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FOREWORD
by Douglas Coupland

SEVEN SHORT PARAGRAPHS ABOUT PLANET SIMPSON

A FEW TIMES in my life I’ve met people whom 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 people 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 snivelling: ‘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 . . .


	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

	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’.



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 tyre 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, sometimes 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 have, of course, evolved into a shorthand for several generations in need of collapsing baffling modern-day situations into powerful folkloric parallels. Said Milhouse’s father to Homer after separating from Milhouse’s mother: ‘One day, your wife is making you your favourite meal. The next day, you’re thawing 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 desensitised 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-ironicise itself – but then this has always been the show’s challenge. People are always saying, ‘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 fourteen years, it’s hardly likely to fumble it now – but don’t let this lull them into a sense of false safety. (Hey writers, The Family Guy is biting at your ass.)

If this book were to have an alternative title, it would most likely be, How to Cook for Forty Humans. If that makes no sense to you, chances are you probably haven’t read this far anyway. If it does make sense, you’ll understand the treat that’s coming your way just a few pages from here. Mmmmmm . . . grease. Smithers, release the hounds.


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’)





ON THURSDAY, 21 JANUARY 1993, around 8.20 p.m. (Eastern Standard Time), I was standing on the edge of a dance floor at a campus pub called Alfie’s with a glass of cheap draught beer in my hand. The dance floor before me was packed with people, all of them waiting – as I 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.

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 favourite 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, shrivelled 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 Horshack; 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 features a brief snippet of the teen variety act Hooray! for Everything singing a saccharine bastardisation 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 America 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 programme 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: practically every pub in town broadcast The Simpsons live every week because otherwise nobody would show up for cocktails 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 critical 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 – but deeper – laughter 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 were 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 tables 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 TV-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 realises 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 favourite lines. The feeling was much like that moment when the house lights come up after a brilliant musical performance and the audience members blink incredulously at each other, all of them united in the certainty that they have just witnessed 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 living rooms, in local taverns and sports bars – in all of these and more – we gathered by the millions to watch a TV broadcast that was delivering, in half-hour instalments, a landmark event akin to The Beatles taking the stage on The Ed Sullivan 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 transform, or do all three at the same time.

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 and innovative TV show – The Simpsons had vaulted onto a higher plane of satiric expression. To belabour 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 autumn 1992 alone, nearly every new episode of The Simpsons that aired had been an instant classic. 9F02 (‘Lisa the Beauty Queen’)1 offered a vicious but ultimately touching take on beauty pageants, combined with a scathing indictment of cigarette advertising. 8F18 (‘A Streetcar Named Marge’) seamlessly – not to mention hilariously – lampooned Broadway musicals, the philosophy 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-satirising spoof of movies based on TV shows (9F03, ‘Itchy & Scratchy: The Movie’); a re-imagining of Lord of the Flies that mercilessly satirised 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 dependency 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 Stockdale, Leave It to Beaver, the board game Hungry Hungry Hippos, third-rate Fox Network ‘current affairs’ programmes, and Citizen Kane – all in 23 seamless 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 & roll metaphor is not quite right. Rock & roll hit with the singular 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 became 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’ 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 August 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 translated back into the dominant discourse of our day: the discourse of corporatism, selfishness, crime, racism, sexism, homophobia, government propaganda, scapegoating and happy endings.



Rock & roll had given several generations in the West its blueprint for change and its idiom for criticising 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 fragmentation – across genres and subcultures, across age groups and ethnicities, across demographic 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 culture has in recent years become an almost irredeemably fragmented thing, counted in webpage hits and record sales, endlessly quantified and analysed and synthesised 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, because 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 rejoinder to every vacuous corporate press release and cloying commercial script and prevaricating 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 worldview. It was not just music: it was a gateway. Inside the club there were new constitutions, 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 forever 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 draught, 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 Ministry 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 typical den of alternative culture, and I 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 studies, 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 would – but it was also a divisive force: 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, I 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 almost 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 came to be 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 traditions: 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 previous night’s episode of The Simpsons. (Or the previous Sunday’s episode, once the show moved to Sunday nights in autumn 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 thus became not just a show you watched but a language you spoke, a worldview you adopted. It indeed became the primary metaphor I would use in conversations 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 Nietzschean 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, Mr Baker?

Because the thing is, The Simpsons isn’t Esperanto, but it is a language – a language heavily tilted towards insubordination. It’s a stealthy, subversive smart bomb sitting in the middle of primetime. Disguised as an inconsequential children’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 primetime and as sustained a critique of mainstream society as anything else in the pop culture of the day. Several of the show’s creators are on record – repeatedly – as saying that the main goal of The Simpsons, beyond making 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 controversy it has raised centred 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 sitcoms – not to mention hip-hop artists and shock-rockers and videogame makers – find themselves mired in scandal any time they even nudge issues The Simpsons has addressed head-on and at length.

