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			Archer and Bob’s Burgers

			For some, it might be hard to remember a time when animation wasn’t as mainstream as it is now—when Saturday mornings meant superheroes, and evening cartoons meant family sitcoms in the age of dinosaurs. At this point in our television history, The Simpsons has been around long enough (almost three decades now) that many viewers might not remember a time before Homer, Bart, and Mr. Burns. Or that there was a time when the dark and more-often-than-not offensive jokes of Family Guy or South Park would have been unthinkable for a prime-time program, animated or otherwise. In the dark days before the Internet and the multi-channel universe—and even before MTV, MuchMusic, and other former subscription specialty channels became part of cable packages—for an animation fix, we relied on late-night TV programming and film festivals like “Spike & Mike,” which brought weird and twisted animated shorts to cinemas. If we were lucky, we had a video store with a subculture section and videotapes that made the rounds of the “You have to see this!” circuit, passing from friend to friend. 

			Today, there are entire networks devoted to cartoons and programming blocks in the evenings for animation. In-demand actors regularly appear as voice talent in animated shows. Animation is still not the norm—the number of animated programs compared to live-action ones is still quite small—but some of them are top-rated shows. (Family Guy and The Simpsons both reached the top thirty for television ratings in 2014.) Comic and fan conventions draw thousands of people, and there, animation takes a front seat right alongside the action and science-fiction films that normally dominate these venues. The quirky, the weird and the outlandish, like Adventure Time and Aqua Teen Hunger Force, are normal fare in television cartoons.

			You can get away with things in animation that wouldn’t work in live-action comedies. Things that might be too difficult or too expensive to portray in live action, like gunfights, explosions, or a car chase between a station wagon and an eighteen-wheeler truck, are easy to draw. The situations may be grandiose at times, but there is also the freedom to be playful with characters and storylines in a world where no one grows old or grows up. Over the past thirty years, a cartoon revolution has been gaining ground on television. Two half-hour comedies that mix the narrative with the fantastical have moved to the front of the pack and set themselves apart, not only from other animated series, but from other television in general and prime-time television in particular.

			Archer and Bob’s Burgers look very different from each other on the surface. One is a sleek, stylized spy caper. The other appears to be more of a typical cartoon, with playful illustrations and modest sets and surroundings. And yet, the two series have a lot in common, having evolved from the same DNA of 90s alternative comedy and animation. They resemble conventional sitcoms, which are driven by character rather than by plot. Even though the storylines might be exaggerated, and one joke quickly follows another, relationships (both functional and dysfunctional) are the focus. Oh, and they both share the same lead actor, H. Jon Benjamin.

			Archer is set in New York and looks like it takes place circa 1965, except the characters use computers and have cell phones, make running jokes about Kenny Loggins’ “Danger Zone,” and have a fanatical devotion to the band Rush. There is nudity, sex and sex addiction, swearing, prostitution, drugs, crude and rude jokes, and very little inhibition when it comes to insults using body parts or bodily functions. This may be a cartoon, but it is not appropriate for the under-fourteen set. The series follows a team of secret agents as they face Cold War–style Russian KGB spies (another example of this series belonging to no particular era), fight for or against coups in various South American countries, and struggle in the most dangerous war zone: office politics. Archer has been nominated for two Emmys and several Annies, and it won the Critics’ Choice Award for Best Animated Series from 2011–2015. The cast and crew regularly appear on panels at conventions and have been featured at the Paley Center for Media. 

			Bob’s Burgers is also, largely, a workplace comedy—the title refers to a restaurant run by Bob Belcher and his family. Despite the fact that there is a fair bit of toilet humour (including one episode that actually features a talking toilet), this is a family-friendly show with musical numbers, bad puns, and eccentric neighbours. Family members bicker together and complain, but they are also loyal and love each other. At its core, Bob’s Burgers is a sweet show that also happens to be clever and funny. The series has been nominated for Annie Awards and Critics’ Choice Awards, and it won the 2014 Emmy for Outstanding Animated Series. The cast and producers are also regulars at conventions and the Paley Center. The show has spun off into compendium books and comics and inspired numerous fan-built sites.

