts to a grotesque mutilation, on par with remov-
ing every twentieth page from a copy of Hamlet to insert a coupon for five cents off wax paper.

Here’s why: the cuts are made in several tiny spots rather than one big one—perhaps a half-
dozen snips per episode, mostly of incidental details that aren’t essential to the plot. There are two
common results of this practice, both of them deeply scarring. The first is that it screws up the pac-
ing of the episode. Timing is absolutely essential to great humor—it might indeed be the single
most important element, the thing that turns good material into comedic genius—and these spo-
radic cuts ruin The Simpsons’ brilliant timing. In the case of Sideshow Bob's series of rake-thwacks,
for example, the final two thwacks—the ones where the joke goes from labored to absolutely hilari-
ous—are cut in syndication.

The second consequence of syndication cuts is they are inevitably made to several of a given
episode’s finest moments—its funniest non sequiturs, its most brilliant one-off gags, all the great inci-
dental-to-the-plot stuff that makes The Simpsons so relentlessly funny. Here’s one of many egregious
examples: in Episode 2F15 (“Lisa’s Wedding”), the action flashes forward to Springfield in 2010—in-
cluding a glimpse of Springfield Elementary. As Principal Skinner ponders Lisa Simpson'’s impending
nuptials, he pays a visit to her old classroom, where the desks are stacked three stories high and a TV
set at the front of the classroom is the teacher. On the TV set, actor Troy McClure poses a math ques-
tion: “Now turn to the next problem. If you have three Pepsis and drink one, how much more re-
freshed are you? You, the redhead in the Chicago school system?” The little girl appears in an onscreen
window. She chirpily answers, “Pepsi?” McClure, enthusiastically: “Partial credit!” Then Skinner and
Miss Hoover start discussing Lisa’s wedding. In syndication, the action moves immediately from the
establishing shot of the classroom to Skinner and Hoover’s conversation; the Pepsi-sponsored math
class—a beer-spewing-out-your-nose-funny satire of corporate encroachment on the American educa-
tion system—has been cut.

It’s just barbaric, this practice of syndication cuts. It must be stopped (the glacially slow release of
unedited Simpsons episodes on DVD is a step in the right direction), and everyone who has colluded
in it—the executives at Fox and at the stations that bought the syndication rights, the media buyers at
the companies whose ads use the extra time, all of them—should be made to spend eternity listening
to their favorite song with every tenth measure removed.
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drone on The Krusty the Clown Show. His trademark line, “I didn’t do it,” ignites a
pop craze, complete with talk-show appearances, merchandise tie-ins, a mindless
rap song, and the addition of the “I Didn't Do It” Dancers to Krusty’s show. The
episode ends with Bart back in the familiar confines of the Simpson living room,
forgotten and discarded by the trend-mongering public. “And now,” Lisa tells
him, “you can go back to just being you, instead of a one-dimensional character
with a silly catchphrase.” On cue, Homer clumsily smashes a lamp. “D’oh!” he ex-
claims. Bart immediately pipes up: “Ay, carumba!” Suddenly, the room is crowded
with a half-dozen other characters who spout their own catchphrases one after
the other.

On The Simpsons, there is no shortage of standard tropes, but they inspire
elaborate send-ups like this one, not formulaic overuse. Elsewhere, such tried-
and-true humor might be employed to resuscitate a fossilized schtick or used as a
vehicle for one of the show’s patented obscure references. Or both. Consider the
often-lifeless comic technique of massive hyperbole. On The Simpsons, for exam-
ple, Homer’s boss, Mr. Burns, is ludicrously elderly, setting up countless jokes
about just how unbelievably old he is. This could easily veer into the dreary terri-
tory of a by-the-numbers talk-show monologue, but for the inventive arcana
brought in to demonstrate Burns's advanced age. One of the finest of these mo-
ments occurs in Episode 3F14 (“Homer the Smithers”), in which Burns’s syco-
phantic assistant Smithers takes a vacation, leaving Burns to fend for himself. We
soon find Burns at his desk, answering his phone for the first time in a very, very
long time. “Ahoy-hoy?” he says, upon picking up the receiver. This greeting, as
historians of communications technology might know and diligent viewers of The
Simpsons would figure out, was telephone inventor Alexander Graham Bell’s sug-
gestion for the standard greeting to be intoned upon answering a call on his new
device.'” Thomas Edison’s neologism—“Hello”"—would eventually win the day,
however, and Bell’s choice would gather a century of dust until Mr. Burns came
along to revive it. And to demonstrate just how far The Simpsons is willing to go
to revive a tired gag.

More than anything, though, it’s the show's density that saves it from ever let-
ting its surface humor become one-note. If a catchphrase is intoned or a head
slammed into an overhanging beam, it will likely as not be part of a larger series
or an elaborate parody or a broader episode-length satire, or else it will be fol-
lowed by another joke of another kind altogether. There's simply never any
downtime for jokes to get tired in. This points to one of the show's finest bits of

17. Whence Ahoy-hoy?: Monty Burns’s preferred greeting—Ahoy-hoy—was most likely derived from
the greeting “Ahoy!” used in nautical communications. An alternate theory, however, argues that it
was derived from a Gaelic greeting used in Alexander Graham Bell’s native Scotland.



PLANET SIMPSON

recurring surface humor: the one-off gag. This is often a background detail or non
sequitur, a quick tangent flawlessly integrated into the show to keep the comedic
energy high. A representative example: midway through Episode 9F06 (“New Kid
on the Block”), we find Bart and Lisa’s new babysitter—a hip, tomboyish girl
named Laura—on the phone to Springfield’s underappreciated Afghani restau-
rant, ordering exotic takeout food for their dinner. Cut to an empty restaurant
with a sign reading TWO GUYS FROM KABUL, where two brooding Afghani men
glare at each other over a desk. There is a perfect pregnant pause, and then one
barks at the other, “Sometimes [ think you want to fail!” Then the phone rings,
and the two guys from Kabul wrestle over it as the episode continues along its
merry way. In tone, in timing, in realistic detail—across the board—this is a per-
fect comedic vignette.

Sometimes, golden one-offs like this are used merely as background detail, as
additional density for the hardcore fans to ferret out during repeat viewings. (This
is, in fact, a key reason why The Simpsons has been such a mammoth success in
syndication: each viewing is a revelation.) Again, a single telling example of a
common Simpsonian phenomenon: in Episode 8F04 (“Homer Defined”), we find
the Simpsons at their breakfast table. Homer is reading a newspaper called US of
A Today—a set-up for a quick gag about the dumbed-down and relentlessly boost-
erish American national newspaper USA Today. Lisa voices a criticism of the
paper, and Homer replies thusly: “This is the only paper in America that’s not
afraid to tell the truth—that everything is just fine.” This is something of a one-
off in itself, but the remarkable bit of densifying detail is the headline of the paper
he’s holding, which is a perfect take on USA Today’s brand of chirpy non-news.
“America’s Favorite Pencil,” the headline reads. “#2 [s #1.”

The surface-level one-off gag is also an ongoing testament to The Simpsons’
mastery of the humorous non sequitur. Indeed one of the show’s most beloved
minor characters—Ralph Wiggum, Springfield Elementary’s seven-year-old non
sequitur—generating machine—sends the show off at an oblique angle or two
every time he opens his mouth. Dim little Ralph is always ready with an oddball
or “Oh, boy—sleep!

1

line, something like “Me fail English? That’s unpossible
That'’s where I'm a Viking!” But Ralph’s penchant for nonsensical utterances has
also produced inspired one-offs, such as the time in Episode 1F18 (“Sweet Sey-
mour Skinner’s Baadasssss Song”) that he notices Bart Simpson’s dog (brought to
school for show and tell) crawling by in the classroom’s heating vent. “Um, Miss
Hoover?” Ralph pipes up. “There’s a dog in the vent.” Miss Hoover, wearily:
“Ralph, remember the time you said Snagglepuss was outside?” Ralph, in his
trademark matter-of-fact tone: “He was going to the bathroom.” (For the uniniti-

ated, Snagglepuss was an anthropomorphic pink lion in bow tie and French cuffs
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who starred in the Hanna-Barbera cartoons of the 1960s and was best known for
the catchphrase “Heavens to Murgatroid!”)

It’s not just Ralph, either. In the service of an absurdist one-off, Homer's fa-
ther, Abe, might fall into a dream in which he’s Queen of the Old West, with
the makeup and garters to prove it. Or a fight might break out down at Moe’s
Tavern over who was the best prime minister in British history (Barney the
drunk says Lord Palmerston, baseball legend Wade Boggs votes for Pitt the
Elder). Or Homer might come into Burns’s office while Burns is stoned on ether
and ask him to sponsor his (Homer’s) bowling team, and Burns might mistake
Homer for Poppin’ Fresh, the spokesblob for Pillsbury-brand frozen pastries,
whose “tubes of triple-bleached goo” gave Burns his robust physique, and Burns
might then write Homer a check, and later, sober, Burns might discover it and
wonder why he’d written a check for bowling, and then Burns’s bootlick
Smithers might notice that the memo on the check reads “To my pal Poppin’
Fresh,” and Smithers might then run the data through a computer to see which
employees of the power plant could possibly have passed for Poppin’ Fresh, and
before the computer settles on Homer Simpson, it might first find a partial
match with the greatest one-off Simpsons character of all time, one Pops Fresh-
enmeyer," whose file photo reveals him to be a cartoonish Germanic janitor
with a push-broom moustache. Yes, something like that might happen in the
service of a tangential Simpsons gag.

2) Referential Humor

It is a truism of contemporary pop culture that it is highly derivative, preternatu-
rally self-aware, hyper-allusive. Postmodern, to properly employ an oft-muddied
term. Some of it can indeed appear to be nothing more than a scattershot collage
of references to other things: bits of pop-cultural esoterica, bygone moments in
time, big ideas and long-abandoned theories so deeply embedded in our culture
that we might not even know where they originally came from. It follows, then,
that The Simpsons—as an astute and realistic documentarian of its age—overflows
with allusion and reference and name-checking of phenomena both recent and
archaic. In fact, the show is a sprawling study in postmodernist self-reference and
a ground-breaking, pace-setting practitioner of the unique brand of comedy—Iet’s
call it “referential humor’—produced by postmodern culture. Such referential

18. Autobiographical Note: As of this writing, there are no two words yet extant in the annals of
human communications that are as likely to send me into a fit of hysterical giggling as these two
words: “Pops Freshenmeyer.” Such is the extraordinary power of a great one-oft gag on The Simpsons.
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humor is so central to The Simpsons that it deserves its own chapter. (Good thing,
then, that I've included one: Chapter 10.)

For now, it should be sufficient to note that referential humor is a core tool in
the show’s comedy and a key component of its satire. And, quickly, to take a look
at a couple of prime examples of the phenomenon—one a blink-and-you'll-miss-
it incidental gag, the other an extended, multipronged parody.

First, the incidental gag. It’s nothing more than some set-dressing for Episode
9F11 (“Selma’s Choice”), a background detail as the Simpsons stop for a quick
bite to eat on their way to the funeral of Marge’s Aunt Gladys. As they pull up to
the restaurant, we catch a glimpse of a sign that reads: THE BUZZING SIGN DINER.
The lettering is in neon; the sign is buzzing. The gag is built on the hoary cliché
of old-time Hollywood that every grimy diner has a run-down, buzzing neon sign
out front. The sign’s message refers to its own condition, and that condition refers
to a phenomenon that’s a stereotypical element of old movies. It’s a deconstruc-
tion of a deconstruction of a cliché. This serves as incidental detail, a concise,
workable summary of what's meant by the term “postmodern.”

The extended parody occurs in Episode 8F18 (“A Streetcar Named Marge”).
In the episode, Marge lands a part in a community theatre production of a play
called Oh! Streetcar!—a musical adaptation of Tennessee Williams's A Streetcar
Named Desire—and she has to enroll Maggie in daycare so she can attend re-
hearsals. Maggie winds up at the Ayn Rand School for Tots, a daycare center built
on the austere, hyper-individualistic philosophical principles of Ayn Rand (best
known for her novels The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged). Signs on the walls of
the daycare center read A IS A and HELPING IS FUTILE, misbehavior is sternly pun-
ished by solitary confinement, and parental substitutes —especially pacifiers—are
strictly forbidden. All of this is consistent with the extreme self-reliance advo-
cated by Rand (and more fanatically by her latter-day disciples). The confiscation
of the pacifiers, meanwhile, sets up the second layer of the parody: an extended
homage to The Great Escape in which pacifier-dependent Maggie and her fellow
tots rig up an elaborate, marvelously inventive scheme to sneak Maggie into the
school director’s office to retrieve their pacifiers, which plays out to The Great Es-
cape’s famous theme music. Post-liberation, Maggie tosses the pacifiers to her co-
conspirators like candy at a VE Day parade, and the floor of the vast main hall of
the Ayn Rand School for Tots is soon filled with babies contentedly munching on
their pacifiers, setting up the final parody inspired by this subplot. When Homer
arrives to pick up Maggie, he’s confronted with a preternaturally quiet room full
of tots, their eyes following him carefully, the slurping sounds of their pacifier-
sucking echoing eerily in the large room. Homer tiptoes through the maze of ba-
bies, retrieves Maggie and backs out cautiously—finishing this absurd,
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babies-as-predatory-birds allusion to the climactic scene in Alfred Hitchcock’s
The Birds.

So there you have it: in a minor subplot about Maggie’s adventures in daycare,
we're given a wicked parody of Ayn Rand’s philosophy and hilarious, note-perfect
homages to Steve McQueen and Hitchcock.

And that, for now, is all you really need to know about just how expertly The
Simpsons employs referential humor.

3) The Good Joke, Better Joke Principle

One of the most widely held theories used to answer the simple but enigmatic
question of why humans laugh is called “incongruity theory.” As Tad Friend ex-
plains in a 2002 New Yorker article, the theory traces its roots to seventeenth-
century philosopher Blaise Pascal, who observed, “Nothing produces laughter
more than a surprising disproportion between that which one expects and that
which one sees.” “According to incongruity theory,” Friend writes, “in the joke ‘I
went to my doctor for shingles—he sold me aluminum siding,’ our (tiny) pleasure
arises in two stages: surprise and then coherence. The seeming story line of the
joke (the doctor will treat shingles, the disease) collapses, but we instantly realize
that the anomaly can be explained by another story line (the doctor sells shingles,
the product).”

But there is, Friend notes, a more recent theory, put forward by an Austrian
psychologist named Willibald Ruch, that argues for the existence of a third stage.
Here's Friend, paraphrasing Ruch:

In this new wrinkle on incongruity theory, the third stage is “detecting that actually
what makes sense . . . is pleasant nonsense,” that “the ability to ‘'make sense,’ to
solve problems, has been ‘misused’'—and this feeling is generally associated with
pleasure.” This third-stage realization, Ruch says, is what makes us laugh.

Or, more precisely, while the second stage of the process might make us titter, the
third stage is what makes us really bust a gut. It’s only a theory, of course, but The
Simpsons is in many ways a long-form proof of it, inasmuch as there’s probably
never been another comedic enterprise that’s milked as much humor from incon-
gruity as The Simpsons has.

[ronic juxtaposition, the inversion of expectation, the twisting and bending of

these are as central to The

long-standing cultural forms into clever new shapes
Simpsons’ humor as Homer’s stupidity. In Episode 1F13 (“Deep Space Homer"),

for example, an inversion of a common conversational tic’s expected implication
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gives rise to one of the finest single comic lines in the show’s history. The line
comes at the end of a grueling competition between Homer and Barney to see
which one NASA will select as the token blue-collar slob on its next manned mis-
sion to space. “Gentlemen,” a NASA official tells them, “you’ve both worked very
hard, and in a way, you're both winners. But in another more accurate way, Bar-
ney’s the winner.”

At their full-bore riffing best, these sorts of gags are responsible for a Simpson-
ian phenomenon I'll call the “Good Joke, Better Joke Gag”—that is, a gag se-
quence in which the first (more obvious, more expected) good joke is spun into
another or even several more (unexpected, incongruous) better jokes. A bit of ab-
surdist wordplay, for example, might set up a quick, expectation-inverting tan-
gent, as it does in Episode 1FO7 (“The Last Temptation of Homer”), when Homer
becomes smitten with a sexy new co-worker. He heads down to Moe’s Tavern for
some discreet, bartenderly advice about his romantic quandary. “See,” Homer says
to Moe, “I've got this friend named . . . ” He pauses, obviously hunting for a plau-
sible pseudonym. “Joey Jo-Jo . . . Junior . . . Shabadoo ... ” Moe, not buying the
ruse, cuts him off: “That’s the worst name I ever heard.” A man sitting at the bar
jumps to his feet, bursts into tears and flees in shame. Barney calls sympathetically
after him, “Hey! Joey Jo-Jo!”

More elaborate are the show’s many sequences in which a single gag is reiter-
ated several different ways, reaching higher peaks each time. Each new peak is a
surprise, and the impact is cumulative: the final gag in a Good Joke, Better Joke
sequence is much funnier than it would be on its own, and exponentially funnier
than the first in the series. A case study: in Episode 1F07, there’s a sequence of
events that demonstrates Mr. Burns’s disdain for the safety of his workers and the
lawfulness of his power plant. It begins after a particularly flagrant abuse of safety
regulations draws the attention of the Department of Labor, which sends a gaggle
of agents to descend into the plant on ropes to accost Burns. (A subtle Good
Joke, playing on the drab image of government bureaucrats.) “This man is an ille-
gal alien!” declares one of the agents, pointing to the swarthy-looking drone next
to Burns. “That’s preposterous!” Burns fumes. “Zutroy here is as American as
apple pie.” Zutroy then bleats out a few syllables in some odd, utterly unintelligi-
ble accent. (Better Joke.) Another agent points out that they found a missing
Brazilian soccer team working in the plant’s reactor core. “That plane crashed on

9B

my property!” Burns rages. (Better Joke squared.) Finally, the officials demand to
see changes—a female employee, for starters. “All right,” Burns reluctantly con-
cedes. “I'll bring in a woman. But I still stand by my hiring policies.” The moment
Burns finishes this declaration, a duck waddles by, clad in a hard hat and dragging

,”

a wagon. The duck quacks plaintively. “Get back to work, Stuart!” Burns barks.

(Better Joke cubed.)
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In a Good Joke, Better Joke sequence like this one, a momentum is built, a
harmonious combination of comedic elements that come together into some-
thing that’s almost symphonic. Almost.

4) Symphonic Humor

If Burns’s sketchy-hiring-practices sequence is merely a skilful quartet, rest assured
that Simpsonian humor, at its best, is the comedic equivalent of a full symphony.
Especially during the Golden Age, Simpsons gags sometimes display a perfection
of pitch and cadence, a gemlike exquisiteness of form and a mastery of execution.
These are moments of true aesthetic genius. This is symphonic humor.

These moments, though, need not be drawn out to an operetta’s length, nor
do they necessarily need full brass and woodwind sections. Sometimes, indeed,
they are blinkingly brief. 'm thinking here of a background detail in Episode
3F21 (“Homerpalooza”), an extended parody of the alternative-rock phenome-
non in early—1990s pop music in which Homer is recruited to tour as a sideshow
freak with the Hullabalooza Festival, a Lollapalooza-like rock festival. Homer’s re-
cruitment occurs when he takes Bart and Lisa to check out the Springfield stop
on the tour. In the first excited flush of arrival, Homer and his kids wander
through a maze of merchandise stalls and non-musical attractions. As they ex-
plore, they wander past an elaborate attraction fronted by a banner that reads
BUNGEE JUMP AGAINST RACISM. In four words, in the background of a scene, The
Simpsons has summarized, deflated and laid to rest the uniquely vapid brand of po-
litical activism so common in the early 1990s and its intersection with faux-rebel-
lious lifestyle trends. In four words.

On other occasions, The Simpsons can reach symphonic pitch in a one-off gag
that riffs on a deeply engrained pop-cultural trope or an established sequence of
Simpsonian gags—or both. A paramount example: over the years, events on the
show have made it clear that Seymour Skinner, the principal of Springfield Ele-
mentary School, is a deeply scarred Vietnam veteran. In a Season 3 episode, for
example, he mentions in passing that he saw “some awful things in 'Nam” as he
contemplates the defacement of the statue of the school’s mascot. By Season 4,
he's having full-fledged flashbacks, on one occasion breaking down over the
school’s public address system as he recalls the Valentine’s Day massacre of his old
platoon mate Johnny. This sets the stage for Skinner’s extraordinary monologue
in Episode 3F10 (“Team Homer”), which comes about when Bart arrives at school
in a T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan DOWN WITH HOMEWORK. When Bart dis-
plays the shirt for his classmates, it inspires a full-blown riot, and he winds up in
Skinner’s office. “So,” Skinner says solemnly, eyeing the T-shirt. “We meet again,
Mad magazine.” Bart asks him how he knows where it came from. Skinner walks
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to his office window. And there, stage-lit by the Venetian blinds, he delivers a
soliloquy:

The year was 1968. We were on recon in a steaming Mekong delta. An overheated
private removed his flak jacket, revealing a T-shirt with an iron-on sporting the Mad
slogan up witH mini-skirTs. Well, we all had a good laugh, even though | didn’t quite
understand it. But our momentary lapse of concentration allowed Charlie to get
the drop on us. | spent the next three years in a POW camp, forced to subsist on a
thin stew of fish, vegetables, prawns, coconut milk—and four kinds of rice. [With
angry passion] | came close to madness trying to find it here in the States, but they
just can’t get the spices right . . .

This is a fantastic goof on the long-standing argument that the anti-authori-
tarian Mad magazine of the 1950s was a significant contributor to the social revolt
of the 1960s in America. And there’s a fine bit of characterization in there: of
course ultra-bland, ruler-straight Skinner didn’t get even the crudest of “subver-
sive” gags. The timing, too, is superlative: the brief pause before the kicker—"“four
kinds of rice”—as Skinner explains his subsistence meal, the sudden anger as he
bemoans his inability to duplicate it back home. But more than any of that, this is
simply a masterful use of inverted expectation, a revelatory twist on the pop
stereotype of the haunted Vietnam vet with his tales of brutal torture. For how,
after all, do an increasing number of us in the West most commonly interact with
Vietnam but by dining on its delicious food? How many of us—especially those of
us too young to have experienced the war firsthand—now find it impossible to
dehumanize the people of Vietnam and to accept their portrayal in so many
movies about the war as faceless, torture-happy thugs because (at the very least)
we regularly gain firsthand experience of the Vietnamese people and their culture
directly at the myriad Vietnamese restaurants that dot our cityscapes? Every refer-
ence the show made to Skinner’s tour of duty in Vietnam to this point was a mas-
sive set-up for this spectacular reversal. This is the sort of gag you refer to in lieu
of expanding your own arguments in conversation with your peers.