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! I mean, it’s in the damn dictionary. The Simpsons is not about catchphrases – it spent a whole episode mocking catchphrases. But if you were – I don’t know – talking to someone about the environmental 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 traveller, 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 cartoons 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 regularly, 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 former 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 Argentina 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. I’ve spent entire evenings speaking to close friends almost exclusively in Simpsons references. I 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 humour 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 fundamentally false. The show’s enormous popularity is indeed the clearest example going of just how widespread such scepticism has become.

This has always been the tricky thing about the underworld described in ‘Ballad of a Thin Man’, about the world delineated by the twentieth century’s landmark 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 Woodstock in 1969, or at the Hacienda in Manchester in 1986. We wish we’d been invited 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. The same goes for certain districts of London and New York in the mid-1960s and again in the mid-1970s. I would have 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 1991,1 could pick up a magazine and learn that the real explosion had happened a year earlier – or maybe three – in Seattle. I went to Kathmandu in 1999 and wished I’d been there in 1968. There’s often an immediacy to pop culture that leads to instant 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.

But what if the seminal event was a mass broadcast, a weekly TV show, something that practically the whole world could witness unadulterated and undiminished? There’d be limits to its impact, certainly – attending a concert or chatting boozily in a bohemian café are often much more visceral experiences than watching 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 cultural 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 passing 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 15 years. In the pages that follow, I’ll examine both how the show defined the pop culture of its time and especially 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 difficult to say with any conviction, for example, how many people in the world identify 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 who inhabit their hometown of Springfield, USA, 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 2). For an explanation of how the style and ethos of punk rock became a massive mainstream phenomenon in Western culture in the 1990s, watch Bart closely (Chapter 3). For a picture of the re-emergence of progressive activism in the West over the same period, study Lisa (Chapter 5). Marge, meanwhile, can help explain what happens to a society whose traditional authorities have lost their credibility and whose religious institutions have lost much of their resonance (Chapter 6). The diabolical Mr Burns shows us why those authorities are no longer trusted in the first place (Chapter 4). 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 (Chapter 8). And their adventures in cyberspace, both on the show and on the Internet itself, document the birth and evolution of a powerful new medium of communication (Chapter 7). 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 9). And the show’s extraordinary 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 10).

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 diverse and fragmented, for me or anyone else to be able to offer a completely comprehensive 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 I’ve noticed a connection with the show, an intersection or resonance with its themes and characters.

And now, like it says on the Krusty the Clown posters at Springfield Elementary School, ‘Give a hoot . . . Read a book!’ This one, I mean.




NOTES & MARGINALIA

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 production 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 AABF, BABF, CABF, 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 22–25 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 20 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 produced, 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 production code only on shorthand reference. This is partly a tip of the cap to The 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’. 




CHAPTER 1

The Life and 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?

Troy McClure, Episode 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 33-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 fifteen 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 talked about turning the comic strip into a full-blown feature film. Nothing 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 labour 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 – sometimes 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 24-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 alternative 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 realisation: 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 countercultural Olympia, Washington, a ten-year veteran of the anti-corporate alternative 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. Racing 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 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 19 April 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. Bart asks a philosophical question, and Homer replies with a glib dismissal. It’s a 24-second scene. Later in the show, another 15 seconds: Marge tucks in Lisa, who’s seized by dread at her mother’s mention of bedbugs. Then there are 33 seconds of Marge singing the timeless lullaby ‘Rock-a-Bye Baby’ to Maggie. And then 33 seconds more, as all three Simpson kids – each of them accidentally freaked out by their parents’ bedtime talk of bedbugs and falling cradles – come storming into their parents’ room and pile into Homer and Marge’s bed. Elapsed time: one minute, 45 seconds. This was Episode MG01 (‘Good Night’). This was how The Simpsons introduced itself to the world.

The drawing and animation were blatantly crude, thick-lined and primary-coloured – at best, the rough draft of a big-time network cartoon.1 It was so primitively 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-dimensional as the drawings, the vignettes far too short for anything as sophisticated as ‘character development’. The central gag – kids find ironic horror in bedtime platitudes – 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 influential cultural enterprise of its time.

The embryonic Simpsons chugged along unassumingly for the next two years. Every week, The Tracey Ullman Show would be interspersed with four quick snapshots of this vulgar family, each of them 20 or 30 seconds in length, together comprising a simple story arc: four-part mini-fables, animated analogues to the four-panelled 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 Simpson kids engage in a burping contest, only to be upstaged by their gluttonous father. 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 numerous 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 favourite TV show – a banal kids’ series starring an ill-tempered clown named Krusty – and Bart picks a fight with its star. In another, the whole family enrols 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 48 of these short cartoons. Forty-eight slices of Simpson family life, 48 mild variations on a somewhat unorthodox 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 television, it edited the Simpsons cartoons out.

