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I. Introduction 

It is genera l ly a g r e e d t h a t t h e ca r t oon ser ies The Simpsons is an o f t e n sarcas t ic , 
i ronic and b i t ing d i s t o r t i n g m i r r o r of c o n t e m p o r a r y W e s t e r n society. Original ly 
c r ea t ed in 1987 for a ser ies of s h o r t f i lms in t h e con t ex t of t h e Tracy-Ullmann-
s h o w by Mat t Groen ing and t h e n , in 1989, decisively deve loped as an a u t o n o ­
m o u s 30 m i n u t e s s h o w by Groening , J ames L. Brooks and Sam Simon, «America 's 
m o s t d y s f u n c t i o n a l family» (as t h e S impsons h a v e b e e n o f t e n hai led) , t ake s u p 
i ssues and top ics no t only r e l a t ed to c u r r e n t pol i t ical a n d social d i scuss ions , b u t 
also to a r t , l i t e r a tu re , music , t h e a t r e a n d p o p u l a r cu l tu re . They have m a n a g e d to 
be m o r e t h a n «simply a c o m m e n t a r y on cu l tu re b u t an i n t e r v e n t i o n in to culture,»> 
as John Albert i has p u t i t .1 

As t h e h ighly se l f ­ re fe ren t ia l t i t l e ­ sequence m a k e s clear, t h e med ia , especial ly 
te lev is ion i tself , p lay a decis ive role: t h e o p e n i n g s e q u e n c e c u l m i n a t e s w i t h an 
i m a g e of t h e en t i r e fami ly g a t h e r i n g b e f o r e t h e te lev is ion se t . The i m p o r t a n c e of 
th i s m o m e n t is even e n h a n c e d by t h e fac t t h a t t h e w h o l e s e q u e n c e is bui l t ou t of 
a mix of on t h e one h a n d each t i m e r e c u r r i n g e l e m e n t s a n d of, on t h e o t h e r h a n d , 
n e w ones , c h a n g i n g a lm os t every t ime . Thus , t h e success ion of scenes d e p i c t i n g 
h o w t h e fami ly m e m b e r s leave t he i r d i f f e r e n t du t i e s a t school , a t w o r k or shop­
p ing , a re i n t e r s p e r s e d in each a n d every ep i sode w i t h va r i a t i ons . These al ter­
a t i ons t o t h e m a i n s u b s t a n c e of t h e o p e n i n g s e q u e n c e inc lude 1) t h e b lackboard­
l ines of t h e son Bart S impson , w h i c h a lways h i n t u p o n his o f fences , e a r n i n g h im 
th i s p u n i s h m e n t , 2) d a u g h t e r Lisa S impson ' s s a x o p h o n e solo, p r o v o k i n g he r dis­
missa l f r o m t h e school o r c h e s t r a and , 3) especial ly , t h e so­called «couch gag» 
w h i c h e m p h a s i z e s t h e m o m e n t t h e fami ly g a t h e r s in f r o n t of t h e TV set by 
p r e s e n t i n g each t i m e a va r i a t i on on h o w a n d desp i t e w h i c h obs tac les t h e fami ly 
m a n a g e s to t ake t he i r sea t on t h e sofa . 

Moreover, t he sugges t ion is t h a t the Simpsons apparen t ly w a t c h the i r o w n 
s h o w since it is the t i t le of t he car toon wh ich appears on t he screen of the i r TV: w e 
no t only w a t c h the Simpsons, bu t t h a t we actually w a t c h The Simpsons with the 
Simpsons ­ a fact not only acknowledged e.g. by J o n a t h a n Gray's s tudy Watching 
with the Simpsons,2 bu t also conf i rmed by the wr i t e r and producer Al Jean: «Some of 
the mos t creat ive s tuff we wr i t e comes f rom jus t having the Simpsons w a t c h TV.»3 

In fac t , ve ry o f t e n t h e above m e n t i o n e d t h e m e s a n d top ics ­ such as pol i t ics 
a n d cu l tu re ­ are i n t r o d u c e d via te levis ion or p u t in to a m o r e or less d i rec t rela­
t ion w i t h it (for e x a m p l e w h e n t h e ques t i on , if, de sp i t e i ts shock ing n a k e d n e s s , 
Miche lange lo ' s David shou ld be exh ib i t ed in t h e Spr ingf ie ld Art M u s e u m , is dis­
cussed in a TV show) . 