At their very best, The Simpsons’ symphonic sequences find a level of looping,
multilayered humor that functions so densely and on so many fronts that they
achieve a kind of transcendence. There is, for example, a sequence in Episode
1F13 (“Deep Space Homer”) that’s quite simply among the finest comedic mo-
ments in the history of television. It utilizes sicht gags and ironic juxtapositions
and comic allusions. It’s got a satirical layer, some parody, several unexpected in-
congruities. It begins with “average-naut” Homer in outer space, tearing open a
bag of Ruffles potato chips. The chips float off in all directions in the zero-gravity
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cabin. Race Banyon, one of Homer's fellow astronauts, notes anxiously that they
could clog the instruments. The other—Buzz Aldrin—has a bigger worry. “Care-
ful!” he exclaims in horror. “They’re ruffled!” Homer springs into action, releasing
his safety belt and floating gracefully around the capsule to devour the bobbing
chips, his elegant journey an homage to the spacecraft ballet in Stanley Kubrick’s
2001: A Space Odyssey. It looks like Homer’s saved the day, but then he acciden-
tally smashes into the capsule’s experimental ant colony, sending ants and shards
of glass careening throughout the cabin (and possibly ruining forever NASA’s
chances of determining whether ants can be taught to sort tiny screws in space).
Cut to mission control down on terra firma, where a NASA official informs the as-
tronauts that the musician James Taylor is going to play them some of his own
brand of laidback adult contemporary music. And so the chaotic scene inside the
capsule is set to the serene strains of Taylor’s “Fire and Rain.”

Then cut to Kent Brockman with continuing coverage of the space mission.
After a quick intro, Brockman goes live to the space capsule—just as one of the
free-floating ants bobs by inches in front of the camera lens, filling the screen.
Brockman wastes no time in jumping to conclusions. In grave tones, he sums up
the scene:

Ladies and gentlemen, uh, we've just lost the picture, but, uh, what we've seen
speaks for itself. The Corvair spacecraft has apparently been taken over—"con-
quered,” if you will—by a master race of giant space ants. It's difficult to tell from
this vantage point whether they will consume the captive Earthmen or merely en-
slave them. One thing is for certain: there is no stopping them—the ants will soon
be here. [Turns to second camera, then somewhat jovially] And |, for one, welcome
our new insect overlords. I'd like to remind them that as a trusted TV personality |
can be helpful in rounding up others to toil in their underground sugar caves.

It’s worth noting that towards the end of Brockman’s treasonous commentary,
an artist’s depiction of his sci-fi scenario appears over his shoulder. [t should be
noted, too, that this whole sequence transpires in less than three minutes, and
that the episode continues along at this breakneck pace and further elaborates
some of the gags. (When we return to Brockman's anchor desk a few scenes later,
for example, there’s a hand-lettered sign taped up on the wall behind him that
reads HAIL ANTS.)

There’s a lot more that could be noted about this sequence, and about this
episode. Here’s one last thing: it’s certainly one of the strongest episodes of The
Simpsons, no doubt about it. Definitely in the Top Five. But it’s not the best
episode ever.
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Satirical Anatomy (III): Best. Episode. Ever.

Drum roll please. (Actually, before we get down to it, I should mention that [ was
firm in the following judgement well before Entertainment Weekly went and made
the same pick for best-ever Simpsons episode. | can produce witnesses.) Ahem.
Drum roll please. The best episode of The Simpsons ever made—the one that most
deftly combines all the many elements of its expansive setting and skewed realism
and enduring characterization and stinging satire—is Episode 9F15 (“Last Exit to
Springfield”)."”

And in light of this honor, let’s examine 9F15 in its entirety, shall we?

TV Guide summarized the plot thusly: “Homer’s brain serves him well in ne-
gotiations with Burns over the union dental plan, which is of great importance to
the braces-bound Lisa. Dr. Joyce Brothers has a cameo.” The episode tells the tale

19. First Among Equals: When you're talking about a show as good as The Simpsons, any of its five—
or ten, or twenty—best episodes rank among the finest moments in TV history, and certainly any of
the Top Five is as worthy as any other of the coveted title of “Best. Episode. Ever.” So, then, in order of
original air date, here are my picks for the five best Simpsons episodes of all time:

¢ Episode 9F10 (“Marge vs. the Monorail”): It’s got a great opening sequence (Mr. Burns personally
stuffs drums of toxic waste into tree trunks and then buys the statue of Justice at his trial). It’s got
one of the finest song-and-dance numbers in Simpsons history—the rousing “Monorail!” song a
professional con man uses to sell Springfield on same. Throw in brilliant voice work from Phil
Hartman as the monorail-hawking huckster Lyle Lanley, a merciless self-lampoon by celebrity
guest star Leonard Nimoy, Homer as a monorail conductor, and a town-charter gag, and you've
got a classic on your hands.
Episode 9F15 (“Last Exit to Springfield”): Discussed at length here.
Episode 1FO1 (“Rosebud”): An extended homage to Citizen Kane, with C. Montgomery Burns
standing in for Charles Foster Kane. Plus Homer having nightmares about Sheriff Lobo and stay-
ing up all night to eat sixty-four slices of American cheese, the Ramones giving possibly the
finest guest musical performance ever (a punked-up “Happy Birthday” for Burns), a historical
montage featuring Charles Lindbergh and Adolf Hitler, and a snippet from the beloved TV
dance show Soul Mass Transit System. Genius.
Episode 1F13 (“Deep Space Homer”): In addition to the aforementioned space-ants sequence,
this warp-speed-paced episode’s got super-intelligent chimps, savage five-second parodies of Mar-
ried . . . with Children and Home Improvement, Homer making angry phone calls to NASA and the
White House, Homer lapsing delusionally into a scene from Planet of the Apes, Homer relating a
tragic anecdote about how he missed out on meeting Mr. T at the mall, and Homer humming the
jingle for Golden Grahams cereal in the face of impending doom. Plus Buzz Aldrin announcing,
“Second comes right after first!” 1F13’s second to none.
Episode 3F24 (“El Viaje Misterioso de Nuestro Jomer”): The obligatory controversial choice. Yes,
it does get overly sentimental at the end, and the reference to John Gray’s Men Are from Mars,
Women Are from Venus is cringe-worthy. But the chili cook-off’s a hoot, the psychedelic journey
Homer sets off on after eating a Guatemalan insanity pepper is the high-water mark for Simpson-
ian animation, and Homer’s hunt for his soulmate inspires classic gags involving gay black males,
furniture salesmen, Batman and short shorts. And Johnny Cash as Homer's spirit-guiding coyote?
Best. Celebrity casting. Ever. Johnny Cash trumps John Gray, and the dreamscape of Homer's
antacid trip seals it.

| |
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of Homer’s short-lived job as union president during a heated labor dispute at the
Springfield Nuclear Power Plant. It is sometimes called “the strike episode.”

Note first that the title of this episode—*Last Exit to Springfield”—is a play on
Last Exit to Brooklyn, Hubert Selby’s scathing literary portrait of twentieth-century
labor relations. In addition to being funny pretty much from first frame to last, the
episode is a veritable primer in twentieth-century labor history. It references
Depression-era folk songs, Jimmy Hoffa-era thuggery, and modern-day corruption
and decay. The episode mocks the American health care system and British oral
hygiene habits. There are references to Citizen Kane, Batman, the Three Stooges,
the Beatles and Dr. Seuss. Episode 9F15 of The Simpsons should be taught in
schools, in history, economics, social studies, literature and art classes. It’s flawless.

The only thing about 9F15 that’s less than full-blown genius is its opening
credits. As with every other episode of The Simpsons, 9F15’s credits feature a
“chalkboard gag” (the line Bart’s writing on the chalkboard as the credit sequence
begins) and a “couch gag” (a twist of events that befalls the Simpson family at the
end of every credit sequence as they converge on their living-room couch to
watch TV). This episode’s chalkboard gag is surprisingly flatc: MUD IS NOT ONE OF
THE 4 FOOD GROUPS. This in a space that’s featured everything from far cleverer
kiddie humor (THERE WAS NO ROMAN GOD NAMED “FARTACUS”) to political pun-
ditry (FIVE DAYS IS NOT TOO LONG TO WAIT FOR A GUN) to arch self-reference (1 AM
NOT A 32-YEAR-OLD WOMAN). Its couch gag, meanwhile, is fun if unspectacular:
the couch transforms into a tentacled brown monster that swallows the Simpsons
up as they settle into it. (By way of example of an inspired couch gag, one of them
has the family entering the living room and running to the couch on different
planes, as if moving through an M.C. Escher painting.)

As soon as 9F15 gets underway, however, all vestiges of mediocrity are quickly
eradicated. It opens with a broad satire of ultra-violent, under-intelligent action
movies—some formulaic clunker in which a mustachioed arch-villain named
Mendoza is holding a lavish dinner party to introduce his “most diabolical cre-
ation, Swank—ten times more addictive than marijuana.” (A clever shot in pass-
ing at American war-on-drugs rhetoric, marijuana having been proven non-
addictive in countless scientific studies.) The moment after Mendoza raises a
toast to human misery, however, muscled action hero McBain suddenly explodes
out of the ice sculpture on the banquet table and immediately utters a Teutoni-
cally accented line of stereotypical dry cool wit: “Ice to see you.” McBain then
opens fire with an Uzi, annihilating everyone in the room, including the cellist
who was playing the dinner music, and leaving only Mendoza unharmed. Alas,
our hero is felled by a poisoned salmon puff, collapsing to the floor as Mendoza
bursts into maniacal laughter.
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Cut to the Simpson living room, where Homer tells Bart that no one in real
life could possibly be that evil. Then cut to the office of nuclear-plant titan C.
Montgomery Burns, who’s midway through a maniacal laugh identical to Men-
doza’s as he watches a laborer dangling from a scaffolding outside his enormous
office window. It turns out Burns is waiting for a representative from the union
that defends the nuclear plant’s workers. The rep is late. “He hasn’t been seen,”
Burns’s lackey Smithers notes, “since he promised to clean up the union.” Cut
quickly to a football game, where a player trips over a pile of raised earth in the
shape of a human body—an allusion to the long-standing rumor that postwar
Teamsters boss Jimmy Hoffa was killed by the Mafia and buried under a football
stadium that was then under construction in New Jersey. Cut back to the power
plant, where Burns is going over the new union contract. Outraged at its myriad
benefits and perks, he’s sent into a reverie about how much better it was in the
old days.

And so cut to a magnificent flashback, a dense thirty-second précis of labor
relations during the industrial revolution in America. It’s Springfield in 1909, and
a curly haired, lollipop-licking Burns is accompanying his grandfather to his
atom-smashing factory. Burns the elder finds a few stray atoms in a departing
worker’s pocket lint and has him carried off by his goons. As the kid is dragged
away, he calls back in the squeaky voice used for generic service-industry drones
in modern-day Springfield: “You can’t treat the working man this way. One day
we'll form a union and get the fair and equitable treatment we deserve! Then
we'll go too far and get corrupt and shiftless, and the Japanese will eat us alive!”

“The Japanese?” Burns the elder retorts xenophobically. “Those sandal-wear-
ing goldfish tenders? Bosh! Flimshaw!” Burns, back in present day, tells Smithers
ruefully, “We should have listened to that boy, instead of walling him up in the
abandoned coke oven.”

In a series of short, snappy scenes, it transpires that Burns has arbitrarily cut
the dental plan from his plant’s union contract and Lisa Simpson has learned that
she needs braces. Along the way, poor Ralph Wiggum has been made to look
through The Big Book of British Smiles (a series of headshots of smiling Britons
with crooked, chipped and rotten teeth), and Bart has briefly lapsed into the dic-
tion of a turn-of-the-century carny.

It has presumably become apparent by now that, even by the lofty standards
of The Simpsons, Episode 9F15 is black-hole dense with plot, characterization and
gaggery. That’s one of the things that separates it from garden-variety Simpsonian
genius: not only is the episode an almost-uninterrupted string of great jokes, but
every shot in this comedic barrage serves to further the plot, or at least keep it
moving along at warp speed.
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Next up is a meeting of Local 643 of the International Brotherhood of Jazz
Dancers, Pastry Chefs and Nuclear Technicians. After everyone laughs heartily at
the notion that their absentee union rep is anything other than six feet under, the
assembled membership quickly agrees to trade its dental plan for a free keg of beer
at every meeting. As Homer waits in line for his complimentary Duff, however, a
realization slowly dawns on him. Slowly, slowly, slowly dawns on him: again and
again, Homer hears Lenny’s voice calling out, “Dental plan,” then Marge’s voice
saying, “Lisa needs braces.” Homer stands, his face a blank slate, as these two
phrases rattle around for eight full repetitions. (Like Sideshow Bob's encounter
with numerous rakes, it only starts to get funny by around number five, but by the
eighth one, it’s just hilarious.) Finally, Homer realizes that losing the dental plan
will mean he’ll have to pay for Lisa’s braces, and he springs into action to rally his
union brothers against the deal. This sets up an absurd one-off in which Homer
asks one of his co-workers, Gummy Joe, where he’d be without the dental plan.
Gummy Joe turns out to be a grizzled old man in knee breeches, undershirt and
floppy hat—a nineteenth-century gold prospector who nonetheless apparently
works at Springfield Nuclear Power Plant—and he calls back to Homer, “Well, 1
wouldn’t have old Chomper here, that's for sure.” Then he uses old Chomper, his
one remaining tooth, to poke open a can of pop. In a remarkable feat of comedic
balance, Gummy Joe somehow doesn’t derail the satirical realism—we seamlessly
return to the vote on the union contract. It is summarily rejected, Homer is
elected union president, and two beer mugs clink together to bring the first act of
9F15 to a close.

Act Two opens with the Simpsons at the breakfast table, talking over the
news of Homer’s rise in the ranks of organized labor—and his opportunity to
make lifelong connections to the world of organized crime. “Mmmm,” says
Homer. “Organized crime.” He then drifts into a fantasy, a send-up of The Godfa-
ther, Part I1, in which “Don Homer,” in white suit and hat, saunters through a typ-
ical street scene from New York in the 1920s, accepting special donuts as gifts
from pushcart vendors and peasant women.

Back in real life, things roll along through a few quick cuts to Lisa’s dental sur-
gery. She’s gassed for the procedure, which sets up another flawlessly executed
parody, this time of the Beatles film Yellow Submarine. Lisa’s nitrous oxide—
induced trip sees her floating through a gleefully animated Day-Glo dream-
scape—an excellent example of The Simpsons’ ability, when it’s warranted, to be
straight-up cartoony—that ends with her drifting over a submarine-load of Beat-
les just before they plow into a campy drawing of Queen Victoria. (Look, fellas,”
Ringo calls as Lisa sails by, “it’s Lisa in the sky.” “No diamonds, though,” Paul

replies.) Lisa then comes to in the dentist’s chair and calls maniacally—as per
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Jack Nicholson’s Joker in Batman—for a mirror to see the hideous results of being
ficted with braces from a time before stainless steel.

Cut now to Burns Manor, where Homer has been dragged by Burns's hired
goons to talk over their contract dispute. (This scene opens, incidentally, with
Burns in a lavish aviary feeding a vulture in a blink-and-miss-it allusion to Citizen
Kane.) Burns starts off the proceedings by giving Homer a tour of his enormous
mansion, precipitating one of the greatest one-off gags in Simpsons history: Burns
shows Homer a special room in which a thousand harried, chain-smoking, over-
worked-writer monkeys are furiously pecking away at a thousand typewriters.
Burns tears a sheet from one of the typewriters. ““It was the best of times, it was
the blurst of times’?” Burns reads. “You stupid monkey!” Burns crumples the paper
and hurls it at the monkey, who has missed the opening sentence of Charles
Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities by three letters. During the negotiations, Homer’s
pressing need to urinate leads Burns to think he’s too tough to crack. So Burns
flies Homer back to the Simpson home by helicopter, promises to crush him like a
bug, falls out of said helicopter, gets airlifted off on a gurney (again threatening to
crush Homer like a bug), and only abandons his diabolical laughter when his gur-
ney rams into the chimney of a nearby house. There follows a union meeting and
a vote to strike, and finally Act Two is through.

The final act opens at the plant gate, where Lisa strums a guitar and sings a
1930s-style pro-union folk song. Burns looks down on the scene from his Eva
Perén—style balcony, and orders Smithers to bring him some Depression-style
strikebreakers. He gets what he asked for: an office full of tired senior citizens, in-
cluding Homer’s father, Abe, who launches into a meandering monologue that’s
probably his finest comedic turn ever:

We can't bust heads like we used to, but we have our ways. One of them is to tell
‘em stories that don’t go anywhere. Like the time | caught the ferry to Shelbyville?
I needed a new heel for m'shoe. So [ decided to go to Morganville, which is what
we called Shelbyville in those days. So | tied an onion to my belt—which was the
style at the time. Now, to take the ferry cost a nickel. And in those days, nickels
had pictures of bumblebees on them. “Gimme five bees for a quarter,” you'd say.
Now where were we? Oh yeah. The important thing is that | had an onion tied to
my belt—which was the style at the time. They didn’t have white onions because
of the war. All you could get was those big yellow ones . . .

Exhausted by this monologue, Burns tries another tack—he sets upon the
mob with a firehose, setting up a sight gag in which the force of the water sends
him flying into the air. Meanwhile, Lisa reprises her protest song and does a quick
run-through of “Classical Gas” for Lenny.
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Cut now to a gaily animated sequence of Burns and Smithers running the
plant themselves, set to a jovial soundtrack out of a 1940s comedy. And then cut
to an episode of Kent Brockman’s award-winning current affairs program Smart-
line, where the night’s topic is “The Power Plant Strike: Argle-Bargle or
Fooforah?” After being advised not to talk to union kingpin Homer Simpson,
Brockman hands the program over to Burns for his requested opening tirade.
Burns threatens to wreak a terrible vengeance on Springfield, from which no one
will be spared. “A chilling vision of things to come,” Brockman cheerfully sum-
marizes. And so cut to the power plant, and to a magnificent escalating-irony gag
in which Burns and Smithers pass through a series of locked doors and secret pas-
sages (lifted from the opening sequence of the 1960s sitcom Get Smart) to get to
the room containing the plant’s master switch, only to find that the room’s rick-
ety screen door is unlocked, half off its hinges and open to the outside world, and
that a stray dog is squatting there. Undaunted, Burns quotes Moby Dick—"“from
hell’s heart I stab at thee”—and then shuts off the power to the whole town. In
downtown Springfield, rioting and looting commence immediately, and a crowd
of townsfolk gathers around a fully lit scrolling LED sign displaying the message
TOTAL BLACKOUT IN SPRINGFIELD in bright electric lights. (Do note the molasses-
thick irony.)*

Okay. Take a deep breath. We've reached the climax, the big finish, the splen-
diferously brilliant referential gag that’s going to top off this extraordinary
episode. Here it comes: plunged into darkness, the protesters pause; then Lisa
starts strumming her guitar, and they launch once again into song. The sound of
their singing fades into the background as we pan up to Burns's balcony, where he
steps to the edge and cocks an ear. His malevolent smile is just a bit over-wide, his
eyes a touch droopier than usual, turning him into a dead ringer for one of the
greatest cartoon villains of all time: the Grinch, from Dr. Seuss’s How the Grinch
Stole Christmas. Hearing the voices of the protesters, Burns out-Seusses Seuss:
“Look at them all, through the darkness I'm bringing. They're not sad at all—
they’re actually singing!” He pulls Smithers’s face to his with a tug of his bootlick’s
tie. “They sing without juicers.” (Pause, push away, consider, tug again on the

20. A Case Study in Ironic Background Detailing: In Episode 7FO7 (“Bart vs. Thanksgiving”), Bart
joins his father in the living room to watch the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, a New York holiday
tradition whose chief attractions have long included numerous giant balloons in the shape of cartoon
characters. As Bullwinkle and Underdog go floating by on the Simpsons’ TV screen, Bart points out
that he’s never seen any of these characters before, and suggests that characters from “cartoons made
in the last fifty years” should be added. Homer replies, “Son, this is a tradition. If they start building a
balloon for every flash-in-the-pan cartoon character, you'll turn the parade into a farce.” Midway
through Homer’s lecture, the TV screen—unnoticed by him and his son—fills with a giant balloon of
Bart Simpson.
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tie.) “They sing without blenders.” (Pause, push, consider, tug, deliver perfect
final line.) “They sing without flunjers, capdabblers and smendlers!”

Burns is now ready to deal, so he meets in a boardroom with Homer and gives
the union back its dental plan in exchange for Homer stepping down as its head.
Homer falls to the floor, whoop-whoop-whoop-whooping like Curly the Stooge as
he spins in a circle. Burns notes that Homer’s not the brilliant tactician he
thought he was. Around Springfield, the lights come back on; the neon signs of
the nudie clubs flash luridly once again; the spout down at Fake Vomit Inc. re-
sumes splatting out puddles of imitation puke. And Lisa, wearing fancy new
braces, is joined in the dentist’s office by her whole family. “Oh, honey,” Marge
notes happily, “you can hardly see your new braces.” Lisa, button-cute: “And
that’s the tooth!”

All of them laugh heartily at the pun, in a broad parody of the way 1970s sit-
coms would end with the whole cast gathered and giggling over the crazy adven-
ture they'd just had. Pause for a beat. The dentist speaks up: “Oops—I left the gas
on.” Everyone laughs heartily once again. Fade to credits.

And that, folks, is about the finest, funniest half-hour in TV history.

And that’s the tooth.

(Wait a beat.)

(Tumbleweed blows by.)

Well, fine, then—you think up a wittier ending for your big sprawling semi-
exhaustive overview of the life and times of The Simpsons.

Ach. Ingrates.
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HOMER'S ODYSSEY

Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)

—WALT WHITMAN, “SONG OF MYSELF”
Damn you, Walt Whitman!

I! Hate! You! Walt! Freaking! Whitman!
“Leaves of Grass,” my ass!

—HOMER SIMPSON, KICKING WALT WHITMAN'S GRAVESTONE FOR
PUNCTUATION, EPiSODE 3F06 ("MOTHER SIMPSON")

On Homer Simpson and the
Contradictions of American Society

few things you should know about Homer Jay Simpson: He is thirty-six
years old (thirty-nine in one inconsistent instance), married to Marge and a
father of three. Namesake either of Matt Groening's real-life father or of a charac-
ter in Nathanael West’s novel The Day of the Locust, or possibly both.! Born and

1. Homer’s Other Namesake: The Day of the Locust is a relentlessly bleak satirical novel about 1930s
Hollywood that portrays Tinseltown as a “dream dump” rife with decay and misery. Homer Simpson is
a pathetic transplanted Midwesterner “without hope” whose “anguish is basic and permanent,” and
whose only brief moments of joy in the novel come from caring for a cold, manipulative wannabe ac-
tress. Matt Groening claimed in several interviews at the peak of Simpsons-mania in 1990 that the
novel was the source of Homer's name (if precious little of his character, except perhaps the basic stu-
pidity thing). “It’s sort of using that character’s name to remind me of some of the holes | could posst
bly fall into, moving to Hollywood,” Groening told a wire-service reporter. Elsewhere and at other
times, Groening claimed that Homer was named after his father.
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raised in Springfield, USA. Safety inspector at the Springfield Nuclear Power
Plant. One-time astronaut. One-time mascot for the Springfield [sotopes baseball
team. One-time bootlegger. Erstwhile “Chosen One”—the godhead of a secret so-
ciety called the Stonecutters. Former food critic for the Springfield Shopper. Lead
singer and songwriter for the barbershop quartet the Be Sharps (huge in 1985 and
then immediately and completely forgotten). Honorary citizen of the city of Win-
nipeg, Manitoba.* Number 22 in a 1995 Chicago Tribune ranking and number 10
in a 2002 TV Guide ranking of the greatest TV characters of all time (neither of
which give Homer anywhere near enough credit). Number 6 on British newspa-
per The Independent’s list of the greatest accidental heroes of the twentieth cen-
tury (which almost does). Undisputed primary protagonist and unlikely hero of
The Simpsons since at least its third season.