			Archer season four premiered with the perfect inside joke: the Bob’s Burgers restaurant perfectly rendered in Archer style. Adam Reed, Archer’s creator and showrunner, asked Loren Bouchard, creator and showrunner of Bob’s Burgers, if he could write a crossover segment and include other Bob’s Burgers actors. In the segment, Sterling Archer has amnesia with no recollection of his past as an international spy. He thinks his name is Bob and he is working in a burger restaurant with Linda and her three kids, Tina, Gene, and Louise. Some viewers picked up on the reference to David Cronenberg’s movie (and John Wagner and Vince Locke’s graphic novel) The History of Violence as Russian agents arrive in the restaurant and Archer (as Bob) swiftly kills them all. But those in the know understand that the references go deeper. There is also an added layer with the Burger of the Week—“Thomas Elphinstone Hambledurger with Manning Coleslaw” (a play on the Thomas Elphinstone Hambledon mysteries by Manning Coles)—which acknowledges both the burger puns of Bob’s Burgers and Archer’s preference for obscure literary references. This restaurant is the setting for Bob’s Burgers, and this is the show’s main cast, but things don’t look quite right. 

			It looks like Archer, with its palette of deep, rich colours. Linda Belcher looks slightly glamorous with coiffed hair and a tight sweater. Archer is dressed like Bob in a T-shirt and apron and he has a moustache, but also chiselled features and crisp blue eyes. This is a decidedly slick and sexy version of the slightly schlubby Belcher family of Bob’s Burgers. But Bob’s voice is the same. Is it Bob’s voice coming out of Archer? Or is it Archer’s voice coming out of Bob? It’s all H. Jon Benjamin, the actor who voices both characters. The sequence is more like a Venn diagram (with Jon Benjamin at its centre) than a crossover. 

			Loren Bouchard and Jon Benjamin have been a part of the cartoon revolution since the mid-90s, and both Bouchard and Adam Reed played early, pivotal roles in the Adult Swim franchise on the Cartoon Network. Although they have yet to work together (this crossover episode is as close as we’ve come so far), and their creative and production styles are different, they grew up together, creatively speaking. Archer and Bob’s Burgers may be two separate and unique trees, but they have shared roots.

			Animated sitcoms have appeared in television’s prime-time lineup before. The Flintstones aired on ABC from 1960–1966, followed by The Jetsons (1962–1963), Johnny Quest (1964–1965), and Wait Till Your Father Gets Home (1972–1974), an All in the Family–style animated sitcom about the generation gap. These Hanna-Barbera productions continued in syndication for many years, usually airing on Saturday mornings or over the lunch hour, having been relegated to time slots for children’s entertainment rather than adult or family content. 

			While animation and comic books for adults gained prominence during the 1970s, they didn’t quite reach the mainstream. They were found mainly in specialty stores and late-night cinemas and drive-ins. Ralph Bakshi made a name for himself with racy (sometimes X-rated) animated films about animals in compromising positions (Fritz the Cat) or rock and roll (American Pop), and he made the first attempt to bring J. R. R. Tolkien’s novel The Lord of the Rings to the screen in 1978, using a rotoscope animation process. Artists like R. Crumb and Art Spiegelman produced groundbreaking comic books and artwork, but it would be many years before either could be considered household names, if indeed, they ever have been. Producers and animators certainly got away with a number of unusual or risqué things during Saturday morning cartoons, as anyone who has seen any Sid and Marty Krofft productions like Lidsville or H.R. Pufnstuf can attest. For the most part, though, television cartoons were simple, kid-friendly fare (shows about superheroes, or Japanese imports like G-Force or Transformers, or comedy–adventure tales like Scooby-Doo) or the occasional holiday special (like Frosty the Snowman or A Charlie Brown Christmas). However, the animated-television landscape changed drastically in 1989 with the debut of The Simpsons.