20 

Originalveröffentlichung in: Kritische Berichte, 39 (2011), Nr. 1, S. 20-33



But TV is no t t h e only m e d i u m u s e d by t h e Simpsons in o rde r to c rea te a dis­
t o r t i n g mi r ro r of socie ty ­ as w e wil l especial ly see w h e n t a lk ing a b o u t «Superhe­
roes in The Simpsons,» movies also play an i m p o r t a n t role . 

However , w h e n it comes t o t h e p r e s e n c e a n d t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of s u p e r h e ­
roes , TV and movies are n o t t h e only m e a n s and med ia : In acco rdance w i t h t h e 
h i s to ry of t h e s u p e r h e r o ­ g e n r e w h i c h s t a r t e d in comic s t r ips a n d books a n d t h e n 
sp r ead t o w a r d s c inema a n d TV, comic books a re of an a l mo s t p r i m a r y i m p o r t a n c e 
in The Simpsons. Given t h a t The Simpsons, as s een above , is o f t e n dea l ing w i t h its 
o w n g e n r e (for example as a TV ser ies r e f e r r i n g to TV) a n d s ince t h e ser ies , as a 
c a r t oon (and t h u s as a n i m a t e d d rawings ) is also s h o w i n g a k insh ip t o w a r d s 
comics, s u p e r h e r o e s are t h u s in a ce r t a in w a y an a l mo s t o v e r ­ d e t e r m i n e d g e n r e 
for The Simpsons s ince t h e y ­ j u s t like t h e S impsons ­ a p p e a r in comics , ca r toons , 
f i lms a n d TV." 

Finally, as in our society , t h e p r e s e n c e of s u p e r h e r o e s is no t only r e s t r i c t ed t o 
t h e med ia , b u t ­ inci ted and in f luenced by t h e m ­ w e by n o w also h a d a n d still 
have se l f ­declared s u p e r h e r o e s in eve ryday life, a p h e n o m e n o n exp lored in Mark 
Millar 's a n d John Romita Jr. 's 2008 comic book ser ies Kick-Ass, fo l lowed by t h e 
2010 c inemat i c a d a p t a t i o n d i rec ted by M a t t h e w V a u g h n . 

Not only, as Angela Ndal ianis h a s s t a t e d , w h i l e r e v i e w i n g a d e v e l o p m e n t , 
s t a r t i n g in t h e 30 's of t h e 20 t h c e n t u r y a n d still ongo ing , «the s u p e r h e r o h a s 
b e c o m e p a r t of t h e w i d e r cu l tu ra l consc iousness , " 5 b u t , as J a son Bainbr idge h a s 
also a rgued , de sp i t e t h e fact t h a t « s u p e r h e r o e s h a v e la rge ly b e e n exc luded f r o m 
academic s tudy,» b e c a u s e t h e y a re m o s t l y j u s t «viewed as a kind of ado le scen t 
w i s h fu l f i lmen t , " it is r e w a r d i n g to s t u d y t h e m also exact ly t h e r e f o r e : «Because 
t h e y a re a w i s h fu l f i lmen t , a s t u d y of s u p e r h e r o e s is t h e r e f o r e also a s t u d y of t h e 
perce ived def ic iencies in socie ty a n d w h a t <being h e r o i o necessar i ly entra i ls .» 6 