Homer J. Simpson: America’s latest, greatest Everyman. “Three centuries
from now, English professors are going to be regarding Homer Simpson as one of
the greatest creations in human storytelling”—so decrees Robert Thompson, the
director of Syracuse University's Center for the Study of Popular Television and
past president of the International Popular Culture Association. Now we're get-
ting somewhere. But enough of your borax, Poindexter. Let’s move on to some of
mine. Let’s talk about Homer.

Homer is best known as a donut-munching, beer-swilling, TV-ogling slob
whose most famous utterance—added to the august Oxford English Dictionary in
June 2001—is an “annoyed grunt” that goes like this: D’oh!* His simple-minded-
ness, his stupidity, his sometimes absolute subservience to his basest desires—

2. Homer J. Simpson, Winnipegger: No joke—on May 30, 2003, the Winnipeg City Council for-
mally granted honorary citizenship to Homer Simpson in a ceremony attended by more than three
hundred fellow citizens, several local officials and representatives from Global TV (The Simpsons’
Canadian broadcaster). It started with an off-the-cuff remark Matt Groening made at the Just for
Laughs comedy festival in Montreal in 2002. Noting that Homer was patterned—very loosely—after
his father (Homer Groening), who was born in Canada, Groening the younger speculated haphazardly
about the exact location. “Uh, if you went straight north from Kansas, where would that be? Win-
nipeg? Yes, Winnipeg!” A Regina Leader Post reporter later ferreted out conclusive evidence that
Homer Groening was in fact born in Main Centre, Saskatchewan, a small Mennonite community
near Regina.

3. Three Fun Facts About D’oh!

1) The origins of D'oh!: An Ullman-era Simpsons script called for Homer to respond to an unfortu-
nate turn of events thusly: (annoyed grunt). Dan Castellaneta, the voice actor who plays Homer, im-
provised the exclamation D’oh! It stuck.

2) The godfather of D'oh!: Castellaneta freely admits that he lifted Homer's famous catchphrase
from James Finlayson, a Scottish actor who played a bald, cross-eyed villain in a number of Laurel and
Hardy films in the 1930s. Finlayson's annoyed grunt was a more drawn-out groan—Doooohhh! Castel-
laneta sped it up to create Homer's trademark velp.

3) The OED definition of D’oh!: “Expressing frustration at the realization that things have tuned
out badly or not as planned, or that one has just said or done something foolish.”
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these have been consistent hallmarks of his character since The Simpsons’ first
crudely drawn vignettes on The Tracey Ullman Show, and they remain an enor-
mous part of his appeal. But how did this indifferent, even callous husband, this
big dumb oaf, become the most beloved character on the show? How did Homer
come to embody so fully the Meaning of America?

It’s worth emphasizing right off the top a point that may seem obvious but
that often gets lost in broad discussions of the Meaning of America. Namely, that
the United States is not as singular and simple a place as it's sometimes portrayed.
While it’s not exclusively the moral City on the Hill of its Puritan founders or of
their latter-day revivalists (your Reagans and G.W. Bushes, your Falwells and
Ashcrofts), neither is it the one-dimensional, debased, decayed, dumbed-down
wasteland depicted by some of its critics. Any honest accounting of American
values must include the nation’s considerable lust for pornography (America is
home to the world’s largest such industry), as well as its foundations in Protestant
evangelism (ditto). The easy rhetorical points to be scored from cataloguing the
rankest detritus of America’s lush pop-cultural jungle—the scoffing denuncia-
tions of bling-bling-obsessed gangsta rap or fall-of-Rome reality TV—are easily
counterbalanced by pointing out the jaw-dropping inventiveness of Eminem’s
thyme schemes or (but of course) the genius of The Simpsons. Did the United
States of the Simpson age bring the world Crystal Pepsi and the luxury sport-util-
ity vehicle? Well, yes. But it also whipped up the Internet. Temptation Island?
Again yes. But also the sublime Sopranos and the existential hilarity of Seinfeld.

This is all critical to keep in mind when you're thinking about Homer, be-
cause he is the most American of Simpsons, with all the crassness, confusion,
complexity and contradiction that this implies. [t’s not hard to imagine a British
Bart—after all, he frequently lapses into a Cockney accent or a line or two from A
Clockwork Orange, and the punk aesthetic that spawned him is as much a British
as an American phenomenon. It’s even easier to envision a doting Indian or [tal-
ian mother along the lines of Marge, or a self-righteous crusader from Canada or
the Czech Republic who could fill in for Lisa. Homer, though, is pure American:
loud, brash and boorish, quick to anger and even quicker to act, as sure of himself
as he is certain that nothing’s really his fault, but endlessly fascinating and ulti-
mately well-meaning and often even lovable all the same.

The great failing of previous American TV Everydads was their flatness, their
relentless one-dimensionality. Ralph Kramden was a grouchy working-class slob,
as was his progeny Fred Flintstone; Archie Bunker was a cranky bigot; bumbling
saint Cliff Huxtable and hemorrhaging-heart liberal Stephen Keaton of Family
Ties were saccharine family itber-men. Even Homer's own live-action doppel-
ginger, Married . . . with Children’s Al Bundy, did little more than try to out-oaf
Homer himself. None of these men could possibly be Everymen unless you accept
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the fallacy that there's a singular American character and a single version of the
American dream.

Homer certainly traces some of his pedigree to the Kramdens and Flintstones
and Bunkers who filled the idiot box before him. In fact, direct references have
been made in the show to the latter two characters, in the form of separate re-
enactments of the opening credits of The Flintstones and All in the Family.* But the
boneheaded dads of sitcoms past tell only half the story. To get a full picture of
Homer's brand of oafishness, you have to toss in a healthy dose of another arche-
type, this one from the ensemble comedies of American cinema: the anarchic ring-
leader. The zenith (and possibly also the origin) of this species is Bluto Blutarsky,
the hyper-charged, incessantly soused perpetual undergrad who orchestrates the
mayhem (and steals the show) in National Lampoon’s Animal House. Bluto—the
greatest invention of the late, great comedic actor John Belushi—is a character de-
marcated by his childlike chaotic energy. Tony Hendra's precise portrait of the
Bluto/Belushi archetype in Going Too Far reads like a partial summary of Homer:

Bluto’s grossness is delicious and unthreatening . . . Bluto is all instinct, but his ful-
fillment of his urges harms no one; his satisfaction never involves someone else’s
loss. . . . Belushi is eternal youth, steamrolling convention, reinventing life, busting
with sap, disrupting his surroundings by merely being alive, unsentimental, unam-
bitious, unreflective.

In short, he is almost pure id, the unruly, inventive yin to the responsible,
moralizing yang of the sober patriarchs of American television. Put the two to-
gether in a large canvas sack and watch them churn themselves into a red-white-
and-blue froth, a raging, contradictory mass of genius and stupidity, rebellion and
conformity, family-valuing responsibility and utter chaos. This is something far
closer to the true American character.

This is Homer Simpson.

4. Homer Flintstone, Homer Bunker: The Flintstones parody: Episode 9F10 (“Marge vs. the Mono-
rail”) opens with a blast of the Springfield Nuclear Power Plant’s whistle. Homer races to the parking
lot, crashes through the glass window of his car and zooms off down the road, singing his own lyrics to
the tune of The Flintstones theme: “Simpson! Homer Simpson! / He's the greatest guy in history / From
the town of Springfield / He’s about to hit a chestnut tree!” The sequence ends with Homer dutifully
plowing his car into said chestnut tree.

The All in the Family parody: Episode 3G02 (“Lisa’s Sax”) opens with Marge and a cigar-chomping
Homer seated at the family piano. They run through three verses of a Simpsonized version of the Allin
the Family theme, the third of which starts with Homer: “Disco Duck’ and Fleetwood Mac.” Marge,
her voice cracking Edith-Bunkerly: “Coming out of my eight-track.” Homer and Marge in unison:
“Michael Jackson still was black / Those! Were! The! Days!” There follows a reminder about how The
Simpsons is filmed before a live studio audience and a brief exchange between Homer and Bart (“Hey
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dere, Meathead, whaddaya watchin’?") before the parody is abandoned.
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A Short, Frank Discussion (Actually More Like a Longish
Rambling Examination) of Homer's Extraordinary Id

It’s the base passions you probably notice first. Here is a man who replies to the
question “Would you rather have beer, or complete and utter contentment?” with
the simple query “What kind of beer?” Here, too, is a man who stays up an entire
night to methodically work his way through sixty-four slices of American cheese.
A man who knowingly scarfs down expired ham and month-old rotting hoagies,
and who installs a children’s light-bulb oven in his car for muffins on the go. A
man for whom being a “Renaissance man” means eating eight different kinds of
meat in one afternoon.

If D’oh! is Homer’s claim to ageless, OED-level fame, the runner-up might
well be “Mmmm ... ” Mmmm . .. donuts. Mmmm . .. beer. Mmmm . . .
crumbled-up cookie things. In one noteworthy instance, Homer eagerly devours
pepper spray (“Mmmm . . . incapacitating”). In Episode 2F33 (“Another Simp-
sons Clip Show”), Marge, trying to make a case for the glory of love, instructs her
family, “Ask your heart what its fondest desire is,” sending Homer into a long
reverie about foodstuffs he’s lusted after: chocolate, invisible cola, snouts, free
goo. “Mmmm . . . something,” he concludes, in one of the most succinct summa-
tions anywhere of the insatiable desire lodged in the sclerotic aorta of the con-
sumer ethos. And Homer's appetite is as deep as it is wide, a fact made abundantly
clear in Episode 9F06 (“New Kid on the Block”). Spurred by a TV commercial,
Homer takes Marge for dinner at a new all-you-can-eat seafood restaurant, only
to be expelled before he's had his fill. He enlists talentless attorney Lionel Hutz to
sue the joint for false advertising, and poor Marge is called to the stand to testify
to the shameful truth about the rest of the Simpsons’ evening.

Hutz: Mrs. Simpson, what did you and your husband do after you were ejected from
the restaurant?

Marge: We pretty much went straight home.
Hutz: Mrs. Simpson, you're under oath.

Marge: We drove around until 3 a.m. looking for another “All You Can Eat” fish restau-
rant.

Hutz: And when you couldn’t find one?
Marge: We went fishing. [Marge breaks down in tears.)
Hutz: [to jury] Do these sound like the actions of a man who had “all he could eat”?

Of course not: Homer has never had all he could eat. The devil himself once
tried to stuff Homer so full of donuts that he'd cry for mercy. This took place in
hell’s “Ironic Punishments Division” after Homer sold his eternal soul for a single
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donut. He puffed up like a beach ball but kept calling for more, exhausting the re-
solve of the demon in charge of the punishment. There is simply no limit to
Homer’s appetite, nor is there any shame—or, at least, any self-reflection—in his
attempts to satisfy it.

Augmenting Homer's reputation for brain-dead oafitude is his abiding love for
the television set, his many years spent in a blissful staring match with its un-
blinking eye. Homer has been known to sit on his couch excitedly clutching a
pennant reading MID-SEASON, as he waits to drink in such craptacular Fox-TV
mid-season-replacement fare as America’s Funniest Tornadoes, All in the Family
1999 and Admiral Baby. When Marge suggests that Bart stop watching TV and
get some exercise, Homer replies, “Marge, TV gives so much and asks so lictle. It’s
a boy’s best friend.” In another episode, Marge gets a job at the nuclear plant, and
Homer considers pursuing one of his constantly changing lifelong dreams: living
in the woods and keeping a journal of his thoughts, a la Thoreau.’ “March 15. 1
wish I brought a TV. Oh, God, how I miss TV!” goes the first imagined entry, as
Homer envisions himself sitting ruefully beneath a tree in a bucolic glade. Even
when the idiot box turns on him—in Episode 2F06 (“Homer Badman”), when a
sleazy tabloid show trumps up a sexual harassment allegation against him—
Homer's love abides. After the scandal has been resolved, the episode closes with
Homer wrapping his TV in a warm embrace, cooing, “Let’s never fight again.”

What really makes Homer happy, though, is combining his passions. His foot-
ball-watching regimen is an especially stunning display of the American Every-
man at leisure: flanked on his couch by bags of Salt Doodles, Krunchy Korn, chips
and pork rinds, he shovels in the snacks with both hands, dunking into two sepa-
rate bowls of dip, with several cans of ice-cold Duff beer nearby to wash it all
down.

The extent to which Homer is a (happy) slave to his various appetites is per-
haps most evident in the opening sequence of Episode 9F01 (“Homer the
Heretic”). The episode begins with Homer dreaming of his prenatal self enjoying
“a beautiful day in the womb.” Awakening to a freezing cold Sunday morning,
Homer decides to skip church, precipitating what he later pronounces the great-

5. Ambitious Homer: Over the years, many grand plans have been put forward as Homer's “boyhood”
and/or “lifelong” dreams. Among them:
* managing a beautiful country singer
eating the world's biggest hoagie
running out onto the field during a baseball game
becoming a monorail conductor
becoming a contestant on The Gong Show
becoming a blackjack dealer
owning the Dallas Cowboys
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est day of his life. Homer’s perfect day: he sleeps in; urinates with the door open;
takes a warm shower; cranks his thermostat to 100°F, making it possible for him to
dance around the house in his underwear to the novelty hit “Short Shorts” by the
Royal Teens; gorges himself on a platter of his patented Space-Age Out-of-This-
World Moon Waffles (main ingredients: butter, caramel, liquid smoke); wins a
radio trivia contest; watches a Three Stooges movie; watches a public-affairs pro-
gram just long enough for it to be interrupted by a football game; eats a bag of
chips watching the game; and finds a penny on the floor. This heavenly experi-
ence inspires Homer to start his own religion of one. For Homer, consumption is a
kind of worship; he feels closest to God—or, if you prefer, to transcendence—
when he is ingesting, watching, indulging basic whims. “He follows his passions
one hundred percent,” Matt Groening once told a reporter. “It gets him into a lot
of trouble, but there’s a part of us that wishes we had the guts to be like Homer
and really savor that donut.”

[f Homer's donut is understood as symbolic—a stand-in for any product, any
desire, any random hunger demanding to be sated, a kind of consumer-age
widget—then in fact there are quite a lot of us with the guts to be like Homer.
This is an age of super-sized fast-food feasts and gargantuan gas-guzzling SUVs, of
brain-dead Hollywood epics with nation-sized budgets, of a stock marker sent
soaring on the speculations of ill-informed day traders, of cities overflowing with
bloated exurban sprawl in a macrocosmic version of Homer's blubbery waistline,
mammoth big-box stores and overblown McMansions gobbling up countryside
like our hero at a buffet. The average size of the American home grew by 17 per-
cent between 1987 and 1999 alone, and the rate of credit card debt grew even
faster. The economic boom thar blasted most of the West into ridiculous afflu-
ence through the latter part of the 1990s gave rise to an orgy of democratized con-
sumption that, taken as a whole, dwarfed the excesses of the imperial Roman
elite. A few big shots in togas puking their dinners into a marble receptacle? Well,
check this out, Caligula: the United States alone has gobbled up more resources
since 1950 than the entire population of the planet managed to consume through
all of human history before 1950. But more on all of that later. Let’s dive back
into the gaping maw of Homer Simpson’s tremendous id.

To be sure, there sometimes appears to be little to Homer but id. His unwaver-
ing stupidity, for example—a core character trait almost as prominent as his ap-
petite for donuts and Duff—actively repels the potential wisdom contained in the
many and varied experiences of his rich life. Mere moments after being framed
and then cleared of sexual harassment charges by the tabloid TV show Rock Bot-
tom in Episode 2F06 (“Homer Badman”), Homer finds himself believing the worst
about Groundskeeper Willie, as a result of sensationalistic footage and wild accu-
sations by the very same show. “Hasn’t your experience taught you that you can't
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believe everything you hear?” Marge asks. “Marge, my friend, [ haven't learned a
thing,” Homer replies contentedly.

Not an episode of The Simpsons goes by without a dense or gullible or flat-out
dumb Homer moment. At work, Homer'’s incompetence, clumsiness and/or stu-
pidity causes major meltdowns and other disasters with such frequency that the
emergency workers in the bright yellow contamination suits call him by name as
they pass. On one occasion, a crude Homer dummy (with a bucket for a head, tree
branches with gloves on them for arms and a cassette player blasting Homer's ren-
dition of Donna Summer’s “She Works Hard for the Money” to create an indus-
trious vibe) earns the promotion that has long eluded Homer himself. At home,
Bart regularly succeeds in tricking or conning his father—trading him a “delicious
doorstop” for his morning Danish, for example—while Lisa often gives sensible
advice to her bumbling dad.

[t’s usually the same story no matter what situation Homer finds himself in.
There’s even a certain expression that comes across Homer’s face in some
episodes—the eyes just a bit wider and blanker somehow, the mouth pooched out
a little, the top lip drooping down—that serves to indicate that a particularly
dense version of Homer is on the scene. It’s a testament to the minimalist art of
The Simpsons’ animation that these few minutely exaggerated details can so con-
vincingly convey the notion of abject stupidity on a visage already so closely asso-
ciated with dumbness. One of the most drawn-out of these extra-stupid moments
occurs in Episode 9F22 (“Cape Feare”), as FBI agents attempt to explain to
Homer that his new name will be Homer Thompson now that he’s entered the
federal Witness Relocation Program. (This transpires, incidentally, because
Sideshow Bob is trying to kill Bart; Homer appears later in the same episode
sporting a new baseball cap and T-shirt labeled WITNESS RELOCATION PROGRAM.)
The goal is for Homer to successfully engage in a short dialogue as “Mr. Thomp-
son.” One of the agents will say, “Hello, Mr. Thompson,” and Homer is to
promptly reply, “Hi.” It goes on for some time, Homer responding to each “Hello,
Mr. Thompson” with no more than his wide-eyed, pooch-mouthed stare. Finally,
the agent tells him, “When [ say ‘Hello, Mr. Thompson,” and press down on your
foot, you smile and nod.” The agent does so, and after a long blank stare, Homer
turns to the other agent and stage-whispers, “I think he’s ralking to you.” S-M-R-
T—I mean, S-M-A-R-T—Homer is not.*

This general lack of smarts combines explosively with several other key Homer
traits: his laziness, his shamelessness, his total lack of impulse control, his resolute

6. Epic Stupidity: According to Matt Groening, the Simpsons writers have an ongoing competition to
see who can write a line “thar represents Homer at his singularly most stupid.” The current behind-
the-scenes consensus? The time Homer forgot the name of Jesus. In Episode BABF11 (“Missionary:

(continues)
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unwillingness to take responsibility for his actions. It is this rich stew of weaknesses
and faults that produces much of the anarchic energy that propels the show. Crazy
money-making schemes, ill-conceived career changes, poorly planned parenting
and self-improvement initiatives—all begin with Homer's rampaging id.

Homer is never more than a microsecond away from sheer panic or total out-
rage. At the interview that eventually lands him his job at the nuclear power
plant, Homer flees the room in a blind panic when presented with the mere sce-
nario of a problem with the reactor. When Bart uses a transmitter to broadcast de-
tails over the Simpson family’s radio of a phony Martian invasion, Homer has his
shotgun loaded and at the ready before taking the briefest moment to question
whether it’s a hoax. Another time, more or less unprovoked, he picks a fight with
the garbage collectors, and they retaliate by canceling his service. Lisa asks
whether this is one of those situations that could be solved with a simple apology.
Homer responds, “I never apologize, Lisa. I'm sorry, but that’s just the way [ am.”
Later in the same episode, Homer runs for garbage commissioner under the slogan
“Can’t Someone Else Do It?” And wins. And spends the entire year’s sanitation
budget in a month, which he was helpless to prevent, he explains, because he was
permitted to sign checks with a stamp. “I don’t think anything I’ve ever done is
wrong,” he explains after Marge expresses a moment of hesitation at their new-
found fondness for exhibitionist sex. After accidentally taking a cannonball in
the gut at a rock festival (Episode 3F21: “Homerpalooza”), Homer is invited to
join the tour as a star in the festival’s freak show (a.k.a. “the pageant of the trans-
mundane”). That night, he discusses his new vocation with Marge:

Marge: So you want to go on tour with a traveling freak show.

Homer: | don't think | have a choice, Marge.

Marge: Of course you have a choice.

Homer: How do you figure?

Marge: You don’t have to join a freak show just because the opportunity came along.
Homer: You know, Marge, in some ways you and | are very different people.

Homer could no sooner refuse an adventure than pass up a purple-flavored,
sprinkle-covered donut. He is, as he himself acknowledges, “a doer—someone
who'll act without considering the consequences.” (This, incidentally, was the
rallying cry that earned Homer the leadership of a vigilante mob.) Homer knows

(continued)

Impossible”) from Season 11, Homer finds himself on a cargo plane bound for missionary work in the
South Pacific. “Save me, Jebus!" he calls as the plane flies into the sunset. Several websites—most
prominently Jebus-Is-Lord.com and BabyJebus.com—have since emerged online to spread the Word.
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no restraint, and he weathers the consequences with a surprisingly resilient mix of
blind acceptance and deep denial. Consider his strategy for passing the final exam
in Nuclear Physics 101 (a course he was forced to take because he is, he admits,
“dangerously unqualified” for the job he's held for years): “During the exam, I'll
hide under some coats and hope that somehow everything will work out.” Amaz-
ingly, it usually does for Homer. He is the existential hero rewritten as a highly
suggestible, ultra-impulsive force of pure dumb action. If nothing is real, then
everything is possible, and if everything is possible, then just do it.

It's worth noting here that in the very first scene of the first Simpsons short
on The Tracey Ullman Show, Homer answers Bart’s existential query (“What is the
mind? Is it just a system of impulses? Or is it something tangible?”) with a dismis-
sive riddle: “What is mind? No matter. What is matter? Never mind!” And then
he giggles. This hints at the way Homer’s impulsive energy has morphed over the
years from mere ignorance into trippy stream-of-unconsciousness and finally into
a kind of blissful blankness: Homer as Zen-master savant. And it also starts us on
the road towards explaining why Homer is more than mere Id Incarnate—and far
more sympathetic.