			Matt Groening’s comic strip, Life in Hell, blended the absurd with the heartfelt. In the strip, Akbar and Jeff wore fezzes and Charlie Brown–style sweaters and were, Groening claimed, brothers, or lovers, or both(!), and Binky the rabbit mocked authority and conventional society. James L. Brooks (creator of Taxi, The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Lou Grant, and director of Terms of Endearment and Broadcast News) asked Groening to create two-minute shorts to air between sketches during the Tracy Ullman Show, a comedy/variety show that aired on the Fox Network from 1987–1990. Brooks wanted the Life in Hell characters, but Groening didn’t want to lose creative control over his signature artwork, especially if the show failed and he lost rights to his comic strip. As legend has it, five minutes before his meeting with Brooks, he created a cartoon featuring a dysfunctional family instead. He named the parents after his own, Homer and Marge (his mother was actually Margaret), and the younger sisters after his own, Lisa and Maggie, and he gave focus to the oldest child, Bart, a ne’er-do-well troublemaker.

			The Tracy Ullman Show was well received by critics (and was nominated for and won a number of awards, including Emmys, Golden Globes, and Comedy Awards for Outstanding Series and Lead Actress), but it is best remembered today as the birthplace of The Simpsons. The animated shorts aired during the first two seasons of the Ullman Show, with series regulars Dan Castellaneta and Julie Kavner voicing Homer and Marge. Then, in 1989, Fox announced they were developing the premise into a half-hour show. The Simpsons premiered on December 17, 1989 and it is still on the air—making it the longest-running series in television history. 

			The Simpsons landed in the top thirty television shows during its first season. The Simpsons, and Bart Simpson in particular, quickly became an international phenomenon. The catchphrases “Don’t have a cow, man!” and “Cowabunga!” (that thankfully haven’t lasted as long as the series) appeared on T-shirts and Trapper Keepers around the world. Homer’s frustrated exclamation, “D’oh!”, is now in The Oxford English Dictionary. The series became the focus of national debate about the effects of television and animation on children and whether or not Bart Simpson was a bad influence on youth. They even went head-to-head with Bill Cosby, whose series, The Cosby Show, aired opposite The Simpsons between 1990 and 1993. Cosby claimed Bart was a poor role model for kids. 

			None of this debate did anything to abate its popularity, though—parents and children alike were watching and enjoying the show together. The Simpsons crossed that line of what appealed to adults (the stories were layered, the jokes were clever, and the political and pop-culture references ran deep) and to kids (it was blatantly anti-authoritarian and often only a step above fart jokes). Even if the kids didn’t get the references to Martin Scorsese’s Cape Fear or Ayn Rand’s School for Tots, they knew it was a reference to something. The Simpsons also proved to be a breeding ground for a generation of young writers and comics and an inspiration for future writers and artists, who could see all that was possible when boundaries were pushed.

			Specialty and subscription channels like MTV had twenty-four hours of programming a day to fill, and they were also looking for the newest and edgiest content to set them apart. For MTV, the unconventional and untested was the ideal. In the early 90s, their mainstay was still music videos, but they were branching out into original programming. In 1992, Mike Judge sent MTV his short, Frog Baseball, featuring two none-too-bright teenage boys named Beavis and Butt-head. Suddenly, MTV wasn’t just about music and VJs anymore 

			Judge was raised in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and earned a degree in Physics at the University of Southern California, San Diego, graduating in 1986. He worked as an engineer in the aerospace industry, then in Silicon Valley, before acknowledging that the office life wasn’t for him. He quit work, joined some blues bands as a bass player, and spent several years working and travelling as a musician. By the early 1990s, Judge was living in Austin, Texas, and trying
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