Al though The Simpsons ma in ly deals w i t h t h e Amer ican w a y of life, g iven t h e 
i m p a c t of Amer ican cu l tu re on Europe , E u r o p e a n s r ecogn ize m o s t of t h e i s sues 
t a k e n u p and mocked by t h e s h o w , 7 m e a n i n g t h a t i ts d i s t o r t i n g mi r ro r he lps us 
see also h e r e in Europe m o r e clearly w h y and h o w s u p e r h e r o e s still r espec t ive ly 
aga in m a t t e r ­ even a f t e r Georg Wi lhe lm Friedr ich Hegel . 8 In a s imi lar w a y a cari­
ca tu re e x a g g e r a t e s t h e t r a i t s of a dep ic ted p e r s o n or s i t ua t i on in o r d e r to m a k e it 
immed ia t e ly recogn izab le wh i l e a t t h e s a m e t i m e m a k i n g f u n of it ( the t e r m 
«car icature» or iginal ly comes f r o m t h e I ta l ian «caricare» = «to charge ,» «to load 
up» a n d m e a n s a dep ic t ion w h i c h is ove r loaded w i t h cha rac te r i s t i c t r a i t s a n d fea­
tures) . There fo re , t h e d i s to r t ed m i r r o r of The Simpsons m i g h t also m a k e ev iden t 
cha rac te r i s t i c t r a i t s of t h e c o n t e m p o r a r y s u p e r h e r o by e x a g g e r a t i n g a n d mock­
ing t h e m . 

II. A: Superheroes in the media 
As a l ready s t a t ed , The Simpsons o f t e n deal w i t h t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of supe rhe ­
roes in t he med ia and he r e in comic books a n d in films. 

Hereby, t h e ser ies e m p h a s i z e s in a ce r t a in w a y t h e p r e d o m i n a n c e of t h e 
comic book over t h e film w h i c h mos t ly , w h e n dea l ing w i t h s u p e r h e r o e s , d r a w s 
u p o n comic books . Thus , t h e Simpsons­universe is p o p u l a t e d w i t h a p l e t h o r a of 
s u p e r h e r o e s in comic books w h i l e in film t h e r e s e e m s to be only one r e c u r r e n t 
s u p e r h e r o : Radioactive Man. In a ce r t a in w a y he also s eems to s t a n d a t t h e begin­
n ing of t h e s u p e r h e r o ­ h i s t o r y in t h e Simpsons­world. As a d i scuss ion b e t w e e n 

21 



1 A look into the d i f ferent superheroes, present in the Simpsons-universe: The Simpsons, f rom t h e episode 

Radioactive Man (1995) 

Bart S impson a n d his f r i end Milhouse Van H o u t e n d u r i n g t h e o p e n i n g of t h e epi­
sode Radioactive Man, p r o d u c e d a n d f i rs t a i red in 1995, 9 m a k e s clear, Bart l oa thes 
o t h e r ­ s eeming ly n e w ­ s u p e r h e r o e s as w e a k i m i t a t i o n s of Radioactive Man a n d 
h e even po in t s ou t t he i r raison d'etre: t h e g r e e d i n e s s of t h e comic book i n d u s t r y 
w h i c h w a n t s to cash in as m u c h m o n e y as poss ib le by c r e a t i n g a n e w s u p e r h e r o 
every w e e k . 