First, though, the trippiness, which began in the first few seasons of The Simp-
sons with the odd rant or, more noticeably, with Homer’s occasional lapses into
reverie—a journey through the Land of Chocolate, say, or a daydream about a life
of organized crime. (“Mmmm . . . organized crime.”) As well, the Homer of the
first few seasons would sometimes find his lusts leading him into brief flashes of
total immersion in the moment—a Homeric variation on the in-the-now think-
ing that is the goal of many meditation practices. Seeing a piece of pie laid out in
the middle of the kitchen floor, he gives not a thought to how or why it found it-
self there. (It was placed there by Bart as the bait in a Homer-catching leg trap,
Homer would soon learn.) In the moment of discovery, though, Homer merely
announces, “Oooh . . . floor pie,” and lurches for the prize. In another instance,
he chases the last peanut under his couch, emerging instead with a twenty-dollar
bill. “Aw, twenty dollars,” he whines. “I wanted a peanut.” There follows a mo-
ment of blank dejection before Homer’s brain pipes up, “Twenty dollars can buy
many peanuts.” “Explain how,” Homer demands. Homer’s brain promptly replies,
“Money can be exchanged for goods and services.” “Woo-hoo!” Homer exclaims,
celebrating this newfound wisdom. These first traces of Zen Homer, though, were
as easily explained by his sheer thickness as by any kind of liberated mind.

But 'round about Season 6, Homer'’s dense dreaminess has become an almost
psychedelic stream-of-stunned-consciousness. Consider, for example, the last
episode of that season (1F20, “Secrets of a Successful Marriage”), in which
Homer becomes the teacher of a night-school course on building a healthy mar-
riage. The class quickly becomes a forum for Homer’s juicy gossip about his own
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marriage. When Marge finds out her deepest secrets have become public knowl-
edge, she urges Homer to figure out a way to teach the class while respecting her
privacy. Here’s Homer’s reply to that simple request:

Look, Marge, you don’t know what it's like. I'm the one out there every day put-
ting his ass on the line. And I'm not out of order. You're out of order. The whole
freaking system is out of order! You want the truth? You want the truth?! You
can’t handle the truth! ‘Cause when you reach over and put your hand into a pile
of goo that was your best friend’s face, you'll know what to do! Forget it, Marge,
it's Chinatown!

The confused dolt who took a few seconds to figure out how to turn twenty
bucks into a coveted peanut has become a non sequitur—generating machine. Not
to mention a pop-cultural sponge: this particular rant chains together famous re-
joinders from the classic films (in order of appearance) And Justice for All, A Few
Good Men, Patton and Chinatoun. Combine this trippy quality with the desire-
driven, in-the-moment Homer who lusts after floor pie, and you get incomparable
scenes like this one from Season 7 (Episode 2F04: “Bart’s Girlfriend”):

Homer and Marge are sitting quietly at the kitchen table. Bart, who has been cov-
ered in glue as the result of a skateboarding mishap, walks by the kitchen table with the
family cat stuck to his back.

Marge: Have you noticed any change in Bart?

Homer: [distantly] New glasses?

Marge: No . . . He looks like something might be disturbing him.
Homer: Probably misses his old glasses.

Marge: | guess we could get more involved in Bart's activities, but then I'd be afraid of
smothering him.

Homer: [resigned] Yeah. And then we'd get the chair.
Marge: That's not what | meant.
Homer: It was, Marge, admit it.

witness the mix

The character in this exchange is still recognizably Homer
of indifference and hostility towards his son, the dim-witted, sporadically fo-
cused mind that plucks a false notion out of thin air (“new glasses”) and then
treats it as established fact a moment later—but there is a dreamlike, almost
meditative quality to his personality now. If it's not an oxymoron, this Homer
possesses a complex stupidity, a lack of S-M-R-T smarts that Fred Flintstone
never dreamed of. Homer is not merely dense in this scene; his stupidity has a

depth to it, a kind of considered dumbness, as if he has focused considerable
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intellectual resources (and perhaps emotional and economic and technical ones
too) on developing his stupidity into something nuanced and elaborate and ulti-
mately sort of monumental.

This quality is sometimes evident in less surreal moments. In particular,
Homer will occasionally and quite unexpectedly demonstrate genuine rational-
ity and surprising attention to detail. In the vast majority of these instances, his
sudden display of reason is in pursuit of some basic desire. A representative case:
in Episode 4F08 (“The Twisted World of Marge Simpson”), Marge has been
tossed from her investment club due to her unwillingness to take risks. As she re-
lates to her family the tale of her ouster—which took place at the Municipal
House of Pancakes—she mentions that her former investment partners promised
to send pancakes to her later by mail. Homer, usually bored by other people’s sto-
ries, is on the edge of his seat. “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” he tells his wife,
probing. “Back up a bit now.” A thoughtful pause. “When are the pancakes com-
ing in the mail?” Building from the single notes of Homer’s initial character—
this guy, Homer, he’s not too bright, and he likes to eat a lot—The Simpsons
writers have riffed on it like jazz musicians, creating a baroque stupidity that of-
fers not only far richer comedic possibilities but also far greater potential for sym-
bolism and social commentary.

Homer’s moments of clarity often give rise, paradoxically, to his greatest in-
sights, his most astute observations on real life in the waning years of the Ameri-
can Century. Sometimes, Homer himself knows he is handing down the common
wisdom of age, as when he comforts Bart and Lisa with this over-honest neo-
aphorism: “Kids, you tried your best, and you failed miserably. The lesson is:
Never try.” Some hypocrite like Cliff Huxtable might have something to say
about how things should be, but Homer is far more likely to tell you how things
actually are. An even more trenchant bit of insight springs up in Episode 9F18
(“Whacking Day”), when Lisa expresses her disgust for Whacking Day, the
grotesque Springfield tradition in which the whole town celebrates its founding
father, Jebediah Springfield, by pounding snakes with clubs:

Lisa: Dad, everybody likes Whacking Day, but | hate it. Is there something wrong
with me?

Homer: Yes, honey.
Lisa: Then what should | do?

Homer: Just squeeze your rage into a bitter little ball, and release it at an appropriate
time. Like that day | hit the referee with the whiskey bottle. Remember that?

Lisa: [resigned] Yeah.
Homer: Your daddy hit the referee?
Lisa: [further resigned] Yeah . . .




HOMER'S ODYSSEY

Homer’s not really aware how unconstructive his advice is—he’s just telling
the truth as he knows it. And, in the process, he makes a far more accurate state-
ment about the way middle America maintains its veneer of contentment and
happiness than any other TV father ever has.

It’s in character details like these that Homer transcends himself and his
oafish archetype, becoming not just the latest and greatest version of a conven-
tional figure in American drama—the dumb dad—but a powerful symbol of con-
sumer-age America itself. This is a point delineated with blunt clarity in Episode
1F12 (“Lisa vs. Malibu Stacy”). Lisa has taken great offence to the sexist tripe
that spills out of the mouth of her new talking Malibu Stacy doll (“Don’t ask
me—1I'm just a girl!”), but she has failed to convince the company that manufac-
tures the doll to make any changes. Meanwhile, Homer’s father, Abe, has come to
the realization that he’s thought of as a useless old crank, and he’s at a loss as to
how to make himself productive again. He and Lisa sit at the kitchen table in
identical states of dejection.

“It’s awful being a kid,” Lisa sighs. “No one listens to you.”

“It’s rotten being old,” Abe commiserates. “No one listens to you.”

Homer walks into the kitchen, bound for the cabinet behind them. “I'm a
white male aged 18 to 49,” he announces contentedly. “Everyone listens to me—
no matter how dumb my suggestions are.” And he pulls from the cabinet a box la-
beled NUTS AND GUM—TOGETHER AT LAST!

Not only is Homer dumb, he’s influential. And, as such, he’s a perfect stand-in
for the average self-absorbed, self-important baby boomer. As the most coddled
subgroup (white males) of what might well be the most coddled generation in
human history, Homer and his peers have had their every whim catered to since
birth by a society geared almost exclusively to their priorities alone and a culture
finely engineered to capture their attention—and their seemingly bottomless re-
serves of disposable income. And as a product of the very end of the baby boom,
Homer’s been particularly coddled. He was too young to be scarred by Vietnam;
he bumbled through his teens listening not to thought-provoking protest music
but to the lunk-headed riffs of 1970s arena rock and the vacuous melodies of
1970s novelty pop (adolescent Homer has been portrayed as a devotee of, among
others, Grand Funk Railroad, Queen and the Starland Vocal Band of fleeting
“Afternoon Delight” fame); he walked into a career right out of high school with
no previous experience. Every aspect of Homer'’s comfortable life has simply fallen
into his fat lap.

Homer’s studied, self-absorbed stupidity is not merely a comedic device (as it
was for Ralph Kramden or the Three Stooges), but a satirical one. In a society
where coffee must come in cups that read CAUTION: COFFEE IS HOT and car com-

mercials with superimposed disclaimers instructing viewers not to attempt the
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high-speed stunts they depict, where the premieres of new installments in Holly-
wood film franchises are treated as epochal news and the content of the movies
(and of TV shows and car commercials and political campaigns) is tested first
with focus groups to ensure no one could possibly be offended or confused by it—
in this society, Homer is not an anomaly. He’s the end product, the natural result.
He's the dumbed-down avatar of What Is.

[t’s not that the America of the Simpson age is irredeemably dumb (although
aspects of it certainly are), but that it’s so self-absorbed that it might as well be.
Think of that other famous Simpson of the 1990s: O.]., a football star from the
time of Homer’s youth. Take the accumulated media of his murder trial—every
newspaper op-ed and lawyer’s tell-all memoir and videotape of the white Ford
Bronco—and imagine all of it fed into the intake of a great chugging factory, an
efficient state-of-the-art facility in which it’s churned into bite-sized chunks,
packaged into boxes, marketed and sold by a mighty consumer machine without
rival in the known universe. See the finished product rolling down the factory’s
conveyor belt: a lifetime supply of Nuts and Gum.

Homer’s base passions set the agenda for his family, for his country, for much
of the world. When he’s hungry, another acre of rainforest is ploughed under to
graze cattle. When he’s angry and vengeful, a thousand missiles rain down on the
caves of Afghanistan, a thousand more on the desert of Iraq. There’s not necessar-
ily any ill intent here: Homer has simply known since the day of his birth that he
can have anything he wants. That he deserves anything he wants.

And this constant indulgence of Homer'’s insatiable id leaves the other Simp-
sons—his wife, his son, his daughters, his father—and everyone else in Spring-
field and beyond fighting an uphill battle with Homer and with society in general
to get any attention paid to their lives art all.

The Evolution of a Family Man

For the most part, the other Simpsons are fully aware that Homer's passions are
higher priorities than their own needs. In fact, in the first few years of The Simp-
sons’ run, this was the source of one of the show’s central tensions: the rest of the
family’s increasing irritation with what a crappy father and husband Homer was.
This early-period Homer—most evident in the Ullman shorts and in the first sea-
son, but still discernable on occasion as late as the sixth or seventh seasons—was
a far cruder, far meaner character, and a far lousier father and husband. In one Ull-
man short, Homer is downright menacing to his wife as he orders her to go silence
the kids. (Marge reacts with considerable anger of her own.) As well, those first
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years established the recurring “Why, you little ... ” scenario, in which Homer
reacts to Bart’s misbehavior by strangling him mercilessly.” An entire episode in
Season 2 (7F20, “The War of the Simpsons”) revolves around Homer's deficien-
cies as a husband, as he and Marge travel to a couples retreat to try and repair
their marriage. As the retreat weekend nears its end, the counselor, Reverend
Lovejoy, tells Marge, “This is the first instance where I've ever told one partner
that they were one-hundred-percent right. It’s all his fault. I'm willing to put that
on a certificate you can frame.”

The following season, several episodes centered on Homer's deep failings as a
father. In one, Lisa is so angry at Homer’s inability to bring her a new reed for her
saxophone in time for a recital that she only warms up to her father after he buys
her a pony. In another, Lisa’s ability to predict the winners of football games leads
to deep father-daughter bonding—but when Lisa learns that their newfound
“Daddy-Daughter Day” tradition will end with the football season, she finds her-
self fundamentally questioning her love for him. Another third-season episode
opens with Homer submitting to a magazine quiz that tests his knowledge of Bart’s
interests to determine his “fatherhood quotient”—and failing thoroughly. “I don't
know jack about my boy,” Homer is forced to admit. And as for his infant daugh-
ter, Maggie, the abysmal state of Homer’s relationship with her has become a run-
ning gag: Homer often can’t remember her name, or else how to spell it (her
birthday cake reads MAGAGGIE, and Homer asks, “It’s not Magaggie’s birthday?”);
the first time she’s left alone with him, she almost immediately runs away to find
Marge; he forgets the very fact of her existence, almost sitting on her on the
couch. And so on. This first incarnation of Homer was frequently portrayed as a
callous husband and an indifferent father, in many ways the very antithesis of the
Cosby-style tiber-dad. And yet . . .

And yet, even in those early episodes, Homer would often redeem himself in
the show’s final act. Though exasperated by Lisa’s moral convictions, he evenru-
ally decides he can no longer enjoy the stolen cable she’s been protesting against.
Though Lisa will never idolize her dad the way she does her beloved substitute
teacher, Mr. Bergstrom (an enthusiastic, idealistic intellectual voiced by Dustin

7. The Lighter Side of Domestic Violence: In Episode BABF19 (“Behind the Laughter”), the nasti-
ness of The Simpsons’ early years would come in for some pointed self-mockery. In the episode—a par-
ody of the American cable-music channel VHI'’s overwrought Behind the Music documentaries—a
“real-life” Homer strangles Bart off-screen for criticizing the script. “That horrible act of child abuse
became one of our most beloved running gags,” the “real” Homer notes with ironic pride.
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Hoffman),® by the end of that episode she’s giggling along to Homer’s self-mock-
ing gorilla impersonation. And even after their disastrous couples retreat, Marge
is willing to reconcile with Homer after he tosses back the biggest fish he’s ever
caught to demonstrate his selflessness and love for her.

This redemptive side of Homer's personality—his innocence, his kind-heart-
edness, his deep (if only sporadically evident) love for his family—became much
more central to his character in the show’s middle-period Golden Age. The
Homer of this period is still a lousy husband and father—Bart is still strangled on
occasion, Lisa is still misunderstood and under-appreciated, Maggie is still forgot-
ten, Marge is still taken for granted—but Homer now tries much harder, and he
almost always means well.

These aspects of his relationship with Marge are explored in Episode 8F18
(“A Streetcar Named Marge”). Finding her homemaking life a little one-dimen-
sional, Marge decides to try out for a part in a local play. As she explains her plans
to Homer, his eyes never leave the TV set, and he fills in the pauses in her expla-
nation with a mock-enthusiastic “Sounds interesting!” The play turns out to be
Oh! Streetcar—a musical version of Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named
Desire—and Marge wins the coveted role of Blanche DuBois. At rehearsal, she
questions her character’s reactions: “I just don’t see why Blanche should shove a
broken bottle in Stanley’s face. Couldn’t she just take his abuse with gentle good
humor?” But when a insensitive, horn-honking Homer arrives to pick her up,
Marge finally finds Blanche’s rage.

That night in bed, the Simpsons’ discussion of the play offers a vivid portrait
of the rather tenuous equilibrium of their marriage. Faced with Homer's indiffer-
ence towards her acting, Marge asks, “Why can’t you be more supportive?”

“Because I don’t care,” Homer replies. “I can't fake an interest in this, and I'm
an expert at faking an interest in your kooky projects.”

Marge asks why Homer has never mentioned his lack of enthusiasm before.

8. Simpsonian Pseudonyms: For undisclosed “contractual reasons,” the voice of Mr. Bergstrom was
listed in the episode’s credits as “Sam Ertic.” Only well after the episode’s original air date was it finally
acknowledged that Dustin Hoffman had provided the teacher’s voice, though the episode itself did
make several winking references to The Graduate. (“Mrs. Krabappel, you're trying to seduce me.”)

This, though, marks only the second-weirdest pseudonymous appearance on The Simpsons. First
prize, as in so many weirdness contests, goes to Michael Jackson, who was credited as “John Jay Smith”
when he appeared in Episode 7F24 (“Stark Raving Dad”). Jackson was the voice of Leon Kompowsky,
an overweight, bald, white bricklayer from Paterson, New Jersey, who Homer meets in a mental insti-
tution. Kompowsky believes he’s the pop star Michael Jackson—so much so that later in the episode
he helps Bart write a birthday song for Lisa, and he and Bart sing it as a duet. In addition to insisting
on the pseudonym, Jackson lent his voice only to his character’s speaking parts, not to-the song his
character sang with Bart—which Jackson himself had written.

More Jacko-related trivia: Michael Jackson was also the author of “Do the Bartman,” the number
one hit single off 1990's The Simpsons Sing the Blues.
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“You know [ would never do anything to hurt your feelings,” he replies.

By the end of the play’s premiere, Marge's “gentle good humor” is long gone.
She’s nearing a state of total contempt for her husband—until he comes back-
stage genuinely moved by the show, wishing that Stanley had shown Blanche
some respect, and even seeing aspects of himself in the character. This is enough
for Marge to reacquaint herself with her husband’s essential decency, and she
kisses him warmly as the episode ends.

Homer’s commitment to fatherhood has improved greatly by this point in the
series as well, although his skill level remains extremely low. After Bart is caught
shoplifting a video game, for example, Homer forgoes the usual strangling act and
instead attempts to instruct his son in basic morality, though his own trippy, ram-
bling nature eventually takes over:

How could you? Haven't you learned anything from that guy who gives the ser-
mons at church? Captain What's-his-name? We live in a society of laws. Why do
you think | took you to all those Police Academy movies? For fun? Well, | didn't
hear anybody laughing! Did you? Except at that guy who made sound effects.
[Homer imitates the guy and chuckles to himself, then refocuses.] Where was 1?
Oh, yeah—stay out of my booze.

On another occasion, Homer has a fight with his father that leads him to re-
evaluate his own shortcomings as a parent. With unprecedented intensity, Homer
tries to transform himself into a model father, lavishing attention on all three of
his kids. Bart, though, doesn’t need the bike-riding lessons—he already knows
how—and Lisa doesn’t much enjoy spending time in her new tire swing because
the tire is filthy and the steel belts jab her skin. “No offence, Homer,” Bart ex-
plains, “but your half-assed under-parenting was a lot more fun than your half-
assed over-parenting.” Lisa concurs, and a dejected Homer walks off, saying, “I've
got to go somewhere and do some serious thinking.” Once he’s gone, Bart turns to
Lisa. “I'm sure he meant ‘serious drinking,” he says. “That’s what | assumed,” Lisa
replies.

Note the resigned acceptance here. The volatile, uncaring, irritating Homer
of the early seasons is long gone. In its place is an ineffectual yet somehow lovable
buffoon—a man whose virtue emerges from the trump card of baby boomer val-
ues: he means well. Intentions, not results, are what's important, and Homer's
sporadic bouts of good intention are enough to outweigh his longer spells of neg-
lect and his enduring incompetence. What's more, the Simpson kids are not only
well aware of their father’s limitations, they no longer resent them. Meaning well
is enough. In this respect, Homer and his children stand in perfect allegorical
symmetry with Bill “I feel your pain” Clinton and the American public (and to a
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lesser degree the entire relationship between “Third Way” neo-liberalism and the
citizens of the West’s democracies). Under Clinton, the weak virtue of meaning
well was divorced from results and turned into a kind of all-encompassing, one-
size-fits all public policy. Never mind that the government’s economic policies are
just as unbalanced and polarizing as those of the tightest-fisted conservative;
never mind that the drug laws are just as draconian and the environmental safe-
guards just as lax; never mind most of all that the current government is no less a
tool of corporate interests than any other. Focus on the intent, the tone, the deep
empathy in the eyes and voice. Do not, above all, hold leaders of any sort—
whether in politics, business, entertainment or elsewhere—accountable for their
actions (or inactions) so long as they mean well.

Much as Homer’s kids understand that he cares about them despite his habit-
ual indifference and that he means to be a good parent despite his incompetence,
so we in the Western democracies accept (often with scant evidence) that our
leaders mean to improve the lot of the homeless at home and the destitute abroad,
mean to do a better job of protecting the planet, mean to do all sorts of things to
make our lives wonderful, as they've long promised they will—but there are re-
elections to be won, compromises to be negotiated, special interests to be pla-
cated. And our corporate leaders mean to be socially responsible, but this darn
profitability thing keeps getting in the way. And certainly the entertainment in-
dustry would love to make meaningful movies and records and TV shows, but
there are callow advertisers and simple-minded focus groups to be catered to.
Everyone means well, yes, but everyone’s hands are tied. Taking responsibility—
taking action—would be great and all, but at least they mean well.

In the most recent years of The Simpsons, the family’s tolerance of Homer’s
best-intentioned bumbling has grown into complete acceptance and a gentle,
good-humored love. The dark spin on this would be to suggest that the Simp-
sons—like the enslaved citizens in Aldous Huxley's Brave New World who crave
elaborate amusements, like the hordes of us in the real world who wait in line to
spend fifteen bucks on summer blockbusters we know will insult our intelli-
gence—have so deeply habituated abuse and dysfunction that they've learned to
crave it. Or, more optimistically, perhaps they recognize that Homer brings
enough fun and excitement into their lives to outweigh (or at least counterbal-
ance) his more destructive qualities. Either way, there is very little resentment—
and considerable affection—in Homer’s relationship with his family.

The last serious suggestion that Homer and Marge’s marriage could be any-
thing other than enduring was in Episode 5F01 (“The Cartridge Family”), which
aired early in Season 9. Much earlier in the series, there had been real threats to
their union: Marge almost had an affair with a bowling instructor after Homer
selfishly gave her a bowling ball for her birthday; the impending divorce of family
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friends the Van Houtens sent Homer into a panic that led to half-assed over-
husbanding, a quickie divorce and a second marriage; and Marge went on a
Thelma & Louise-style road trip with a new (and newly divorced) neighbor after
Homer broke his promise to take her to the ballet. In SFO1, though, Homer nearly
goes too far, becoming a gun owner (and card-carrying member of the National
Rifle Association) over Marge’s repeated objections. After the gun discharges sev-
eral times on the Simpsons’ kitchen table, she makes her final plea. “Homer,” she
says, “I think you'd agree that I’'ve put up with a lot in our marriage . . . ” Homer
opens his mouth to protest, but both Bart and Lisa shake their heads no, and he
stays silent. “But this,” Marge continues, “is the first time since we’ve been mar-
ried that I've actually feared for our lives.” Homer seems to acquiesce to her re-
quest to get rid of the gun, but merely hides it in the vegetable crisper, where Bart
accidentally stumbles upon it. He and Milhouse are about to re-enact the William
Tell legend in the Simpson kitchen when Marge walks in. She promptly moves
out, taking the kids with her. Finally, Homer admits he's powerless to get rid of
the gun himself, and Marge takes it away and agrees to come home. Since this cri-
sis, though, the problems with their marriage have been eminently manageable (a
need to spice up their sex life, for example), and the notion that Homer might be
undeserving of his wife’s love has largely vanished.