Yet something exceptional was happening here. It was a time when North American 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, upgraded 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 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 1: EXPLODING OUT OF THE GATE

The first full episode of The Simpsons was a Christmas special that premiered on Sunday, 17 December 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 neighbour 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 sycophantic sidekick Smithers, and to the notion that Homer is a downtrodden Everyman caught in the gears of a brutally 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-referential metahumour to come, as Bart urges his father to place the bet 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 happen 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 18 to 49, despite the fact that 12 per cent of American homes still didn’t receive Fox.

The first season of The Simpsons – only 12 more episodes, barely half as many as 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 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 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 masterpiece 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 primetime 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.2 Fox was, in short, a laughing stock. 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 primetime network series was a cartoon, took considerable effort. ‘The people who make decisions about what goes on television, in my experience, their eyes don’t light up when you say “innovative”,’ 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. Groening said it was only a pre-arranged deal to have the show’s star, Bart Simpson, appear 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 season 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 patrons. Instead, they insisted on – and received – complete creative control. There would be no notes from network executives, no focus-group reports, no mid-season 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).3 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 humour to the sharpness of its satire – all the clever/quirky/eggheaded stuff that usually gets smoothed out by the corporate production process. The Simpsons was to become like nothing else on TV in part because 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 Los Angeles Times reporter just before the debut of the Christmas special, ‘are about people who live together 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 commitment 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 moments 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 actors 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 experience as possible, people who hadn’t spent their whole careers doing broad cartoon caricatures. Thus, auspiciously, they found Hank Azaria 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 Boulder, Colorado, and picked away at a screenplay for Letterman’s production company. 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 of 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 brilliant. 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. Posthaste, 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 90 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’ humour metastasised, 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 50 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 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 per cent and everyone goes, “Good script”,’ staff writer Matt Selman told The New York Times. ‘A bad script is when you change 85 per cent and everybody 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 opening credits. And for most of The Simpsons’ existence, the undisputed lord and master of The Room has been George Meyer.

Jon Vitti told The New Yorker an anecdote that vividly illustrates Meyer’s influence 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. It cited five incidental gags as the episode’s highlights – and 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 favourite 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 fascinated by blatantly dishonest advertising – the butter-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 infomercials 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 anti-authoritarian Matt Groening. Furthermore, 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 humour, according to the Los Angeles Times, ‘lingers in a sort of netherworld of what its crafters call “metahumour,” a humour so involuted, so intertwining 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 (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 important 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 lettuce?



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: brilliant 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 established 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 cartoons work – he once said his favourite 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 ploughs 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 runner’ – 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 recognise that animation permitted the show to go anywhere and do anything, to cram Springfield with as many nooks and crannies and colourful characters as it wanted. (By the third or fourth season, other writers took over the ‘show-runner’ job.)

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 unconventional 1980s comedy programmes 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 colours used to colour 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 colours (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 founding partner Gabor Csupo explained it to Newsday 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 primitive 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 took on the smoother, more iconic look it’s sported ever since – but 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 writing 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 35 years before. As bracing, and also as compelling, as calamitous, as relentless and flat-out noisy. Whatever other merits the first season of The Simpsons possessed, it certainly made an unholy racket. It was a pop explosion.

BARTMANIA!

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 13-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, identifies 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. A case in point is The Beatles, who in 1963 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
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THE THREE AGES OF THE SIMPSONS





















































ANCESTORS OF THE SIMPSONS (I): ANTHROPOMORPHIC ANIMALS, LATE-NIGHT TALK SHOWS & SUCH-AND-SUCH
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ANCESTORS OF THE SIMPSONS (II): BOOMER HUMOUR BEGETS EGGHEAD HUMOUR
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ANCESTORS OF THE SIMPSONS (III): FOR IRONIC DETACHMENT, BLAME CANADA






DESCENDANTS OF THE SIMPSONS
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REALITY TV: THE SATIRICAL UNIVERSE OF THE SIMPSONS









SATIRICAL ANATOMY (I): WHAT IS & WHAT SHOULD BE












SATIRICAL ANATOMY (II): A PARTIAL TAXONOMY OF SIMPSONIAN HUMOUR




















































SATIRICAL ANATOMY (III): BEST. EPISODE. EVER.



































NOTES & MARGINALIA




	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 autumn 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 international-man-of-mystery father from the clutches of the Underground Government Liberation Intergroup (U.G.L.I.), led by the dastardly Mr Sue. Not to be confused with The Original Adventures of Beans Baxter, which doesn’t exist. Lasted 15 episodes in the fall of 1987.

	Mr. President: A 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 20 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.





	‘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 actually burn their mouths.’

	‘Although it is only a dream, please do not show Homer holding a sign that 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 previously 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 acceptable. 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.’




































	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 1F01 (‘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 staying up all night to eat 64 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 Married . . . 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 Simpsonian 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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