It is i n t e r e s t i n g in th i s con t ex t to see w h i c h cha rac te r i s t i c s t h e s e s u p e r h e r o e s 
have : in a for The Simpsons typical ly quick c a m e r a p a n across t h e comic book­
s to re (the ser ies invi tes i ts a u d i e n c e to v i ew a n d r e v i e w its ep i sodes w i t h t h e 
r e m o t e con t ro l in h a n d in o rde r to s t op a t pa r t i cu l a r m o m e n t s a n d d iscover all 
t h e s eeming ly u n i m p o r t a n t detai ls) , w e ge t a good o v e r v i e w of t h e comic books 
on sale. It h e r e b y b e c o m e s obvious t h a t t h e i m a g i n a t i o n of t h e comic book indus­
t ry in c r ea t i ng n e w h e r o e s is l imi ted to t h e inc reas ing ly a b s u r d va r i a t i ons on t h e 
c o m b i n a t i o n of h u m a n s w i t h t h e s u r r o u n d i n g f lora and f a u n a (ill. 1): Birdguy, Cat-
girl, DogKid, Snakekid, The Human Bee, Treeman, Mr. Hop a n d Iguana Lady c learly 
s h o w t h a t t he i r c r ea to r s a re s imply a n d in t h e m o s t u n i n s p i r e d w a y only va ry ing 
t h e m o d e l i n t r o d u c e d in 1939 by Bob Kane a n d Bill Finger w h e n p r e s e n t i n g Bat-
man, a s u p e r h e r o w h o d res ses u p in a b a t ­ c o s t u m e and , like its he ra ld ic an ima l , 
only ge t s act ive in t h e n igh t , as wel l as Stan Lee's a n d Steve Ditko 's Spiderman 
f r o m 1962, w h o in a ce r t a in w a y took Kane 's a n d F inger ' s concep t verba l ly a n d a t 
t h e s a m e f u r t h e r by p r e s e n t i n g a h e r o w h o n o t only calls h imse l f a f t e r a n an i ma l 
in o rde r to h i n t u p o n ce r t a in of h is cha rac te r i s t i c s in c r ime­ f igh t ing , b u t w h o ac­
tual ly ­ via a b i te f r o m a rad ioac t ive sp ide r ­ go t s o m e of t h e capabi l i t ies a n d 
skills of a sp ide r (such as g r e a t s t r e n g t h , c l imbing u p wa l l s etc.). The apex in th i s 
r e spec t w a s cer ta in ly t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n of t h e Animal Man in 1965, a s u p e r h e r o 
(crea ted by a u t h o r Dave Wood a n d a r t i s t Ca rmine In fan t ino) w i t h t h e p o w e r t o 
a b s o r b t h e capabi l i t i es of every n e a r b y an ima l , 1 0 t o p p e d only by superv i l l a in The 
Animal-Vegetable-Mineral Man, i n t r o d u c e d a l ready in 1964 by a u t h o r Arnold 
Drake and a r t i s t Bruno Premian i , w h o s e body could t r a n s f o r m in to any mis­
m a t c h e d c o m b i n a t i o n of e l e m e n t s . 

Michael Chabon (a big a d m i r e r of The Simpsons w h o also a p p e a r e d in t h e 
ser ies as h imse l f in 2006), in his Pul i tzer Price w i n n i n g novel The Amazing Adven-
tures ofKavalier & Clay, pub l i shed five yea r s a f t e r t h e Radioactive Man­ep i sode in 
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2000, p ro j ec t s t h e s t r a t e g y of t h e comic book p roduce r s , as mocked in The Sim­
psons, even back to t h e t i m e w h e n Superman w a s c r ea t ed : Chabon ' s p r o t a g o n i s t s 
- t h e J ewi sh p a r t n e r s i l lu s t r a to r Josef Kavalier a n d a u t h o r S a m m y <Clay> Klayman 
(obviosuly mode l l ed u p o n t h e Supe rman- inven to r s Jer ry Siegel a n d Joe Shuster ) -
t ry t o p ro f i t in t h e la te 30 ' s f r o m t h e g r o w i n g success of t h e s u p e r h e r o - g e n r e in 
t h e comic-book-bus iness and t h u s a r r ive a t t h e conc lus ion : 

If he's like a cat or a spider or a fucking wolverine, if he's huge, if he's tiny, if he can shoot 
flames or ice or death rays or Vat 69, if he turns into fire or water or stone or India Rub­
ber. He could be a Martian, he could be a ghost, he could be a god or a demon or a wizard 
or a monster. Okay? It doesn't matter, because right now, see, at this very moment, we 
have a bandwagon rolling [...].11 