Homer’s kids have also grown much closer to their father in the show’s later
years. Bart, in particular, has become Homer's default partner-in-crime, a frequent
participant in Homer's various schemes—and an enthusiastic one at that. [n one
episode in Season 13, for example, Homer gets into a dispute with the phone
company over some strange calls listed on his bill, which of course results in serv-
ice being cut off. The entire family gathers in the Simpson living room to con-
sider the problem. “Homer,” Marge asks, “what are you going to do?” Bart kneels
on the floor, fingers crossed, praying quietly: “Crazy scheme, crazy scheme, crazy
scheme ... ” “Get me tools and beer!” Homer announces, and Bart celebrates
victory. Lisa, meanwhile, might be less enthusiastic about her father’s excesses,
but she’s no less accepting. For example, when Homer abandons the family car’s
steering wheel to turn and lavish attention on Bart, Lisa reaches over from the
back seat—casually, a little peeved, in an almost reflexive response—to grab the
wheel, muttering, “I got it.” The kids are under no illusions about who their fa-
ther is, nor about his few strengths and his many weaknesses. They've adjusted ac-
cordingly.

Think of Bart and Lisa in these moments as stand-ins for the apathetic citi-
zens of the prosperous West, whose day-to-day lives are cushy and entertaining
enough that they merely shrug of course when they learn of a politician who has
stretched the truth or a corporation that has broken the rules. Far more outra-

geous, far more difficult to comprehend, would be news of a leader who wasn't a
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liar or a cheat. The Simpson kids are surprised only when their father manages to
do something wise. How could such a thing possibly happen?

[t happens because it must. And it must because Homer is carrying the full
symbolic weight of twentieth-century America on his plump shoulders, and no
garden-variety doofus could manage that task. And so, quite despite himself,
Homer is an organism of considerable complexity. Nowhere is this more apparent
than in Episode 2F14 (“Homer vs. Patty and Selma”), when Homer gambles away
his family’s entire life savings on pumpkin futures. Disregarding his broker’s ad-
vice, Homer hangs onto his futures until after Halloween, counting on a January
peak. He even takes to lighting cigars with dollar bills down at Moe's in anticipa-
tion of his impending wealth. Naturally, he soon finds himself faced with the
prospect of explaining to Marge that the Simpsons are broke. The night he learns
he’s lost it all, Homer arrives home to a house clouded with smoke from the om-
nipresent cigarettes of his loathsome sisters-in-law, Patty and Selma. Barely able
to tolerate their presence at the best of times, he insists that they leave.

On the porch, Marge attempts to apologize to her sisters. “Homer doesn’t
mean to be rude,” she tells them. “He’s just a very complicated man.”

Suddenly, Homer's head pops out of the bedroom window above, his eyes wide
and crazed. He smashes a dinner plate over his head. “Wrong!” he exclaims.

This is, to be sure, a revelatory moment. For one thing, it illustrates with ludi-
crous clarity several of the best-known aspects of Homer'’s character: his impul-
siveness, his inherent silliness, his evident, even physical stupidity. It’s a great
Homer moment—one of my favorites—and I'd like to say it’s the defining Homer
moment, but that would do a grave injustice to the extraordinary dramatic
achievement that is Homer J. Simpson. He’s a mere moron like Moby Dick is a
good-sized fish. A brazen display of dimwittedness such as this can’t possibly tell
the whole story.

Towards the end of the episode, Homer acts out the near-polar opposite of his
plate-smashing impulsiveness. Having exhausted several other options for getting
back the money he lost in rotted pumpkins without Marge finding out, he takes
out a loan from Patty and Selma. But Marge finds out anyway, and Homer has to
obtain a chauffeur’s license to keep the second job he’s taken to earn the money
back. But Patty and Selma—Department of Motor Vehicles employees—deny
him a passing grade on his test. With orgasmic joy, they stamp “Fail” on his writ-
ten exam, then fire up cigarettes to celebrate, only to be caught by their supervi-
sor, who threatens to take away their recent promotions. Homer is briefly elated,
but then he notices the pained expression on Marge’s face. He quickly snatches
the cigarettes and drags on both simultaneously.

“Those are yours, sir?” the supervisor asks skeptically.
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“Yes,” Homer answers. “] am in flavor country.”

“Both of them?”

“It’s a big country.”

The sisters’ promotions are saved.

“That’s a wonderful thing you did for my sisters,” Marge tells Homer.

“I didn’t do it for them,” Homer answers. “I did it for you, Marge.”

And, in so doing, he dramatically demonstrates that there is more to his char-
acter than his bulbous, bumbling figure might suggest. For every moment of overt
stupidity or appalling childishness (or at least for every other one), there is a dis-
play of tenderness, of selflessness, of profound love. In Episode 2F14, Homer
proves himself to be a loving and compassionate husband, a man capable of great
sacrifice as well as selfish indulgence. Indeed, it’s his many, many contradic-
tions—concerned and negligent father, loving and inconsiderate husband, incom-
petent and accomplished worker (he is, after all, a nuclear technician, and he’s
been to outer space)—that make him so all-encompassing a representative of
contemporary America. Homer is, despite his insistence to the contrary, a very
complicated man.

As a result, he’s a very endearing character, in large part because it’s easier to
identify with a deeply flawed figure than with a saint. Homer is one of us—an av-
erage idiot struggling to succeed in a bewildering world—and so when he’s re-
deemed despite his flaws, his triumph is ours. Even more endearingly, Homer is
often fully aware of his many faults. It’s much harder to resent a guy for his short-
comings if he’s willing to tell you all about them. And, moreover, to perform elab-
orate acts of contrition: in one instance, Homer apologizes to Marge, over a
megaphone, for “the whole marriage up to this point.”

But it’s in Episode BABF22 (“HOMAA”) from Season 12 that Homer has sev-
eral of his most self-aware—and most revealing—moments. All of these are pre-
cipitated by the discovery that Homer’s lifelong stupidity, and the impulsiveness
and callousness and general boorishness that have accompanied it, has been
caused by a crayon that has been lodged in his brain since he was a toddler. The
offending crayon is removed, and Homer’s IQ immediately shoots up fifty points.
Suddenly, he is a competent, poised, intelligent adult—which leads, of course, to
disaster. Homer accidentally proves that God doesn’t exist while working on a
flat-tax proposal, much to his hyper-religious neighbor’s disappointment. Far
more catastrophically, Homer becomes a high-achieving employee at the nuclear
plant. When he sends his thorough safety report directly to the Nuclear Regula-
tory Commission, the plant has to be shut down to be brought into compliance.
Homer and most of his close friends are laid off, and he’s no longer welcome at his

beloved Moe’s Tavern. He commiserates with Lisa about the sadness that’s appar-
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ently inherent in being intelligent, and then heads off to the movies to get his
mind off of it all. And that’s when his newfound smarts become unbearable: not
only is Homer unable to see the humor in the film (a romantic comedy starring
Julia Roberts and Richard Gere entitled Love Is Nice), but he blurts out the end-
ing in advance, spoiling it for everyone else. So it’s off to Moe’s to get the debili-
tating crayon reinserted. He returns home with his fists stuffed with lottery
tickets, making it clear to the whole Simpson clan that the old, dim Homer is
back. “Dad, how could you?” asks a wounded Lisa. “We were connecting in such a
meaningful way.” The re-crayoned Homer has no reply to this, but then he dis-
covers a note addressed to Lisa that he wrote before he reverted to his old self.
“Lisa,” it reads, “I'm taking the coward’s way out. But before [ do, I just want you
to know: Being smart made me appreciate how amazing you really are.” Given the
choice, Homer opts for a return to the blissful ignorance that has made his life so
rich and rewarding, for the easier unexamined life—and it’s sufficient consolation
for Lisa to know that her father understood, for a fleeting moment, that his is the
easier path.

There are two nasty truths buried in Episode BABF22. The first is that
Homer’s life is so successful because he’s so dumb. Anyone with too much smarts,
too great a sense of responsibility, too great a propensity for asking difficult ques-
tions, will be hopelessly frustrated by modern American life. It’s the dimwitted
dolts who live happy and fulfilling lives. A similar argument lies at the heart of
the hit film Forrest Gump (the Academy’s choice for Best Picture of 1994), in
which Tom Hanks’s mentally challenged Forrest becomes a national hero, while
his childhood friend Jenny asks the tough questions and finds only depravity, ad-
diction and fatal disease as her reward. And this point would be hammered home
even more dramatically a few years later, with the rise of a smirking frat boy, failed
oilman, bumbling baseball-team owner, wannabe baseball commissioner and res-
olutely anti-introspective non-thinker named George W. Bush to the presidency
of the United States.

The other argument implicit in Homer’s decision to return to stupidity is
more subtle but ultimately far more damning. The key detail here is this: Homer’s
choice is portrayed as perfectly rational. Obvious, even. Why, after all, would
anyone choose a lifetime of disappointment and inner turmoil when successful,
contented bliss is only a brain hemorrhage away? The America of Episode
BABF22 not only encourages and rewards stupidity, it treats it as the preferable
mental state. There is no progressive, enlightened society just around the corner
in which probing intelligence will be the desired norm. Homer is the desired
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norm. He is the Everyman. The hero. Agree with Lisa’s social critiques all you
want, but admit it: Homer is the one you love.

Everybody Loves Homer (with One Notable Exception
Worth Examining in Some Depth)

It’s still possible to see Homer as an essentially malevolent character—as a “cow-
ardly, incompetent, deluded, greedy consumer of the American Dream,” as the
New Statesman TV critic, Andrew Billen, once put it. Even as late as Season 12,
an episode centers on Homer'’s attempt to turn his house into a daycare center,
providing an especially pointed illustration of his neglect of his own children. But
to see him this way is to miss the point: Homer is the hero of The Simpsons. He is
far and away the most beloved character. And this deep and genuine affection for
Homer is felt not only by the other characters in the show but by the vast major-
ity of the audience. In a 2003 poll conducted by BBC Online (tied to a special re-
port entitled “What the World Thinks of America”), Homer was voted “the
greatest American.” Ever. By a landslide. He took in 47.17 percent of the vote,
with Abe Lincoln a distant second (9.67 percent) and the bronze going to Martin
Luther King, Jr. (8.54 percent). Now, this was an online poll, and I certainly
wouldn’t want to put too much stock in an online poll (Mr. T was chosen the
fourth-greatest American in this one), but it does provide fairly dramatic evi-
dence that Homer is the heart and soul of The Simpsons. He’s not only the show’s
driving force, he’s the main reason millions tune in. And, more importantly, I'd
argue that those millions are tuning in not to watch Homer make an ass of him-
self but to relate to Homer as he makes an ass of himself. Not to laugh at Homer,
but to laugh with him. This is a critical distinction. I'll say it again: Homer is the
hero. Centuries of dramatic convention dictate that we cheer for him. That we are
on his side. That, therefore, when critics and fans alike talk about how “realistic”
The Simpsons is, they are implying that Homer is plausible as the embodiment of
the hopes and dreams and values of his age.

The tacit ridiculousness of this notion—and the fact that it contravenes
damn near every single value the society that produced Homer Simpson claims to
hold dear—is the subject of one of the most revelatory episodes in the show’s his-
tory: Episode 4F19 (“Homer’s Enemy”). The point, Matt Groening has explained,
was to “explore what it would be like to actually work alongside Homer Simp-
son.” (This was in a 2000 Entertainment Weekly story in which Groening chose
4F19 as his sixth-favorite episode of all time.) The episode was written by John
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Swartzwelder, quite likely the person with the most intimate understanding of the
show’s characters—especially Homer. The episode’s premise: that an actual Amer-
ican hero, a man named Frank Grimes, becomes Homer Simpson’s co-worker, and
immediately and intensely and most of all necessarily comes to hate Homer.

Grimes is a hard worker, the kind of Horatio Alger character that America
has long claimed as the pinnacle example of its unique virtue. And he is palpably
unable to exist in a universe that treats Homer as a decent human being, much
less a hero. This is the central conceit at work in Episode 4F19—that the show’s
vaunted “realism” tumbles over like a particleboard Hollywood facade in the face
of a light tap from a genuine American.

“Homer’s Enemy” is unlike any other Simpsons episode—including the many
episodes that have featured other real-world figures—for the simple reason that
Frank Grimes does not play ball. Unlike Hollywood celebrities and former U.S.
presidents and even Fox Network owner Rupert Murdoch, whose appearances
bear traces of their real-world selves but are ultimately at the mercy of the show’s
physics and logic and especially its values, Grimes is not immersed in the show's
reality. Quite the contrary: he fights like a cornered wolverine against it. What's
more, the episode makes the argument that you would too.

Grimes is introduced through a TV news segment called “Kent’s People,”
dedicated to heartwarming slice-of-life stories. Slick Channel 6 anchorman
Kent Brockman introduces Grimes—a brush-cutted, bespectacled, white-shirt-
and-tied middle-management type with a pinched visage reeking of victim-
hood—as a man “who has earned everything the hard way but never let
adversity get him down.” Grimes’s story is a ludicrously pathetic litany of
tragedy and oppression: abandoned by his parents at age four; victim of a silo
explosion at age eighteen; years spent recovering from the accident and study-
ing science via correspondence courses in rare leisure moments; finally, a
diploma in nuclear physics. Mr. Burns, watching the TV profile from his office
at the nuclear plant, is so moved by Grimes’s story that he orders his lackey
Smithers to recruit Grimes as his new executive vice-president. When Grimes
arrives the next day, though, Burns has again been moved by the subject of
“Kent’s People”—a heroic dog—and so Grimes is shunted off “somewhere out
of the way” instead. (The dog reappears several scenes later, with a blanket
draped over his body reading EXECUTIVE VICE-PRESIDENT.) In this ignoble fash-
ion, Frank Grimes is assigned to the workstation next to Sector 7G’s resident
incompetent hero, Homer Simpson.

Homer tries to be chummy with Grimes, even sharing one of his best loafing
tips, but it’s no use. In short order, Homer’s standard mix of stupidity, carelessness
and incompetence—eating Grimey’s lunch, dumping water on the control panel
of his workstation to deal with an emergency, calling him “Grimey"—has totally
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alienated his hard-working colleague. The final straw comes when Grimes saves
an oblivious Homer from taking a swig from a beaker of acid, knocking it from his
hands to smash against a nearby wall, only to be reprimanded for damaging the
wall and given a pay cut. A short time later, Grimes storms into Homer’s work
area. “Hi, Grimey, old buddy,” Homer says. “I'm not your buddy, Simpson,”
Grimes fumes. “I don’t like you. In fact, | hate you. Stay the hell away from me!
Because from now on . . . we're enemies.”

This is unprecedented. The cnly real adversaries Homer has had to this point
are his hyper-religious neighbor Ned Flanders (who usually treats Homer with
syrupy Christian cheeriness despite Homer’s open contempt for him), his horrid
sisters-in-law, and former U.S. president George H.W. Bush. Grimey’s hatred up-
sets Homer deeply—after all, Homer is, as he tells Moe the bartender, “the most
beloved man in Springfield.” (This is a big wink at the audience: Homer’s only
somewhat beloved by his fellow Springfieldianites, any number of whom have
been burned in his schemes or outraged by his buffoonery, but he is very much the
audience’s favorite Springfield resident.)

At any rate, Homer feels compelled to win Grimey over. He manufactures a
work-related reason for Grimes to come by the Simpson residence, where he
hopes to charm his colleague with a lobster dinner and an evening with his lovely
family. The plan backfires. A wrung-out, rumpled Grimey arrives, frustrated that
he's already late for his night job, only to be completely overwhelmed by the elab-
orate dimensions of Homer’s life. How, Grimey exclaims, can Homer afford his
“palace” of a house when all he can afford is “a single room above a bowling
alley—and below another bowling alley”? Homer points out framed photos of
himself with Gerald Ford, on tour with the Smashing Pumpkins, and in outer
space. “Would you like to see my Grammy Award?” Homer asks hospitably.
Grimey emphatically would not. Instead, he explodes into a rage, unable to
fathom how Homer’s “lifetime of sloth and ignorance” has resulted in a dream
house, two cars, a happy family and lobster for dinner. “And do you deserve any of
it?” Grimey rants. “No!”

“What are you saying?” Homer asks, wounded.

“I'm saying you're what’s wrong with America, Simpson,” Grimes replies.
“You coast through life, you do as little as possible, and you leech off of decent,
hardworking people like me.” He coughs out a nasty laugh. “If you lived in any
other country in the world, you'd have starved to death long ago.”

If the writers winked at us in earlier scenes, they are by this point jamming
their sharp elbows repeatedly into our ribs. It’s almost as if Swartzwelder and com-
pany wanted to be absolutely goddamn certain we got the point: this Everyman of
ours, this working-class hero we all adore, this man is nothing like what we claim
to admire.
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Grimey, on behalf of genuine working stiffs everywhere, dedicates the rest of
the episode to proving “that Homer Simpson has the intelligence of a six-year-
old.” To that end, he tricks Homer into entering a children’s contest to build a
model of a nuclear power plant.” But Homer, far from being humiliated, wins first
prize, and the raucous cheers of the audience quickly drown out Grimey’s jeering.
They also send poor Grimey over the edge: he lurches around the plant pretend-
ing to be Homer—scarfing donuts, showing his ass crack, pissing on the toilet
seat—and finishes his tirade by seizing a mass of wires labeled EXTREMELY HIGH
VOLTAGE. Cut to Grimes'’s funeral, where Reverend Lovejoy refers to him by the
hated nickname “Grimey” and eulogizes blandly until a dozing Homer rouses
slightly and bellows, “Change the channel, Marge!” The assembled mourners
laugh heartily, and Lenny announces, “That’s our Homer!”

The final image of Episode 4F19 is of Frank Grimes’s casket descending into
the earth. This blunt but scathing self-critique closes, then, with The Simpsons
writers laying to rest the producer-culture values of traditional America—the
hard work and sacrifice and rugged individualism on which the nation was
founded, and to which its leaders still frequently pay lip service. These empty
platitudes aside, modern America is driven by a culture of consumption. Con-
sumption has become the primary focus of the American project and the lead ar-
chitect of America’s value system. This is increasingly true of most of the other
affluent democracies, but it’s a shift whose impact has been most dramatic in the
United States, where those original producer-oriented values were most deeply
held and most widely celebrated. It started, of course, long before Homer Simpson
started capturing American hearts and minds in the 1990s. In the American his-
torian Warren I. Susman’s 1984 study of this massive transformation, Culture as
History: The Transformation of American Society in the Twentieth Century, he traces
the producer-consumer shift back to the beginning of the century. “Simply put,”
Susman summarizes, “one of the fundamental conflicts of twentieth-century
America is between two cultures—an older culture, often loosely labeled Puritan-
republican, producer-capitalist culture, and a newly emerging culture of abun-

9. The Future of Nuclear Energy: In Episode 4F19, three bold visions of the next-generation Spring-
field Nuclear Power Plant vie for the prize Homer eventually claims. Here they are:

* Ralph Wiggum re-imagines the plant as a Malibu Stacy Dream House relabeled “power plant.”
Smithers likes it, but Burns can't abide the bordello-like frivolity of a hot tub and media room.

e Martin Prince, the resident genius of Bart’s class at Springfield Elementary, presents a sleek
model that actually works—it even provides the juice to light the auditorium where the contest
is held—but Burns dismisses it as too cold and sterile.

* Homer’s winning entry is an exact replica of the existing plant, except that fins and a racing
stripe have been added to each of the cooling towers.
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dance.” Homer’s destruction of Frank Grimes, however bumblingly uninten-
tional, represents a victory—quite possibly the final victory—of thart “culture of
abundance.” It’s not just that Homer is rewarded within the context of the show,
but that he is such a beloved icon to the show's viewers. Consumer values have
clearly eclipsed their older opponent in this conflict.

The eclipse, though, is far from total, and the lingering ambiguities of this
struggle are evident not just in Homer's own character but in the audience’s un-
derstanding of his “heroism.” As I've already pointed out, Homer is not strictly a
consumer. Certain of the core producer values—particularly the importance of
family—remain central to his character. And Homer’s frequent schemes, doomed
to failure as they may be, illustrate the survival of a certain traditional American
inventiveness and entrepreneurship. This is, after all, a man who has tried his
hand at yeoman farming (he invented a highly addictive tomato-tobacco hybrid
called “tomacco”), who has attempted to corner the markets on sugar and recy-
cled grease, who has run a highly successful bootlegging business. Consumption
might be the first thing on Homer’s mind, but it’s not always the only thing.

And our love for Homer doesn’t flow exclusively from the ways in which he
embodies our ideal consumer selves. Yes, we love him because he tells us that
everything's okay, that it’s just fine to be self-indulgent, to drive a gas guzzler and
eat junk food and obsess over the minutiae of our favorite celebrities. But this
isn’t the whole equation. There is also the anti-hero side of Homer, the Belushi-
esque subversiveness—as when Homer tosses away the entire apparatus of organ-
ized religion after a single joyous morning without church. Far more subversive,
though, is the mere fact that he is beloved, that so many viewers identify with
him and even in some sense revere him. This is the point so starkly illustrated by
his encounter with Frank Grimes: if Homer is the good guy, then the society he
lives in is much more deeply flawed—more superficial, more irresponsible, more
immoral (or at least amoral)—than most of its inhabitants and practically all of
its leaders admit.

To this day, the muscled alpha males of Hollywood cinema continue to rein-
force the grand American producer-culture myth of the rugged individual, im-
bued with an unshakeable moral compass, ready to take the law into his own
hands—but only in the face of corrupt authority or, increasingly, in response to a
foreign assault. Professional athletes and captains of industry continue to bathe in
the holy glow of whitewashed biographies in which hard work and gumption—as
opposed to, say, ruthlessness and nepotism—pave the road to success. The heroes
on the court or in the boardroom who are revealed to be compulsive gamblers or
sexual predators or flat-out cheats, meanwhile, are treated as grotesque exceptions
to the otherwise flawless rule. This archetype remains the standard mould for

American heroes.
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10

But if Homer is the new Horatio Alger icon®—the man who succeeds despite
or even because of idiocy and laziness, who lucks into the good life by birth or cir-
cumstance, whose good fortune has nothing at all to do with strength of charac-
ter—then the rules and strictures pushed by pretty much every authority figure
going, from teachers and parents all the way up to presidents, are either ludi-
crously out of date or dangerously deluded wishful thinking. Or they are flat-out
lies. This is the most powerful and subversive symbolic point made by Homer's er-
satz heroism: to idolize Homer, even a little, is to embrace the deeply flawed truth
of What Is over the fairytale version of What Should Be you've long been fed by
the powers that be. If we all truly felt the way those voices of authority claim we
do (or should), then we'd all agree with Frank Grimes that Homer is a stellar ex-
emplar of what's wrong with America. But we don’t. We're glad Grimes is gone.
We’re cheering for Homer.

Those cheers might not always be unqualified. Another of Homer’s strengths
as a symbol is that he is complex and conflicted enough that Simpsons viewers
have as paradoxical a relationship with him as they do with the United States it-
self. We see evidence of this ambiguity in Lenny and Carl’s behavior in the Frank
Grimes episode. Lenny and Carl are by no means blind to Homer’s faults, nor do
they necessarily excuse or correct them. In fact, the notion that they could excuse

10. Leaves of Grass, His Ass? Might Homer Simpson's provenance lie even deeper in American his-
tory than Horatio Alger’s industrial-age fables? Might he indeed be the modern-day reincarnation of
the idealized American common man delineated in Walt Whitman's epic ode to individualism, “Song
of Myself”? A close (and admittedly selective) reading of the poem reveals that Whitman saw Homer
coming, and lo, it was good. A shortlist of Whitman's most overtly Homeric passages:

| loafe and invite my soul,
| lean and loafe at my ease observing a spear of summer grass.