Thus, t h e y ar r ive a t t h e conc lus ion : «[...] f o r g e t an ima l s . Everybody ' s go ing to be 
t h i n k i n g of an imal s . In t w o m o n t h s , I 'm te l l ing you, by t h e t i m e ou r guy h i t s t h e 
s t a n d s , t h e r e ' s go ing to be guys r u n n i n g a r o u n d d r e s sed like every d a m n a n i m a l 
in t h e zoo. Birds, Bugs. U n d e r w a t e r guys.» «<How? is no t t h e q u e s t i o n . <What? is 
no t t h e ques t ion) [...]. <The q u e s t i o n is why> [...].<Why is h e do ing it?»>And t h u s 
t h e y c o m e u p w i t h a to ta l ly d i f f e r e n t h e r o (The Escapist), a mix of (as t h e y p u t it 
t hemse lves ) Houdini , Robin Hood ­ a n d Albert Schwei tze r . 1 2 

Tha t h e r o e s like Batman a re ac tua l ly b e h i n d t h e u n i m a g i n a t i v e p l ag i a r i sms 
de r ided in t h e Simpsons­episode is e m p h a s i z e d by t h e fac t t h a t t w o of t h e books 
(ill. 1) ac tua l ly s t a r a Batchick (p laying on t h e p u n t h a t «chick» can be an an imal , 
b u t also a girl) a n d a Batboy (wi th «Bat» he re , h o w e v e r , n o t r e f e r r i n g t o an ani­
mal , b u t t o t h e baseba l l e q u i p m e n t ) . 

Tha t t h e s e «heroes» a re j u s t a b o u t t h r o w i n g t o g e t h e r s eeming ly c o n t r a s t i n g 
e l e m e n t s (such as for example h u m a n s t o g e t h e r w i t h a n i m a l s ­ a n d n o t con­
s idered by Chabon: ­ volcanic p h e n o m e n a a n d p l an t s : see t h e Lava Lady and Tree 
Man) a n d t h a t in t h e e n d it d o e s n ' t m a t t e r ou t of w h i c h w e i r d c o m b i n a t i o n t h e y 
w e r e c rea ted , is m a d e obvious w i t h t h e covers f r o m t h e comic books of t h e Power­
Person13 and t h e Manboy. 

But t h e c r i t ique of t h e a r b i t r a r i n e s s of m a n y r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of t h e comic 
book g e n r e is n o t j u s t l imi ted to t he i r he roes , b u t a lso s t r e t c h e s to t h e n a r r a t i v e 
p l o t t i n g of t h e comic books . For example , a t t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e 2007 ep i sode 
Husbands and Knives,11* Bart pul ls ou t severa l comics and d iscovers t h a t t h e y pres­
en t e i t he r j u s t silly va r i a t i ons of a l ready k n o w n h e r o e s (such as B a t m a n ' s side­
kick Robin w h o h e r e a p p e a r s first as «Stone­age Robin,» t h e n as «Black Robin» 
a n d finally as a p rose ly t i zed «Chris t ian Robin»), or t h a t t h e y all s e e m to c o n t a i n 
m o r e or less t h e s a m e p s e u d o ­ s p e c t a c u l a r s tory l ine , dea l ing w i t h t h e d e a t h of t h e 
t i t le he ro , be it S u p e r m a n , A q u a m a n or t h e f r i end ly Ghost Casper (all of w h o m 
mere ly s w a p places w i t h one a n o t h e r d u r i n g t h e d e a d h e r o ' s f u n e r a l , dep ic t ed on 
t h e cover: ill. 2).15 

But at t h e s ame t ime, The Simpsons h in t s at t he fact t h a t a mu l t i t ude of superhe­
roes m i g h t also mi r ror t he d i f fe ren t w i shes of t h e aud ience w h o reads comics in 
order to, as Milhouse pu t s it, «escape f rom the i r troubles.))1 6 Thus, in t h e 1991 epi­
sode Three Men and a Comic Book11 t he school bus dr iver Ot to p r e s e n t s his o w n 
superhe ro ­c rea t ion a t a conven t ion : a m a n w h o by day h u m b l y dr ives a bus, bu t 
«by n igh t fight vampi re s in a pos tapoca lyp t i c w a r zone» ­ his n a m e : Busman.18 

Likewise, in t he 2001 episode Worst Episode Ever,19 Bart ' s f r i end Milhouse, whi le 
t e n d i n g the comic book s tore , falls for a n e w supe rhe ro , Biclops, w h o s e main fea­
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2 The dramat ic means used by t h e comic book industry in order to at t ract customers neutral izes itself: The 

Simpsons, f rom t h e episode Husbands and Knives (2007) 

t u r e is t h a t he w e a r s - j u s t like Milhouse - thick glasses , t h u s p r e s e n t i n g a vari­
a t ion of t h e Marvel s u p e r h e r o Cyclops20 w h o has to w e a r a visor w i t h a lens t h a t 
r u n s f rom side­to­side in o rde r to shield and cont ro l t he c o n s t a n t opt ic blas t ema­
n a t i n g f rom his eyes ( thus giving h im a one eyed a p p e a r a n c e ­ hence his n a m e s a k e 
«Cyclops»). W h e r e a s Cyclops' lens also func t ions as a device for t h e use of his 
s u p e r p o w e r s , in Biclops' case t he g lasses have no o the r func t ion t h a n to make the 
he ro appea l to t he w e a r e r of glasses and to make t h e m feel a bit like a s u p e r h e r o 
too. This deta i l doesn ' t come as a surpr i se if one k n o w s t h a t t h e he ro t u r n s out to 
have b e e n inven ted by the LensCraf ters , an i n t e rna t i ona l re ta i le r of p resc r ip t ion 
eyewea r and sunglasses , f ounded in 1983 in t h e Uni ted States , and f a m o u s for i ts 
a t t e n t i o n a t t r a c t i ng TV commerc ia ls . Hence, t he m a n y copies of t h e comic book 
Milhouse o rders fail to sell. Even birds , as Bart explains «won ' t [...] use t h e m in 
the i r nes ts» (a s t a t e m e n t , immedia te ly conf i rmed by a f r u s t r a t e d bird w h i ch 
sh reds a copy of t he book in to pieces in f ron t of t h e t w o boys).2 1 At t h e s ame t ime 
th is is a clear r e fe rence to t he earl ier ep isode Three Men and a Comic Book f r om ten 
years earl ier in wh ich Bart, Milhouse and Mar t in Prince pu rchase t he first issue of 
Radioactive Man for t h e sum of 100 Dollars, bu t t h e n ge t suspic ious at each o the r 
w h e n it comes to decide w h o should keep and hold it safe . In t he end, whi le fight­
ing abou t i ts sa fekeeping , t he book is accidental ly des t royed dur ing a t h u n d e r ­
s to rm, and the r e m a i n i n g shreds are t h e n used by a bird in its nes t ( that Worst Epi­
sode Ever pays h o m a g e to t he Three Men­episode is even f u r t h e r s t r e s sed by the fact 
t h a t even Mar t in Prince has an indi rec t a p p e a r a n c e in t h e fo rmer and t h a t Worst 
Episode Ever opens w i t h t he p r e s e n t a t i o n of issue No. 1000 of Radioactive Man). 