What is commonest, cheapest, hearest, easiest, is Me
| am of old and young, of the foolish as much as the wise

| accept reality and dare not question it,
Materialism first and last imbuing.

| dote on myself, there is that lot of me and all so luscious,
Each moment and whatever happens thrills me with joy

| too am not a bit tamed, | too am untranslatable,
I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.

W00 hoo!

(Author’s note: This last-cited passage—Woo hoo!—was the closing line in Whitman’s original draft.
It was removed at the urging of his publisher, who thought it “too modern.” Here, for the first time in
pring, it is restored to its rightful place.)
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or correct, that they could intervene in any way at all to somehow steer this pow-
erful force in their lives, seems very distant. Their acceptance of Homer is akin to
“accepting” the weather. Homer is a force of nature—and a ferocious one at
that—and Lenny and Carl have had to resign themselves to the fact of him.
They’ve had to acknowledge his existence, his enormous presence, his significant
impact (for good or ill) on their lives. This is remarkably similar to the way most
of the world feels about America. Love or hate, mild annoyance or smug bemuse-
ment, anger or hope—these are somewhere further down on the list of responses.
First, there’s the need to accept that America will affect your life—significantly—
no matter how you feel about it.

In the end, Lenny and Carl side with Homer. As Frank Grimes rants about
Homer’s many faults, they first offer rote defenses—“Everyone makes mistakes”;
“Give him a break”—and then they just stop listening. After a long pregnant
pause at the end of Grimey’s rant, Lenny turns to Carl and says, “So, how you
doin’?” This reaction is an excellent illustration of the necessary contradictions in
any relationship with a force as powerful as America. We can talk about its merits
and faults, we can carry with us simultaneous feelings of deep love and intense
loathing for various aspects of it, but beyond a certain point there is only redun-
dancy or the hair-tearing frustration that leads Grimey to his inadvertent suicide.
Better, then, to simply live with the contradictions. This is as necessary a non-
reckoning for Americans themselves as for the billions around the world touched
by America’s power. Even the most jingoistic American patriots hold a deep and
abiding hatred for some aspect of their homeland: those cowardly, amoral hippies,
say, or all the immigrants who can barely speak English, or Bill Clinton. And
even the shrillest self-critics surely maintain a fierce love for the Bill of Rights, or
for a handful of American punk bands, or for Bill Clinton. But few American
icons have been able to encapsulate the full measure of this ambivalence. You can
find traces of it—in the reluctant but deadly violence of James Dean'’s rebel with-
out a cause, or in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s crippled body and towering statesman-
ship. But the majority of heroes actively repel ambivalence (FDR disguised his
disability, after all) which is what makes them such limited symbols. And, by con-
trast, what makes Homer such a comprehensive one.

Of course, some lumps of Homer’s symbolic weight sit more heavily than oth-
ers. Emphasis here on lump. And weight. And heavily.

Springfield: A City on the Grow

Insatiable, impulsive, inconsistent Homer is no aberration—he’s merely the most
dramatic example of an entire social order. When you zoom out from Homer to

include the world that spawned him—the media-saturated consumer paradise of



PLANET SIMPSON

Springfield, USA—the enormous and relentless force of the symbolism only
grows. Springfield is a town overflowing with frivolous consumer items, wildly un-
necessary consumer outlets and hordes of overeager consumers. The downtown
streets and the local mall overflow with stores like The Horseradishery, the Inter-
national House of Answering Machines, and Miscellaneous, Et Cetera. The local
Monstro Mart (“Where Shopping Is a Baffling Ordeal”) offers an unbeatable bar-
gain on twelve pounds of nutmeg. The Springfield Museum sings its own merits
thusly: “Truth, Knowledge, Gift Shop.” A TV infomercial hawks the Mr. Sugar
Cube home sugar-cube maker and Spiffy-brand tombstone cleaner, while local
TV icon Krusty the Clown lends his name and dubious Seal of Approval to third-
rate merchandise ranging from Chocolate Frosted Frosty Krusty Flakes to the
Krusty Home Pregnancy Test (“May cause birth defects”). There’s a cartoon show
called Action Figure Man (the how-to-buy-Action-Figure-Man episode was nomi-
nated for a Cartoon Award for best writing). Down at the Kwik-E-Mart, the mag-
azine rack includes Fabergé Egg Owner and Ballpoint Pen Digest. The Simpsons,
meanwhile, pass the odd moments when they’re not watching TV or buying and
consuming things by singing such traditional family folk tunes as the Armour hot
dog and Oscar Mayer wiener theme songs—sometimes tossing in the “I feel like
Chicken Tonight!” jingle to make a medley of it. Springfield may have a factory
or two, and many locals earn their wages, as Homer does, down at the power
plant, but Springfield’s raison d’étre is quite clearly consumption of the crassest
kind: useless trinkets, celebrity-endorsed junk, synthetic simulacra of old staples.
Though a lot of this stuff serves merely as realistic set dressing, there are mo-
ments in which the hyper-consumer culture of Springfield moves front and cen-
ter—in Episode 4F13 (“My Sister, My Sitter”), for example, when Homer and
Marge attend the grand opening of Springfield’s brand-new South Street Squid-
port. At moments like these, the “satirical” setting seems almost documentary.
The Squidport is a local revitalization project, recasting an historic industrial area
as a pedestrian mall. Marge is “honored that Springfield has been chosen to host
all these upscale chain stores,” while the local press listen in amazement as action
hero Rainier Wolfcastle confirms that every item on the menu at Planet Hype
was personally approved by his secretary. The only anachronistic note comes
when a yuppie tourist follows a tunnel from Moe’s Tavern’s Squidport storefront
to its actual downtown location. (“This isn’t faux dive,” the disgusted yuppie
notes. “This is a dive.”) Otherwise, the verisimilitude’s pretty much flawless.
Here, for instance, is a list of stores and restaurants you can find either at Spring-
field’s Squidport or at the Shops of Mission Viejo in Orange County, California:
Just Rainsticks, Everything But Water, My First Tattoo, Piercing Pagoda, The
lecchy & Scratchy Store, The Discovery Channel Store, It’s a Wonderful Knife,
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Bag ’n’ Baggage, Much Ado About Muffins, The Cheesecake Factory, Crypto
Barn: A Place for Codes, Pottery Barn Kids. (Shrewd consumers will perhaps dis-
cern that this list alternates between first Squidport and then Orange County
outlets.)

The thing is, our own consumer culture pretty much defies satirization. It
mocks itself so effectively it can’t be mocked, and it vaults into self-parody far too
regularly and effectively to really need outside help. In one Simpsons episode, a
depressed Homer wanders into the Kwik-E-Mart in search of something to lift his
spirits. “Got any of that beer that has candy floating in it?” he asks Apu. “You
know—Skittle Brau?” Apu informs him there is no such product, so Homer buys a
six-pack and a few packages of Skittles. A few years later, the online retailer Café-
press.com could be found hawking everything from T-shirts and baseball caps to
coffee mugs and mouse pads emblazoned with the Skittle Briu logo. The product
itself was too silly even for Springfield’s overheated consumer culture, but the
commodification of the show in the real world has become so extensive and re-
lentless that Skittle Briau gave birth to a whole line of saleable merchandise.

By way of personal example, [ can say that | had occasion, circa 1998, to drink
a bottle of juice that went by the name of “Aunty Goethe’s Peachy-Mango Love
Pain.” (This was from a line of juices called Uvo, which was competing with or
else elaborately parodying the Fruitopia line of pseudo-psychedelic fruit drinks.)
A couple years before that, | inadvertently bought a bunch of Space Jam ba-
nanas—which is to say, each of the bananas I bought had a tiny ad for the
Michael Jordan film Space Jam on its label sticker. I can recall, too, how one of
the most noteworthy developments to come from the Art Gallery of Ontario’s Ed-
vard Munch exhibition in the spring of 1997 was the enormous popularity of The
Seream paraphernalia (mugs, pillowcases, inflatable dolls) on sale in the gift shop.

Anyone who has lived through these years of dumb affluence and constant ac-
quisition no doubt has their own set of similar touchstones. Statistical glimpses of
the society-wide scope of this phenomenon are thick on the ground: the obesity
rate increasing from one in eight to one in five Americans from 1991 to 1998;
$30 billion spent annually in the United States on lawn care; the total square
footage of England’s shopping centers clearing four million. Americans spend
more money annually on jewelry, watches and shoes ($80 billion) than on higher
education ($65 billion), and more time per week shopping (six hours on average)
than playing with their kids (forty minutes).

These last two statistical pairings come from a 1997 PBS documentary called
Affluenza, which gave a name and a pathology to the West's obsession with over-
consumption. A subsequent book—Affluenza: The All-Consuming Epidemic, by
John de Graaf, David Wann and Thomas H. Naylor—defined the illness as “a
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painful, contagious, virally transmitted condition of overload, debt, anxiety and
waste resulting from the dogged pursuit of more.” The authors argued that this
disease was not only rampant among individuals but endemic to the entire hyper-
capitalist Western economic system, spawned by “the obsessive, almost religious
quest for economic expansion” that treats a fast-growing gross domestic product
as the “supreme measure of national progress.”

The PBS program spawned a sequel—Escape from Affluenza—a sort of how-to
guide for downgrading your definition of affluence and reducing your consump-
tion levels. PBS perhaps needn’t have bothered, because the dissatisfaction with
hyper-consumption inevitably created its own consumer trend: voluntary simplic-
ity. Hard-core adherents may have taken to shopping in second-hand stores and
growing their own vegetables, but the message was purely consumerist by the time
it hit mainstream America’s newsstands in April 2000 as a grammatically chal-
lenged Time Inc. magazine called Real Simple, which advocated on behalf of a
“simple” life that included $300 T-shirts and ads for Revlon and Ralph Lauren.
Devotees of this consumer trend can presumably also be found at Pottery Barn
shopping for ersatz handicrafts and buying Restoration Hardware fake antiques.
Which, come to think of it, are the kinds of stores that hawk their wares at North
America’s real-world Squidports.

There's an argument that, far from being symptoms of some sociologist’s fan-
tasy of a disease, these pseudo-traditional chain stores are in fact emblems of a
grand new consensus. In particular, there's social critic David Brooks's 2000 book
Bobos in Paradise: The New Upper Class and How They Got There. To hear Brooks
tell it, America’s Squidports, as well as its rapidly growing exurban enclaves and
prosperous “Latte Towns,” are the stomping grounds of a new “educated gentry”"—
the “Bobos” (short for bourgeois-bohemians)—that represents a final happy rec-
onciliation between the bourgeois and bohemian camps that have long stood as
the opposing poles in America’s culture wars. This reconciliation of “the anti-
establishment style” and “the corporate imperative” reveals itself in the revolu-
tion-rock soundtracks of ad campaigns and in the back-to-basics products on the
shelves of Restoration Hardware. In the pages of The Weekly Standard (where he is
a senior editor), Brooks has also sung the praises of “Patio Man,” who lives in a
big-boxed, McMansioned “Sprinkler City” with a “Realtor Mom” wife and kids
named Haley (a “Travel Team Girl”) and Cody (a “Buzz Cut Boy”). Patio Man’s
pride and joy—his personal exurban Arc de Triomphe—is his “multi-leveled
patio/outdoor recreation area,” where we can find this triumphal American con-
sumer at perfect peaceful consumptive leisure.

It perhaps goes without saying that a Brooksian take on Homer Simpson
would likely depict him as a kind of all-in-one Patio-Bobo-Everyman. And he
might well see Springfield as the Latte Sprinkler CityTowne of every middle
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American’s dreams. And to be fair, Brooks's eye for social detail is no less precise
than that of The Simpsons’ writers. It’s just that Brooks sees a glorious finish line in
the pursuit of happiness in most of the same spots where The Simpsons version
finds deep cultural rot. The show’s writers have taken great care to make Homer
lovable enough to carry a long-running prime-time series, but they portray
Springfield as a sort of grotesque mirror image of America in which smug con-
sumption and empty-headed cultural plenty mask—only thinly—a desperation
that verges on total panic.

A panic, [ should mention, that finds its shorthand in the recurring mass hys-
teria and mob rule of the people of Springfield.

The Wauggghhh!/Woo-Hoo! Cycle, the Hysterical Masses
of Springfield and the Silly, Silly Case of Y2K

When Homer Simpson screams in terror, it’s a hard, throaty sound. His mouth
falls agape, his widening eyes show panic. His tongue sometimes emerges, rippling
like a sea in a vicious storm. And then the sound explodes, short and quick and
reedy or long and wide and growling as the problem dictates. It’s the sound you
sometimes hear in the show’s opening credits as he scrambles to get out of the way
of Marge’s car in the family garage. It's a big step up from the mild annoyance of
D’oh! It indicates more serious trouble. It goes: Wauggghhh! And then there’s its
inverse: a high-pitched, celebratory noise delivered through pursed lips after win-
ning a contest to become an astronaut or discovering that ham is on sale. It’s al-
ways quick and ejacularory, accompanied on occasion by a raised fist. It goes:
Woo-hoo!

Much of Homer's life is lived in this constant cycle between horrified panic
and exuberant celebration. Mr. Burns shows up at his house to watch the big box-
ing match: Wauggghhh! Homer finds Henry Kissinger’s glasses in the nuclear
plant’s toilet: Woo-hoo! Former U.S. president Jimmy Carter challenges him to a
duel: Wauggghhh! A hot-dog vendor appears at a funeral Homer is attending:
Woo-hoo!

Though these reflexive moments are usually unconnected and quite spread
out temporally, there have been occasions when the cycle has been whiplash-
inducingly tight. In Episode 9F15 (“Last Exit to Springfield”), for example,
Homer the reluctant union leader is required to appear alongside Mr. Burns (and,
inexplicably, Dr. Joyce Brothers) on Kent Brockman’s Smartline to defend the
strike he’s leading at the power plant. “Homer, organized labor has been described
as a lumbering dinosaur,” Brockman begins. Homer promptly replies,
“Wauggghhh!” A moment’s pause, and then Brockman continues: “My director is
telling me not to talk to you anymore . . . ” Homer: “Woo-hoo!”
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These lurches between extremes are by no means limited to Homer himself.
In fact, they’re an exaggerated shorthand for the behavior of the assembled popu-
lace of Springfield, who can gather into an angry mob in mere moments and re-
verse into revelry or else merely disperse just as quickly. The Wauggghhh!/
Woo-hoo! cycle indeed seems to govern the entire town, particularly when it
gathers in large numbers—which it most often tends to do, not incidentally, ei-
ther to unite behind Homer or to chastise him for one of his excesses. A text-
book case: In Episode 3F20 (“Much Apu About Nothing”), a wild bear comes
wandering through the Simpsons’ neighborhood, inciting Homer to lead an
angry mob of his fellow citizens to the door of Mayor Quimby’s office—twice.
The first time is a protest against the “constant bear attacks” in Springfield
(there had been exactly one, constituting “a freakin’ country-bear jambaroo” in
Homer’s reckoning), and the second is a protest against the tax imposed to pay
for the new Bear Patrol.

The citizens of Springfield are no less one-minded and malleable in other
mass assemblies. The easy answers peddled by self-help guru Brad Goodman, for
example, turn the entire rown into a pack of self-indulgent overgrown children,
and a town meeting to decide the fate of a $3-million municipal windfall is easily
won over to the impractical notion of a monorail by the fast-talking pitch and
catchy song of slimy huckster Lyle Lanley. Indeed the huddled masses of Spring-
field can be counted on, pretty much without exception, to behave as a single-
minded, over-emotional horde in the face of any new crisis or trend. Homer's
sporadic Wauggghhh!s and Woo-hoo!s can sometimes seem positively cautious by
comparison.

Some critics—particularly British ones, for some reason—have long dispar-
aged (or is it praised?) The Simpsons for being a deeply cynical show, which has al-
ways struck me as a serious misreading. Not all satire is cynical, after all. In fact,
most satire builds from a deeply idealistic rage at the hypocrisies of its targets, and
The Simpsons even gives its stinging satire a fine sugar-coating of sentimental fam-
ily values. (On which I'll say quite a bit more in Chapter Six.) But if there’s one
place where the cynic label sticks, it’s probably in the series’ repeated depictions
of the unwashed masses of its America-in-microcosm as brain-dead automatons.
In some instances, this portrayal is so broad and blunt that lemmings would seem
free-spirited by comparison. Take the extreme case of Episode 4F17 (“The Old
Man and the Lisa”), in which Lisa helps a suddenly destitute Mr. Burns rebuild
his industrial empire on the foundations of an eco-friendly recycling concern.
Burns, malevolent to the core, decides the most profitable way to expand his new
business is to knit plastic six-pack rings together into the “Burns Omni-net,”
which sweeps the sea floor clean of all living things and processes them into a
pink slurry that can be used as insulation, farm feed and engine coolant. Lisa,
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realizing the horrors she has caused, runs out into the Springfield streets, begging
her fellow citizens to stop recycling. She comes across a random man and woman.
(Notably, neither is part of the show’s massive cast of recurring bit characrers;
they are instead two hyper-generic drones created for this sequence.) Lisa im-
plores them to drop their recycling boxes. “But you told us to recycle,” the woman
answers in a robotic monotone. “You convinced us it was good,” the man adds just
as mechanically. Surely modern America—indeed the modern West generally—
is not this easily led, this effortlessly duped. Whatever its faults, it’s a touch
shrewder as a whole than Homer’s Wauggghhh!/Woo-hoo! cycle and the panicky
Springfield throng let on. Isn't it?

[ mean, it’s not like you could fool the entire democratic world with one of
those dim-witted infomercials hosted by hack actor Troy McClure that convince
Homer to buy juice looseners and the rest of the town to attend self-help semi-
nars. Could you?

Fade in. Hack actor Troy McClure sits at a computer, desperately pounding
the keyboard with his fist. “Control-alt-delete does nothing! Nothing!” he
screams. He turns to the camera, suddenly calm, and flashes a broad Hollywood
grin. “Oh, hi! I'm Troy McClure! You might remember me from such mass panics
as ‘The Metric System: Prelude to Communist Conquest’ and ‘The Africanized
Killer Bee Holocaust.” But today, I'm here to tell you about the most dangerous
force ever to be unleashed on civilization: the Y2K bug!” McClure rises from his
desk and walks stage left; as the camera pans, it becomes evident that the “work-
station” at which McClure was seated was set up on the edge of a large, infomer-
cial-esque stage. “Now let’s meet the one man who can save all of humanity from
certain destruction,” McClure continues chirpily. “Gary North!”

A wild-eyed survivalist (portrayed, perhaps, by Herman, the proprietor of
Springfield’s military antiques store) walks on stage. McClure introduces him as a
“history professor” and the “leader of the Y2K-preparedness movement.” “Now
why don’t you tell us a little about the horrors that are in store for us,” McClure
finishes.

North launches into a lengthy tirade about the apocalypse to be wrought by
the fact that the world’s computer chips will not be able to cope with the
changeover from 1999 to 2000. Banks, public utilities, military communications,
financial markets, even railroads will collapse, all because their computer systems
recognize only the last two digits of the date and will assume that “2000” is actu-
ally “1900.”

“Surely not the railroads,” McClure prods skeptically.

“It’s true, Troy,” North continues. In fact, he says, “it’s a disaster greater than
anything the world has experienced since the bubonic plague of the fourteenth

century.”

©
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McClure turns to the camera in a hokily exaggerated pantomime of horror.

I'm kidding, of course. Gary North never appeared on The Simpsons. He never
had an infomercial, and he didn’t even do press interviews. And it wasn't Troy
McClure who called North a professor and Y2K-preparedness leader, it was The
Orange County Register and the Ottawa Citizen, respectively. To be fair, other
media outlets pointed out that, Ph.D. notwithstanding, North was a committed
Reconstructionist—a firm believer that a governing system built on a close read-
ing of the Bible was the only hope for humanity’s salvation—and that he had
been predicting apocalypse by various means since the early 1980s. Still, North
was front and center in many of the first accounts of the Y2K survivalist move-
ment, the pied piper whose increasingly popular website and newsletter inspired
many of the first people to quite literally head for the hills (or at least start plan-
ning for it) in 1997 and 1998 to avoid the coming disaster.

Before long, North would find himself in increasingly prestigious company. Ed
Yardeni, the chief economist at Deutsche Bank Securities in New York, was by
late 1998 predicting a 70 percent chance of global recession on his Y2K-prepared-
ness website. Chain bookstores began filling with books with titles like Time
Bomb 2000 and Building Your Ark. When a lengthy feature on the problem ap-
peared in July 1999 in The Washington Post, its language was almost indistinguish-
able from North’s own: “There is nothing that quite compares with the so-called
‘Millennium Bug.’ It is potentially planetary in scope. It is potentially cata-
strophic in consequence.”

Throughout 1998 and 1999, governments and institutions dove full bore into
the Y2K problem, spending what was almost certainly way too many billions of
dollars fixing those glitches that did exist in the computer systems of the world.
The Y2K debugging employed 500,000 in the United States alone, while the
British government’s three-year Y2K program boasted a £20-billion price tag and
included “What To Do” pamphlets for every household in the U.K. And so on,
around the globe, with the World Bank, for example, handing US$29 million to
Sri Lanka for “Y2K remediation.”

But at least the overreactions of major institutions had their foundations in
real problems. All of that was nothing compared to the collective Wauggghhh! of
the citizenry of the enlightened West. The panic was most acute in the U.S.,
where countless true believers quit their jobs and bunkered down in rural
fortresses throughout 1999, but there were few corners of the industrialized world
that weren’t touched by the fear.

Full disclosure here: [ was working at a tech-oriented magazine in Toronto in
August 1998 when a long feature in another tech-oriented magazine—Wired—
about how the Y2K debuggers had themselves gone survivalist made the rounds of
the magazine’s office, sending me and several colleagues into a mild fever of spec-

@)
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ulation as to where to hide out come New Year’s Eve 1999. It lasted about a week.
I never gave it much thought after that, and for entirely non-bug-related reasons I
spent New Year’s Eve 1999 bobbing on the deck of a large houseboat on Ha Long
Bay in Vietnam. Moments after midnight, [ bellowed across to another bobbing
boat on the bay to inquire whether they were having difficulty with their comput-
ers. Oh, how we all laughed. But I digress.

Myself notwithstanding, the less hard-core survivalists were still large enough
in number to produce panic buying sprees across North America on everything
from generators and batteries to groceries and medicine. In Canada, grocery stores
reported a 3.7 percent decline in sales in January 2000 as the recently terrified
worked through their stockpiles. The U.S. Federal Reserve, meanwhile, dumped
$50 billion in banknotes into the national money supply to allow for hoarding,
and governments from Canada to Japan kept troops on standby in case of New
Year’s rioting. All this even though news reports had, by the fall of 1999, shifted
their focus to skeptical commentary on the overreaction to the Y2K bug.