In t h e Three Men­episode w e also l ea rn a b o u t t h e genes i s of Radioact ive Man: 
Af te r h a v i n g g o t t e n c a u g h t in an a tomic exp los ion in a n u c l e a r t e s t i n g zone , 
Claude Kane (the n a m e is g iven in h o m a g e to B a t m a n ­ i n v e n t o r Bob Kane) rea l izes 
t h a t h e has b e c o m e rad ioac t ive a n d t h u s dec ides to call h imse l f «Radioactive 
Man» f r o m n o w on. However , it is n o t c lear w h i c h s u p e r p o w e r s he ac tua l ly h a s 
(besides be ing radioact ive) s ince he n e v e r s h o w s t h e m . Thus , a l t h o u g h his gen­
esis recal ls s u p e r h e r o e s like The Atomic Thunderbolt,22 Atoman23 or Captain 
Atom2U w h o have s u p e r h u m a n abi l i t ies r e l a t ed t o nuc l ea r p o w e r , Radioact ive 
Man m o r e closely r e s e m b l e s Ba tman . In fac t , Radioact ive Man a n d B a t m a n sha re 
mu l t i p l e f e a t u r e s : Beg inn ing w i t h t h e fac t t h a t h e ­ a p p a r e n t l y ­ h a s no real 
s u p e r p o w e r s to his secre t i den t i t y in eve ryday life w h e r e h e ( just like Batman's 
Bruce Wayne) a p p e a r s t o be j u s t a p layboy mi l l iona i re to his s idekick (Robin in 
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Batman's case, Fal lout Boy [Rod Runt ledge] in Radioactive Man's case) u p to f inal ly 
his ba t t l e cry «Up and Atom!» w h i c h on t h e h a n d h i n t s u p o n his s imi la r i ty t o Cap­
t a i n Atom and c o m p a r a b l e he roe s , 2 5 b u t w h i c h on t h e o t h e r is n o t h i n g else t h a n 
a p u n on B a t m a n ' s s logan «Up a n d a t t hem!» (a d i f fe rence , t h e Aus t r i an ac to r Rai­
n ie r Wolfcas t le , mode l l ed u p o n Arnold S c h w a r z e n e g g e r , d o e s n ' t ge t w h e n in te r ­
p r e t i n g t h e p a r t of Radioact ive Man in a f i lm: h e i n s t e a d s t u b b o r n l y r e p e a t s t h e 
Ba tman­ i n s t ead of t h e Radioact ive Man ' s «Atom»­slogan). 2 6 

As schola rs such as Bill Boichel have s h o w n , B a t m a n ' s i n t r o d u c t i o n as «the 
w o r l d ' s second s u p e r h e r o » in 1939 w a s a l r eady a r eac t i on t o t h e «first super ­
hero , » S u p e r m a n , «crea ted by t w o Jewi sh h igh­schoo l b u d d i e s , » J e r r y Siegel a n d 
Joe Shus te r , f r o m Cleveland, Ohio, one yea r b e f o r e as, as Boichel p u t s it, «a calcu­
la ted r e s p o n s e to t h e Nazi concep t of t h e Ubermen[s]ch: an ideal , supe r io r m a n 
w h o w o u l d lead t h e m a s s e s to victory.» 2 7 B a t m a n is t h u s m o r e or less t h e da rk 
t w i n of S u p e r m a n : w h e r e t h e l a t t e r h a s s u p e r h u m a n p o w e r s a n d c o m e s f r o m a 
d i s t a n t p l ane t , l iving in t h e b r i g h t a n d m o d e r n city of Met ropo l i s w h e r e h e f i gh t s 
c r ime a lm os t exclusively d u r i n g t h e day, B a t m a n is j u s t h u m a n , l iving in t h e Go­
th ic a n d da rk G o t h a m City w h e r e he comes ou t of h is Bat­cave only a t n i g h t in 
o rde r to f igh t evil. 

In The Simpsons w e still h a v e t r aces of an a w a r e n e s s of t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s 
u n d e r w h i c h t h e first s u p e r h e r o w a s c r ea t ed b e c a u s e w e h a v e r e p e a t e d l y h i n t s 
u p o n s u p e r h e r o e s f i g h t i n g for e x a m p l e a g a i n s t Adolf Hit ler (such as t h e Plastic 
Man, i n t r o d u c e d in 1941, an ac tua l ly ex i s t ing s u p e r h e r o 2 8 w h o s e a d v e n t u r e s 
w e r e especial ly k n o w n for the i r quirky, o f f b e a t s t r u c t u r e a n d su r r ea l s laps t ick 
h u m o u r ) . 

At t h e s a m e t ime , w e also have a n a w a r e n e s s of t h e h i s to r ic i ty of t h e s u p e r h e ­
roes in The Simpsons, t h a t c h a r a c t e r s w h o , as m e m b e r s of t h e comic book gen re , 
h a d the i r d i f f e r en t «Ages» (such as t h e «Golden Age» [ f rom 1938 to 1956], t h e "Sil­
ver Age» [up to 1970], t h e «Bronze Age» [up to t h e mid 1980's] a n d t h e «Modern 
Age»),29 b u t w h o also h a d t he i r o w n d i f f e r e n t i n c a r n a t i o n s a n d ve r s ions . 