In the event, the sky didn't fall, the stock market didn’t crash, the lights
stayed on, and not even Russia could manage a nuclear disaster. In the United
States—the heartland of the panic—there were, admirttedly, a few cases of
calamity: a guy in Albany, New York, for example, got slapped with a $91,000 late
charge for returning a movie one hundred years late. For the most part, though,
prosperous Westerners awoke groggily to a New Year's Day no more nor less trou-
bled than any other. And for the rest of the year, in myriad ways, they raised their
fists and contentedly bleated: Woo-hoo!

Do you remember just how smug and complacent and frivolous was the fabled
year 20007 It’s easy to forget, because Y2K was frivolous in just the right sorts of
ways, the kind that burn bright and ubiquitous for fleeting moments and are
quickly gone, and because events of such gravity have come to dominate the pop-
ular consciousness in the intervening years.

It started in late January, at least in North America, with the Super Bowl, the
annual football game and advertising showcase. One of the big stars of the year’s
ads was a smooth-talking sock puppet who shilled for Pets.com (an online retailer
of pet food). After his big break at the Super Bowl, the Pets.com Sock Puppet
rode high across the American airwaves for most of February. He sang “Three
Times a Lady” to Diane Sawyer on ABC'’s Good Morning America" and “I Got
You, Babe” to Kathie Lee Gifford on LIVE with Regis and Kathie Lee, and was

11. Great Moments in Journalism: The highlight of the Pets.com Sock Puppet’s appearance on Good
Moming America, to my mind, was an exchange with Sawyer’s co-host, Charles Gibson, about the
puppet’s collar that has such an extraordinary Beckett-on-Quaaludes quality to it that it's worth quot-

ing at some length:

(continues)
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asked to comment on Nightline about Peanuts cartoonist Charles M. Schulz’s
retirement.

The Pets.com Sock Puppet, though, was exactly the kind of mindless Y2K
Woo-hoo! phenomenon you could easily have missed, because the real breakaway
stars of the 2000 Super Bowl were the Whassup Guys. You might well remember
them—the actors who became famous for screeching “Whassup?” at each other in
a Budweiser beer commercial? Anyway, they went well beyond the odd morning-
talk-show appearance (though they did those too). They went on tour. They trav-
eled the U.S., Canada and even the U.K., did the Whassup Guys. (The
preceding, incidentally, is the trademarked spelling of the term.) They threw out
the first pitch at a Texas Rangers baseball game, and made appearances at the
NBA all-star game and the NCAA Final Four basketball tournament.

But these, of course, were just overlong Super Bowl spin-offs—preludes to the
main event. And the main event of 2000 in most of the English-speaking world
was reality TV. There is a perfect, Springfield-mob-like symmetry to the fact that
the sustained international pop-cultural craze that immediately followed the Y2K
panic involved watching average folks doing nothing of any real consequence in
highly contrived environments. The crisis was averted, after all, so why not float
through the first celebratory year of the new millennium on the ridiculously fluffy
clouds of Survivor (in North America) and Big Brother (in the U.K.) and Who
Wants to Be a Millionaire (hit versions on both sides of the pond). By August, the
weekly vote to see who got tossed from the island on Survivor was watched far
more closely and debated far more heatedly than the upcoming vote that would
decide the American presidency.

And why not? What did an election matter, anyway? In the summer of 2000,
the economies of most of the West were on high-speed cruise control. As Francis
Fukuyama had argued a decade earlier in his essay “The End of History,” there
were no challenges left to the supremacy of Western liberal democracy. If the odd
tech stock had taken a dive (as they had begun to), or if there were troubles with
the national health care system (as there had been in Britain in early 2000), or if

(continued)

Gibson: I've noticed ever since | first saw you that you wear that . . . you wear that watch around
your neck.

Sock Puppet: Yeah, it's kind of like my collar.

Gibson: Yeah. Can you show me how you actually read the watch and tell time?

Sock Puppet: Well, I never said | could tell time. | just sort of wear the watch.

Gibson: Oh, | see. You can't actually get your head around and see what time it is?

Sock Puppet: No, but, you know, there’s a lot of clocks around, Charlie.

Gibson: | see. So the watch—the watch is just purely decorative?

Sock Puppet: Yeah, it's decorative, but it's also pretty sturdy. You know, it's a Timex, so, you know,

if I need to | can do this. It keeps on ticking.
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there were political leaders to be picked (as there were in both the U.S. and
Canada that year)—well, so what? A cornerstone of the loose consensus of the
era was the idea that governments were finally moving towards a richly deserved
powerlessness, because the only thing governments knew how to do well was
screw up and reward themselves for doing so. And the interests of right-thinking
people throughout the free world were wisely fixed elsewhere: on high finance, on
the Internet. On Survivor. Woo-hoo!

I had a unique window on the West’s Y2K daydream, I think, because I ar-
rived right in the middle of it. I landed in Toronto in early July 2000 after a year
spent living in India. Cultural re-immersion is often a surreal and intense process
under any circumstances, as you find yourself confronting the assumptions and
prejudices of your native culture as if for the first time. You examine them a little
more closely, perhaps, and you can draw fresh conclusions about them you might
not have reached if you'd come to the current moment in an unbroken line.

Anyway, Survivor-mania felt to me not like cute, lightweight fun but instead
like a deeply perverse thing. It felt wrong. And wrong not just in the usual ways
the highbrow commentators were trucking out on the cable-news shows. It was
not because it debased its participants or because it debased its viewers or because
it debased society in general. It was not because it claimed to be real when in fact
it was extremely artificial. The ugliness of it ran deeper. It suggested, somehow,
that something was wrong at the core. That the priorities of the society I'd re-
turned to were so wildly skewed by its extraordinary wealth and power and con-
tentment that Survivor, far from being an aberration, an overly gaudy dress at the
grand post-millennial ball, was in fact an accurate manifestation of the true nature
of the society.

I kept running into other dark portents in those first few weeks in Toronto
after I returned from India. Down on King Street West one day, walking towards
my workplace through Toronto’s theatre district, [ passed a camera crew from a
local TV station. They were filming two young black men as they stopped ran-
dom passersby to ask if they (the passersby) knew who they (the black men) were.
Then one or the other of them or both would screech, “Whaaahhh-suhhhhhh!”
and a sudden, intense, joyful look of recognition would invariably come over the
passerby’s face. It was the Whassup Guys, still on tour. Another time, walking
along Bloor Street West in the Annex in the early evening, amidst the prosperous
shoppers and cozy cafés and New Age stores, | came upon a man covered head to

toe in teal-and-blue spandex, superhero-style. He accosted me as | passed
which, in my culture-shocked state, scared the shit out of me. I realized he was
simply handing me a free product sample, so [ took one and hurried off. It was a
Listerine Pocket Pak: a tiny plastic case filled with little strips the size and texture
of a single piece of Scotch tape. When I put one in my mouth, it dissolved in-
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stantly in a burst of mouthwash-flavored syrup—which also scared the shit out of
me.

But I came upon the paramount example of this diseased frivolity in the
course of some research | was doing for a magazine story on the vigorous trade in
Ultima Online characters that had emerged on eBay. Let me explain: Ultima On-
line is a Tolkien-esque video game, the playing of which takes place online in an
enormous virtual world called Britannia populated by wizards and elves and such.
Apparently, building a powerful character takes tremendous time and effort, and
so some experienced players had taken to selling their well-developed characters
online for real-world money. I soon discovered that you could also buy gold pieces
on eBay—that is, you could buy an amount of the coinage of this virtual world in
exchange for legitimate currency, and the gold would then be transferred to your
character inside the virtual world. And this was how I discovered that, in the late
summer of 2000, Ultima Online gold pieces were trading against the U.S. dollar
at about the same rate as the Vietnamese dong.

This could easily be one of those slice-of-life stories that TV newscasts slap on
at the end of the bad craziness of the rest of the news so that the anchorperson
can turn to the camera and smile and chuckle in a what'll-they-think-of-next?
sort of way that tells everyone watching that life is really pretty grand and light-
hearted after all. It could be that kind of story, but I think it’s a particularly ugly
kind of lie to treat it as such. Because what this fact means—what it means that
the Vietnamese dong and Ultima Online gold pieces were worth about the same
in U.S. dollars in the summer of 2000—is that the triumphant liberal West had
by then reached a point where in some real way it saw the nation of Vietnam and
the virtual world of Britannia as roughly equal. Both might be interesting places
to visit; visitors to both would require currency. That one is an actual place filled
with real people and the other a fantasy world created for the amusement of afflu-
ent people with tremendous amounts of leisure time—this is still understood, yes,
but not as clearly as it once was. And it attests to the existence of a dangerously
corrosive self-absorption in the culture, the same corrosion hinted at by the cele-
bration of a lazy, hyper-impulsive ultra-consumer like Homer Simpson as a hero.
It's not that there’s no soul left to the culture—the darker shades of Homer’s char-
acter don’t negate the goodness in him—but the corrosion is there, and it appears
to be spreading.

Western society never looked more Homer-like than it did in the year 2000.
Never more id-driven, never more consumption-obsessed, never more interested
in the simplest solutions. Never more interested in doing nothing. There were
undercurrents of serious problems: a dot-com stock-market bubble showing its
first serious signs of structural weakness, for example, and a series of mass protests
worldwide against a sketchily defined force called “globalization.” And there was
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a definite but ephemeral sense among growing numbers of the citizens of the most
affluent societies the world has ever known that things might be far worse than
they appeared on their slick, expensive surfaces. It was a discomfort that had been
building for years, an inchoate fear just under the contented facades. This was the
free-floating energy that latched on to the Y2K bug and gave it the power to cre-
ate widespread panic. And, once the emergency had passed, to create such ridicu-
lous frivolity. And this fear would soon meet with genuine cataclysm on a scale
that even most Y2K survivalists couldn’t have imagined, setting off a great collec-
tive Wauggghhh! in the West whose reverberations are still being felt today. Four
years on, the millennial ball of the year 2000 now looks like quite a desperate
party, a buoyant dance of overindulgence before the fear closed back in.

In Episode 2F11 (“Bart’s Comet”), Springfield narrowly averts total annihila-
tion. A comet has been hurtling towards it, and the suggested survival strategies
of the town’s best minds all fail. After abandoning a final attempt to avoid the
catastrophe in Ned Flanders’s bomb shelter, the entire population of Springfield
gathers on the hilltop to wait for the comet’s impact, joining together to sing
“Que Sera, Sera” as cold comfort against the impending doom. But the comet
burns itself out before it hits the town, touching down as a rock no bigger than a
chihuahua’s head. (There is in fact a chihuahua among the assembled towns-
people to graphically illustrate the rock’s size as it rolls powerlessly to a stop in
front of them.) Some of the assembled crowd disperses, joining Moe in his plan
to burn down the observatory to ensure that such a crisis never occurs again. The
Simpson kids, though, simply marvel at the result—and at the one man who pre-
dicted it.

“What’s really amazing,” says Bart, “is that this is exactly what Dad said would
happen.”

“Yeah,” Lisa adds incredulously. “Dad was right.”

“I know, kids,” Homer whimpers, gathering his children in his arms. “I'm
scared too.”
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I'm a street-walkin’ cheetah with a heart full of napalm
I'm a runaway son of the nuclear A-bomb

I am a world's forgotten boy

The one who searches and destroys

—THE STOOGES, “SEARCH AND DESTROY”

Oh, please. This is senseless destruction, with none of my
usual social commentary.

—BART SIMPSON, EPISODE 2F18
(“Two DozeN AND ONE GREYHOUNDS")

Bart Simpson, Punk Icon?

An autobiographical note: I went to high school in North Bay, Ontario, in
the late 1980s and early 1990s. North Bay is only a few hours north of cos-
mopolitan Toronto, and it’s a bit too big for the term “small town.” Nonetheless,
it was a bland suburban hinterland. We were quite out of the loop. Or at least |
was. My high-school years were set to a soundtrack of Led Zeppelin and Guns N’
Roses and the occasional rumor of something more dangerous—something along
the lines of a bootleg tape of N.W.A.’s “Fuck tha Police” or “Too Drunk to Fuck”
by the Dead Kennedys. (We liked it when they said “fuck.” That was cool. Huh-
huh. Huh-huh-huh.) My friends and I wore untucked logoed Polo button-downs
and disintegrating deck shoes (which was the style at the time), and we drank too
much and then went to the McDonald’s parking lot to hang out, watch the fights
and try to avoid getting dragged into any. In my final year, | applied to business

school. (Got in too, and did a year and a half before | snapped out of it, for
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reasons I'll get into just a little later.) I thought I might like to be a lawyer one
day. Own a BMW. Come back to North Bay—just to visit—and drive it down
Lakeshore Drive, past the McDonald’s parking lot, show those Neanderthals what
real power looked like. It was that kind of time, at least in North Bay.

Also: we didn’t get Fox. The Simpsons was mostly a rumor to me for the first
year or two of its existence, and that rumor was mostly Bart. How outrageous he
was, how irreverent. How subversive. Bart was dangerous. Some said Bart had to
be stopped. The Bart rumor had the same vibe as those murky fourth-generation
recordings of N.W.A. and the Dead Kennedys—a vague intimation of real rebel-
lion. I wanted to know more about this Bart Simpson.

The first time [ met him was on a T-shirt. It was in the summer of 1990—the
Summer of Bart—when Simpsons T-shirts were selling at the astounding rate of
more than a million per day in North America. [ believe Bart was riding a skate-
board, and I'm pretty sure he was saying DON'T HAVE A COW, MAN. It could have
just as easily been I'M BART SIMPSON—WHO THE HELL ARE YOU? or UNDERACHIEVER
AND PROUD OF IT or simply AY, CARUMBA! Anyway, there he was: a primary yellow,
spike-haired Johnny Rotten, Jr. An untamed punk rocker in prime time. If you
were too young to have felt punk’s liberating nihilism the first time around or not
hip enough to have tracked its reverberations underground during the conformist
1980s—or if, like me, you were both—then Bart was quite possibly your first full
taste of punk. And if, as Greil Marcus has suggested, it was “almost transcenden-
tally odd” to discover the slogans of the revolutionary French underground of
1968 being spat into the pop charts of 1976 by the Sex Pistols,' then it was doubly
so to find the same phenomenon riding a full-blown mainstream hype wave in
1990. Bart’s anarchic visage was genuinely powerful, both because it introduced
The Simpsons to the masses as an inherently subversive force and because it intro-
duced a subversive force to the mainstream at all. Even if Bart might have seemed
like a sanitized version of the real thing to anyone who'd seen the Pistols them-
selves in 1976 or the Dead Kennedys in 1984, for the rest of us he had some gen-
uine edge to him. After a decade of life in toothless Cosbyland, Bart brought
some real bite to the mainstream, even if he was chewing with baby teeth.

More precisely, The Simpsons hit bland TV-land with the propulsive, sarcastic
force of a Pistols record. Not just Bart but the entire show felt as irreverent and
seditious and scruffy as the fuck-you heroes of punk. The pop world had appar-
ently gone so long without even the vaguest whiff of dissidence that a ten-year-
old boy who carried a slingshot and mouthed off to his parents and

1. A Product Plug: Here, and in several other places in this book, I'm indebted to Lipstick Traces: A
Secret History of the Twentieth Century, Greil Marcus’s excellent, expansive study of punk music and ni-
hilism in twentieth-century pop culture.
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teachers—“rebellious” acts that were surely routine occurrences in every elemen-
tary school in the land—stormed the culture like a pint-sized Che Guevara.

And so it was Bart who found himself at the center of the maelstrom of con-
troversy stirred up by the show’s early success. Bart T-shirts, for example, particu-
larly the UNDERACHIEVER AND PROUD OF IT versions, were repeatedly held up by
America’s moral watchdogs as conclusive evidence that the show was hauling all
of Western civilization to hell on a skateboard. This kid—who by his own admis-
sion was little more than “this century’s Dennis the Menace,” and who his cre-
ator, Matt Groening, acknowledged was based on no more dangerous a figure
than legendary 1950s ass-kisser Eddie Haskell of Leave It to Beaver—this seem-
ingly harmless, seemingly standard-issue class clown of a kid surely struck some
deep chords in his subversion-starved audience.

Bart was, it turned out, a punk for all seasons. He didn't excite only those of us
stuck in the cultural tundra of northern Ontario. Surfer dudes professed their love
for Bart, and so did pious Jewish kids in Bart Simpson yarmulkes. Bootleg Bart T-
shirts abounded, everything from Rasta Bart to Bart Sanchez (a streetwise Latino)
to Nazi Bart.? Of particular note—and particular fascination to the media—was
the “Black Bart” phenomenon. Throughout the summer and fall of 1990, a dark-
skinned soul brother Bart was an unauthorized African American icon, a staple
image on the T-shirts hawked by inner-city street vendors nationwide. Bart was
depicted as Malcolm X or Michael Jordan; or he appeared arm in arm with Nel-
son Mandela, denouncing apartheid; or he copped a ghetto attitude, proclaiming
in a word balloon, YOU WOULDN'T UNDERSTAND—IT’S A BLACK THING. A bratty
middle-class white kid had become a highly flexible hero to poor urban blacks—
a stunning reversal of the regular flow of cool, one with few precedents in the an-
nals of pop culture. While commentators were divided on the question of why
black youth had adopted Bart as an icon—did they identify with his outsider sta-
tus, or were there not enough legitimate black icons in the mass media, or was
this just another trivialization of black America’s struggle’—no one could deny
that black kids had accepted Bart as one of their own.

Punk wasn’t dead, as another T-shirt of the era asserted. In fact, it was beam-
ing right into every living room in the land. And it was finding an audience every

2. Nazi Supermen Are Not Our Superiors: Itchy & Scratchy's creator may have made Nazi propa-
ganda films, and Mr. Burns, of course, spent the Second World War making the Germans shells that
worked, dammit!—but 20th Century Fox is no collaborator. Though Bart's parent corporation mostly
accepted that it was powerless to stop the onslaught of bootlegged merchandise, it drew the line at
“Nazi Bart” T-shirts. In May 1991, Fox sued Tom Metzger of the White Aryan Resistance—an Amen-
can neo-Nazi group—for infringing on its copyright by selling T-shirts sporting an image of a seig-heil-
ing Bart in a Gestapo uniform. Metzger agreed to stop peddling the shirts.
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week far greater in number, and far more diverse in ethnic background, than any
punk band had cumulatively played to over its entire career.

Alright then, this Bart dude’s a punk. But what kind of punk is he? Is he a mis-
anthrope like Johnny Rotten? A bored hipster like Joey Ramone? Does he have
the ferocious antiauthoritarian streak of American hardcore heroes like Black
Flag and Minor Threat? Or the immutable social conscience of the Clash? The
answer is a little of each of these, but not too much of any one in particular.
Which is what makes Bart such an all-encompassing (if incomplete) emblem of
the multivalent forces of the first wave of punk—a harbinger of the boiled-down
version of the punk ethos that was the foundation for the self-reliant indie move-
ments that breathed new life into pop music, feature film and the fledgling Inter-
net in the first half of the 1990s. Divorced from the unique socioeconomic factors
that had ushered in its messy birth (the impoverished and rapidly decaying Eng-
lish and American cities of the 1970s), punk became something far more accessi-
ble than it ever was as a style of music and dress. Some of the bands that made
innovative music and some of the directors who reinvigorated movie-making and
damn near all of the pioneers of online content may not have looked or sounded
particularly punk. But the overwhelming majority of them were inspired by and
(to varying degrees) dedicated to its core values: strident, even nihilistic opposi-
tion to all authority; a preference for authenticity over virtuosity; a bias towards
extreme subject matter; and, most importantly, a deep faith in the liberating
power of the DIY (do-it-yourself) approach—that is, the belief that anyone with a
guitar or camera or computer, a strong will and a bright idea could create culture
(and the bright idea was optional, actually).

After incubating for more than a decade on the fringe, punk invaded the
mainstream wholesale in the 1990s, and conquered it, and was eventually sub-
sumed into it, not just in music but in all media. [t became a chart-topping,
blockbusting phenomenon. It landed on the covers of mass-circulation magazines
and the pages of major newspapers. It provided the soundtrack and tone for
snack-product commercials. And before long, it was entirely inside, another cos-
tume hanging on the racks of the great department store of consumer identities, a
torn, safety-pinned T-shirt tucked neatly between the hippie’s beads and buckskin
vests and the disco diva's sequined blouses.

Of course, punk was—and is—much, much more than this. It was the over-
amped crash cart that restarted rock & roll’s bloated heart. It was, as Greil Marcus
reckoned, “not a musical genre” but “a moment in time ... a chance to create
ephemeral events that would serve as judgments on whatever came next.” It re-
mains pop culture’s most strident and enduring rejection of the version of
“progress” articulated by the avatars of triumphal capitalism. It was a musical
genre—also a tone, an attitude, a fashion statement, a worldview. It was—and re-

@




BART SIMPSON, PUNK ICON

mains—malleable. It encompasses the heavy garage pop of its U.K. founders, the
fuzzed-up, sped-up, straight-ahead rock & roll of the Ramones, the fractal pop of
Talking Heads, the noise compositions of the Velvet Underground and Sonic
Youth, the sloppy bar-band rock of the Replacements, the funkified folk of Ani
DiFranco. It doesn’t really apply to Blink 182 (who sound like a punk band), but
it likely does apply to Wilco (who only infrequently sound like one). It applies to
a genre of science-fiction writing (cyberpunk) and of British literary fiction (the
Irvine Welsh—led “Scottish Beats”). It almost fits as a catch-all for the wave of in-
dependent filmmakers (Quentin Tarantino, Richard Linklater, Kevin Smith,
Robert Rodriguez, the Boyle/Hodge/Macdonald team, etc.) who rejuvenated a
flatlined Hollywood in the early 1990s. And it seems at least half-accurate as a
shorthand for the anything-goes spirit of freedom, innovation and entrepreneur-
ship that catapulted the Internet from the obscurity of academic research into the
fat center of mainstream culture. Not only is punk not dead, but for a good por-
tion of the 1990s it was far too ubiquitous and multifaceted to be captured in the
visage of one ten-year-old prankster.

But reduce punk to a single cohesive message blipped momentarily into the
collective consciousness, and it can look a lot like a smirking neon-yellow car-
toon face on the cover of Rolling Stone, especially if it’s juxtaposed against a hand-
ful of the other pop icons who filled the same space in 1990: Janet Jackson, Tom
Cruise, Billy Joel. In such a brief glance it becomes iconic: a dismissal, a categori-
cal rejection—a de-NYE-ul!, a de-NYE-ul!, a de-NYE-ul!, as Kurt Cobain howled
over the final crashing chords of “Smells Like Teen Spirit.” So yes: a denial, a
raised fist, a middle-fingered salute, a queen with blacked-out eyes, a safety pin or
sneering mouth.

Or a catchphrase: Eat my shorts.

Bart Simpson: Li'l Nihilist

Like any good punk rocker, Bart had the nihilism thing down from the very begin-
ning. Though not so much pissed off as extremely undisciplined, the Bart Simpson
of the Ullman shorts is either fighting with his sister, inciting his father to murder-
ous levels of rage, executing dangerous stunts that end in cartoonish levels of disas-
ter, or simply spitting snarky one-liners at whatever authority figure crosses his path.
This appetite for destruction continued to be the defining feature of the smart-assed
kid who dominated many episodes of the first few seasons of The Simpsons—the ver-

sion that spawned Bart-mania—though his methods and motivations show consid-
erably more nuance than the nasty white-trash brat of the Ullman era.
The Bart Simpson who took the first full-length episodes of The Simpsons by

storm is a corrosive force, bad to the bone and dangerous to know. This is a kid
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whose mother routinely frisks him for weapons before they leave for church, a kid
whose parent-teacher interviews require eyewitnesses to recount his “atrocities”
using dolls as props. This, too, is a kid whose instinct for disorder is so deeply bred
that as a fetus he took advantage of the attention lavished on him by a sonogram
to moon the doctor. In fact, the only non-celebrity adult Bart respects is Otto, the
perpetually stoned bus driver, because Otto lets the kids throw stuff at cars and
tries to tip the bus on sharp turns. When the disembodied voice of a haunted
house urges Bart to kill his entire family, Bart simply asks, “Are you my con-
science?” And you can tell he suspects that it is. Another time, it’s Bart himself
who notes his skill at being “a bit underhanded, a bit devious, a bit—as the
French say-—Bartesque.” No wonder, then, that Mr. Burns sees in Bart a kindred
spirit, “a creature of pure malevolence.” Think of Bart’s mischievous cackle in an-
ticipation of some act of senseless destruction as a training-wheels version of
Johnny Rotten’s gleefully malevolent laughter over the opening strains of “Anar-
chy in the UK.”

Episode 7FO7 (“Bart vs. Thanksgiving”) is a representative example from
Season 2 of the way Bart’s constant misbehavior drives many early episodes of
The Simpsons. It opens with Bart and Lisa in a meaningless squabble over glue,
instigated of course by Bart. He then mocks the Thanksgiving Day parade his
father is watching and attempts to “help” his mother with Thanksgiving din-
ner—a half-assed effort at something constructive that proves more irritating
than helpful. And he finishes off Act One by destroying Lisa’s painstakingly
constructed centerpiece with his carelessness. Sent to his room without any
dinner as punishment, Bart sneaks out and has a grand old time on the wrong
side of Springfield’s tracks, unrepentant, dining on free turkey at a soup
kitchen. Only as the meal ends does he admit to himself that he misses his fam-
ily. But when he returns home, momentarily grateful, he pauses at the door to
consider how he’ll be greeted. In a fantasy sequence, Bart imagines himself sur-
rounded by his whole family, who mock him with dark laughter and point ac-
cusing fingers even as he tries to apologize, blaming him for all the trouble in
their lives. It ends with Uncle Sam himself declaring, “It’s your fault America
has lost its way!” Even when Bart allows himself to care about his world, it
would seem, the reflexive derision of the whole society pushes him back to re-
jection, destruction, nullification.

This last, of course—nullification, the embrace of nothingness—is at the core
of nihilism as a philosophy, and is generally a bit beyond young Bart’s ken. On oc-
casion, though, he does manage to embody not just the style but the substance of
nihilism. Case in point: Episode 7F08 (“Dead Putting Society”), in which Lisa at-
tempts to mould Bart into a master mini-golfer by introducing him to the riddles
of the Zen masters. “Embrace nothingness,” she instructs. “You got it,” he replies,
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faking it, mocking the very idea of the exercise. When Lisa asks, “What is the
sound of one hand clapping?”’ Bart smugly replies, “Piece of cake,” displays a sin-
gle hand, slaps fingers against palm. Never mind the metaphysics, Bart’s got that
silly ancient riddle solved.

Bart's far too clever to be taken in by dusty myths; he's only interested in tear-
ing them apart. At times, there's seemingly nothing worthy of exemption from his
wrecking ball, as in Episode 3F02 (“Bart Sells His Soul”)—which centers, as it
says in the title, on Bart’s sale to the first interested bidder of that part of himself
that is purportedly most sacred. Dismissing the soul as a meaningless fairy tale
“made up to scare kids, like the bogeyman or Michael Jackson,” Bart peddles his
own to Milhouse for five dollars. When he tells Lisa about the sale—the proceeds
of which went to buy cheap sponges in the shape of dinosaurs—a second chapter
is added to Bart’s Dialectics:

Lisa: [incredulous] What? How could you do that? Your soul is the most valuable part
of you.

Bart: You believe in that junk?

Lisa: Well, whether or not the soul is physically real, Bart, it's the symbol of everything
that is fine inside us.

Bart: [condescendingly] Poor, gullible Lisa. I'll keep my crappy sponges, thanks.

Lisa: Bart, your soul is the only part of you that lasts forever. For five dollars, Milhouse
could own you for a zillion years!

Bart: Well, if you think he got such a good deal, I'll sell you my conscience for four-
fifty.
[Lisa walks off]

Bart: [calling after her] I'll throw in my sense of decency too. It's a Bart sales event!
Everything about me must go!

Here Bart is the epitome of the world-weary hipster, using the degraded lan-
guage of modern marketing to sell off the most sacred parts of himself because he
knows that some cheap sponge is more real, hence more valuable, than even the
loftiest of abstract principles. Soul, conscience, decency—rubbish. Saccharine
fantasies for the deluded masses, who are too unsophisticated to see that they
hold no more true consequence than the pitches of a used-car salesman. Imagine
him transformed for these dialogues, as in one of the T-shirts he inspired: Poseur
Bart, complete with black turtleneck and shades, dismissing the superstitions of
the pre-modern age with a blast of bile as quick and easy as the catchphrases that
made him famous. Eat my shorts, Thomas Aquinas! Don't have a cow, Descartes!

But Bart isn’t actually this cynical, and he can’t hold the pose for long. The
Thanksgiving episode ends with reconciliation and heartfelt emotion. “The only

reason to apologize,” Lisa tells him, “is if you look deep down inside yourself, and
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you find a spot, something you wish wasn’t there because you feel bad you hurt
your sister’s feelings.” He looks, and soon finds it, and proffers possibly his first
genuine apology in the series” history. Same deal with his Zen training: Bart sees
right through the one-hand-clapping bit, but when Lisa forces him to ponder the
notion of a tree falling in the forest with no one there to hear it, Bart finds his
Buddha-nature right quick. And the loss of his soul soon has Bart dashing around
town in a panic, desperate to get it back. In one of the show’s most intense dis-
plays of spiritual anguish, Bart is reduced to tears, repenting, beseeching God
Himself to return his soul. (In the end, Lisa buys it back for him.) Bart may be an
incorrigible brat, but underneath his destructive facade he’s also a believer.

Bart Simpson: Media Junkie

Bart’s world-weariness is not entirely a pose—he, more than any other Simpson,
is an exemplary product of our media-saturated, celebrity-obsessed age, with the
paradoxical mix of cynicism and adoration that it so often spawns. The cultural
vanguard of the 1990s was populated by jaded hipsters sporting similar mixes of
obsession and derision. Withering contempt for the most populist segments of
mainstream culture (e.g., Oprah’s aphorisms, the saccharine romanticism of Meg
Ryan films, the bland, bloated chart-toppers like Mariah Carey and Hootie & the
Blowfish) was of course de rigueur. But it was usually accompanied by religious de-
votion to certain other segments of the culture—and not just underground phe-
nomena (the lush pop of Guided by Voices or Belle and Sebastian, say) but also
icons of bygone eras (maybe swing music or the beautiful-loser romanticism of the
Beat writers) and even certain mainstream stuff like The Simpsons itself.

Much like these pop-obsessed anti-popsters, Bart has a raging love/hate affair
with his culture. First the hate: it is born of mass culture’s relentless repetitive-
ness, its cloyingly sweet bromides, the fact that it has clearly never met a formula
or cliché that it didn’t love (and couldn’t beat into the ground). By its sheer ubiq-
uity, the mass media is guaranteed to spew out something or other to irritate
everyone. And so we find Bart driven into a rage when he’s forced to watch Lisa’s
beloved Happy Little Elves Meet the Curious Bear Cub video. “Oh, man, [ can’t
take it anymore,” he exclaims. “But 1 want to see what happens,” Lisa protests.
“You know what happens,” her brother moans. “They find Captain Quick’s treas-
ure. All the elves dance around like little green idiots. I puke. The end.” Or
there’s the time that Marge, tucking her son in, quotes Forrest Gump's legendary
needlepoint-samplerism about life being like a box of chocolates. Bart erupts in
protest, popping a pail over his head and pounding on it to avoid hearing the part
about never knowing what you're gonna get. It is of course an implicit and ongo-
ing irony in The Simpsons that Bart is irritated by media-generated cliché, given
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that he himself has released more catchphrases into the pop-cultural ether than
any other character on the show’ and was the center of its most enormous and
simplistic wave of hype.

But if Bart finds much to hate in pop culture, he finds plenty more to love. In-
deed he finds most of his life’s meaning—its dominant metaphors, its heroes and
villains, its wisdom, its very sense of its own importance—in that same pop cul-
ture he loathes. Bart is, after all, a kid who sometimes dreams in Warner Bros. car-
toons, who suddenly finds a work ethic in pursuit of a rare Radioactive Man comic
book, who realizes his purpose in life is to witness a particular episode of “Itchy &
Scratchy” in which Scratchy (the oft-tortured cat) finally gets even with Itchy
(the sadistic mouse). And who, note, sleeps contentedly under Krusty the Clown
bedsheets.

It’s this last relationship—Bart’s deep, multifaceted, abiding love for Krusty—
that is the most meaningful. (It might well be the most meaningful relationship
Bart has outside of his immediate family.) And Bart’s depth of feeling for Krusty is
not entirely unreciprocated—in fact, he gets considerably more face time with his
hero than most of us ever will with ours. Indeed Bart often intervenes directly in
Krusty’s life and work. With his sister’s help, Bart has resuscitated Krusty’s career
after a rival drove him off the airwaves and has reunited him with his estranged
father. Bart has been a guest star on The Krusty the Clown Show, and he recruited
Jay Leno to help turn Krusty into an observational comic. In a neat bit of cartoon
metaphysics, though, Bart's personal relationship with Krusty never interferes
with his star-struck idol worship. His room remains a paraphernalia-stuffed shrine
to his favorite entertainer, and he watches the show religiously, without an in-
sider’s jaded eye. And in a writer’s wink at the illogic of all of this, Krusty doesn’t
even remember who Bart is when they meet again after another career resuscita-
tion. And so Bart’s relationship with Krusty remains governed for the most part
by a standard pop-cultural dynamic: Krusty produces TV shows of varying quality
and tons of merchandise of almost universally poor quality, and Bart eagerly laps
it all up.

In Episode 8F24 (“Kamp Krusty”), Bart displays the impressive depth of his
commitment to Krusty after the clown’s abysmal, abusive summer camp finally

3. Eat Whose Shorts? Apparently, the shorts of some guy in Dayton, Ohio, the city where Nancy
Cartwright—the voice of Bart Simpson—grew up. Cartwright was a trumpet player in her high-school
band, which would parade from the school to the stadium every Friday night for football games, play-
ing a simple drum march along the way. At the end of each run of the march cadence, the entire band
would chant their bandleader’s initials: “D! R! F!” One night, though, for reasons lost to history, the
chant was changed: “Eat! My! Shorts!" [t stuck—and stuck with Cartwright, who introduced it to
Bart's lexicon, and thus to the entire world. (It should also be noted that the epithet predates Bart: it
is memorably employed by Bender, the juvenile delinquent played by Judd Nelson, to tell off his sadis-
tic principal in the beloved 1985 teen comedy The Breakfast Club.)
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exhausts his patience. When Krusty fails to show up for a scheduled personal ap-
pearance at the camp and is replaced by a weaving-drunk Barney Gumble in
poorly applied clown nose and makeup, Bart rises in protest. “I've been scorched
by Krusty before,” he rants. “I got a rapid heartbeat from his Krusty-brand vita-
mins, my Krusty Kalculator didn't have a seven or an eight, and Krusty’s autobiog-
raphy was self-serving, with many glaring omissions. But this time, he’s gone too

Ultimately, Bart is appeased (after leading a full-scale campers’ revolt rife
with allusions to Lord of the Flies) when Krusty finally arrives and takes the whole

far!

gang to Tijuana (“the happiest place on earth!”).

What's most worth noting, though, is the staggering breadth of Bart’s encyclo-
pedic knowledge of his favorite celebrity and his willingness to maintain (or at
least renew) his devotion through the kind of disappointments that would cause
lesser acolytes to lose their faith entirely. Weary though Bart may be of certain
preachers and amulets and holy sites, he is ultimately a die-hard, tithe-paying
member of the church of pop.

Bart’s faith in Krusty has on several occasions very nearly cost him his life at
the hands of Krusty's criminal sidekick, Sideshow Bob. A full-blown psychopath,
Bob repeatedly attempts (usually via murder most foul) to have his revenge on
Bart. In symbolic terms, Bob’s hatred for Bart seems to suggest that the show is
making two somewhat related points about the costs and benefits of avid worship
at the altar of pop culture. The first is that undue adulation of a marginally tal-
ented celebrity (i.e., Krusty) might show a weakness of character that warrants—
or at least invites—homicide. The second is that Bart is caught in the crossfire of
the war between highbrow and lowbrow culture. After all, Sideshow Bob is far
and away the most classically “cultured” figure in the entire Simpsons universe.
Forget his origins as a big-footed, red-afroed TV sidekick: Robert Underdunk Ter-
williger is a one-man temple of the fine arts. First, of course, there’s the voice,
rendered as a feast of mid-Atlantic anglophilia by Frasier star Kelsey Grammer, all
rolled s and erudition. Bob’s a Yale grad, a gourmet given to sipping wine in his
dressing room and bemoaning the lack of “a decent local marmalade” in Spring-
field, a regular reader of The Springfield Review of Books (which he notes can be
enjoyed for its “amusing caricatures of Susan Sontag and Gore Vidal” as well as its
text). He once built a model of Westminster Abbey in a bottle. He can quickly
shift from advancing on Bart with a huge knife to sending the boy to heaven with
an accomplished performance of the entire score of H.M.S. Pinafore.

Sideshow Bob's first televised words—spoken as he takes over Krusty’s show
after framing him for robbery—testify to his superior breeding: he announces that
he is finally free from “the crude glissandos of this primitive wind instrument”
(the slide whistle he “spoke” through on Krusty's version of the show). And it
turns out that his betrayal of Krusty is for the most altruistic of reasons: to trans-
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form his crude clown show into a high-minded “Cavalcade of Whimsy,” bringing
readings from The Man in the Iron Mask and thoughtful lessons about “nutrition,
self-esteem, etiquette, and all the lively arts” to children’s television. In a later
scheme, Bob tries to eliminate the “chattering cyclops” of television altogether.
Bob is, in short, a snob, a firm believer in the superiority of classical music, old
books and all the other refinements of the pre-pop age.

He’s also a raging, arch-conservative Republican, a perfect stand-in for the
critics of The Simpsons—and of pop culture’s rough-edged output in general—who
stand firm in their belief that America’s children (if not all Americans) need des-
perately to be saved from themselves. If only the unruly kids were made to take
their bitter canonical cultural medicine, they’d surely learn to behave like proper
nineteenth-century citizens.

The Simpsons’ writers respond by whacking Bob in the face with a rake, and
then another, and again another—nine times in all. Highbrow culture can eat
their shorts and then rot away in jail. That particular cultural battle is over, and
the fun lowbrow stuff won by a landslide. Punk rock—crude, expletive-laced
punk—nhas had far greater impact on our culture than anything any symphony or-
chestra on the planet has produced since 1977. It even has far greater artistic
merit, if art is understood to be a creative enterprise rather than a finely honed
imitative craft, and if it’s also understood to be good art only insofar as it can re-
veal something new about the nature of existence to its audience. Same goes for
The Simpsons, of course—with “new” being one operative word and “audience”
the other. The show packs more originality and new insight into a single episode
than a dozen hundred-year-old classics on Masterpiece Theatre, and any given
episode informs the worldview of a group of people exponentially larger than the
total readership of John Updike’s entire oeuvre.

The either/or structure of this debate is, of course, artificial and increasingly
irrelevant. “Highbrow” and “lowbrow” were the inventions of a now-eclipsed
order that attempted, unsuccessfully, to barricade older cultural forms behind a
hierarchy. This point is John Seabrook’s, from his 2000 book Nobrow: The Culture
of Marketing—The Marketing of Culture, in which he argues thart this old classifica-
tion system has been replaced by a new hierarchy called “Nobrow.” “In Nobrow,”
Seabrook explains, “subculture was the new high culture, and high culture had
become just another subculture.” The Simpsons is pure Nobrow, able to slide as ef-
fortlessly as Bob himself from slide-whistling slapstick to talk of Susan Sontag,
and ultimately oblivious to any prejudicial classifications. It’s not so much that
lowbrow bludgeoned highbrow to death with a dozen rakes; it’s that both of them
have been subsumed into the one-stop-shopping megamall of pop.

At any rate, Bart is fully on the side of pop. In addition to his dedication to

Krusty, he’s a lover of action-movie spectacle and the goriest of video game
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violence. When the Simpsons steal cable, Bart’s first instinct is to start up an un-
derground porn theatre for his schoolyard chums. He’s an avid comic-book collec-
tor, a skateboarder, a budding graffiti artist (infamous across Springfield for his “El
Barto” tag). He devours Krusty burgers and the biggest sundaes on the menu at
Phineas Q. Butterfat’s 5600 Flavors Ice-Cream Parlor. He’s a sugar junkie, ad-
dicted to the ultra-sweet squishees at the Kwik-E-Mart and the Broadway-style-
show-tune-singing benders they can induce.

Lisa says it best when she makes the case that Bart is a pure product of the cul-
ture’s basest elements. This comes in Episode 5F15 (“Girly Edition”), when Lisa
and Bart become co-anchors of a lightweight children’s news program called Kidz
Newz. After Bart’s shameless pandering to the lowest common denominator
nearly gets him killed, Lisa supplies him with an infotainment-style justification.
“In a way,” she editorializes, “isn’t he everyone’s son? For you see, that little hell-
raiser is the spawn of every shrieking commercial, every brain-rotting soda pop,
every teacher who cares less about young minds than about cashing their big, fat
paychecks. No, Bart’s not to blame. You can’t create a monster and then whine
when he stomps on a few buildings.” The pseudo-educational news show is soon
cancelled, replaced by The Mattel and Mars Bar Quick Energy Chocobot Hour. True
to form, Bart is immediately hooked on this new pop confection.

Bart Simpson: Idealist (Sort Of)

1’s a safe bet that Bart truly doesn’t give a damn about what any stuffy old wind-
bag has to say about the distinctions between high and low culture and the rest of
it, anyway. We come now to a key point about the punk essence of Bart: that his
primary motivation is rarely simple destruction but rather a deep-seated opposi-
tion to all authority. What makes Sideshow Bob unique is not that he’s Bart’s
enemy, but that he’s the only enemy Bart hasn’t willfully chosen. The remainder
of the long list of his foes are people that Bart has openly antagonized, all but dar-
ing them to take him on.

Bart’s pranks, schemes and general disruptiveness* are of course well known to
the assorted authorities in his life, none of whom has ever successfully broken

4. Bart’s Crank Calls: Not counting the staff of Springfield Elementary, the most frequent target of
Bart’s pranks is Moe, the cantankerous proprietor of Moe’s Tavern (and at best a pseudo-authority).
With Moe, the prank plays out the same each time: Bart calls the bar asking for a fictitious patron,
Moe calls out for L.P. Freely or Mike Rotch or Amanda Huggenkiss, and he realizes he’s been had as
the bar erupts in laughter. The most amusing part of the prank is the series of increasingly inventive
means by which Moe threatens to punish the caller if he ever discovers his identity: “I swear 'm
gonna slice your heart in half’; “I'm gonna gut you like a fish and drink your blood”; “I'm gonna carve
my name in your back with an ice pick”; “I'm gonna use your head for a bucket and paint my house

», @

with your brains”; “I'm gonna shove a sausage down your throat and stick starving dogs in your butt.”
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Bart’s rebellious will. His father, whose inability to discipline Bart is a running
joke, falls victim to a prank involving a can of Duff beer over-agitated in a paint
mixer that blows the roof off the house and puts Homer in a wheelchair. Mrs.
Krabappel (Bart’s teacher) and Principal Skinner have tried everything from ex-
pulsion to locking Bart in the basement to get him to behave, all to no avail.
(Mrs. Krabappel finds dim consolation in mocking Bart openly whenever he
fails.) During his brief stint as the Simpsons’ neighbor, President George H.W.
Bush feels compelled to spank Bart “for the good of the nation”; Bart's response is
to enlist Homer to help him plague the ex-president with locusts and other nui-
sances. Even Mr. Burns—a man capable of effortlessly bending judges and federal
regulatory officials to his will—can’t force Bart to submit to his authority. When
Burns rejects Bart as a candidate to become his heir, the boy immediately sets to
hurling rocks through every window of the old tycoon’s house. And when Burns
fails to shower the Simpsons with riches after Bart donates blood to save his life,
it's Bart, not Homer, who maintains his righteous anger long enough to mail the
nasty letter to Burns that he and Homer compose together. No question: Bart
obeys no authority but his own, and snaps back instinctively against any and all
others.

Less evident, though, is what motivates Bart to rage against the machine. Is it
simply a lack of discipline? Garden-variety juvenile delinquency? An evil heart?
Or might Bart’s rejection of authority grow from a profound sense of alienation
from the society that it represents? It just might. In Episode 3G02 (“Lisa’s Sax”),
for example, we learn that mainstream success has been closed to Bart since the
moment he entered institutional society on his fateful first day of school. “School
will be fun!” young Bart enthuses as he hurries for the bus. A short while later,
still keen to fit in, Bart sits in a circle with his classmates, playing a hand-clapping
game. “B-1-(clap)-(clap)-O!” Bart chants. “B-1-(clap)-(clap)-O! B-I-(clap)-
(clap)-(clap)! And Bingo was his name-o!” A teacher, clipboard in hand, looks
on. “Added extra clap—not college material,” she notes, shutting Bart out of the
corridors of mainstream acceptance mere hours after he first enters them. The rest
of his first week at school is filled with similar misfortunes, and it's only when he
makes other kids laugh in the schoolyard that he begins to feel like he belongs.
Principal Skinner catches him in his “potty talk” and orders him to stop. “You lis-
ten to me, son,” Skinner tells five-year-old Bart. “You've just started school, and
the path you choose now may be the one you follow for the rest of your life. Now,
what do you say?” A long pause as Bart considers. And then—speaking slowly, de-
liberately—he replies: “Eat my shorts.” Bart’s fate is sealed.

Perhaps this explains why, a few years later, once Bart has a few more years of
class-clowning and authority-tweaking under his belt, one of the only adults
whose logic makes sense to him is Fat Tony, the Mafia boss who gives <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>