Thus , Radioactice Man clearly is a p r o d u c t of t h e e n d i n g «Golden Age» inas­
m u c h as h e s u m s up all t h e a m b i v a l e n t fee l ing t o w a r d s t h e poss ib le e f fec t s of nu­
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clear p o w e r , b e i n g cons ide red as a b le s s ing as we l l as a t h r e a t e n i n g curse . Hence , 
t h e da t e of his first a p p e a r a n c e - N o v e m b e r 1952 (ill. 3) i.e. t h e m o n t h t h e Uni ted 
S ta tes success fu l ly d e t o n a t e d t h e first h y d r o g e n b o m b , c o d e n a m e d «Mike», a t 
En iwe tok i s land in t h e Bikini a tol l in t h e Pacific Ocean - clearly r e fe r s t o t h e e ra 
of t h e Cold W a r a n d i ts nuc l ea r a r m a m e n t w h i c h gave r ise to typica l films of Jack 
Arnold such as Formicula (1954), Tarantula (1955) a n d The Incredible Shrinking Man 
(1957) w h e r e r a d i a t i o n w a s s h o w n as r e spons ib l e for i nc reas ing or s h r i n k i n g liv­
ing b e i n g s such as an ima l s a n d h u m a n s . 

In t h e la te 50 ' s of t h e Simpsons­world Radioactive Man, n o t unl ike Superman 
w i t h t h e black a n d w h i t e ser ia l of 1 9 5 1 ­ 1 9 5 8 , go t his o w n film. Here , 3 0 h o w e v e r , 
t h e c r ea to r s of The Simpsons c learly h i n t u p o n t h e fac t t h a t t h e or ig in of t h e comic 
books w a s ma in ly commerc i a l in t h e first p lace: n e w s p a p e r comic s t r ips h a d al­
r e a d y a p p e a r e d in t h e las t decade of t h e 19 t h c en tu ry , b u t by t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e 
20 t h c e n t u r y t h e y a l ready h a d g a i n e d such a p o p u l a r i t y t h a t r e p r i n t col lec t ions of 
t h e n e w s p a p e r s t r ips b e g a n ­ fo r commerc i a l a n d p r o m o t i o n a l r e a sons . Thus , 
Proc ter a n d Gamble for example u s e d comic s t r ips to give a w a y p r e m i u m s a n d 
for a d v e r t i s e m e n t . 3 1 In t h e 50 's film ded i ca t ed to Radioactive Man, w e h a v e m o r e 
t h a n del ica te t r aces of th i s h e r i t a g e w h e n t h e h e r o p ra i ses t h e qua l i ty of t h e «La­
r a m i e cigarettes,)) g iv ing h i m «the s t e a d y n e r v e s [...] t o c o m b a t evil» ­ j u s t b e f o r e 
a rocket h i t s t h e p l a n e t Ea r th a n d a d r a m a t i c voice poses t h e c l i f f h a n g e r ­ q u e s t i o n 
«Will Radioact ive Man act in t i m e to save t h e Ear th? ,» a q u e s t i o n a n s w e r e d by 
t h e w o r d s «Tune in nex t week» over an i m a g e of t h e «Laramie» s igne t . 

We t h e n see Radioactive Man in a n o t h e r f i lmic i n c a r n a t i o n , t h i s t i m e in t h e 
70 ' s 3 2 in a ser ies w h i c h is clearly mode l l ed u p o n t h e n o t o r i o u s Batman­TV­series 
of 1966­1968 , s t a r r i n g Adam Wes t a n d Burt W a r d as t h e s u p e r h e r o a n d his side­
kick Robin. Being cons ide r ed t o d a y pos i t ive ly as a t r ivial p o p ­ r e ­ i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 
t he B a t m a n ­ m y t h and nega t ive ly as he lp less ly c a m p a n d sil ly,3 3 it is t h i s l a t t e r 
w a y t h e ser ies is u n d e r s t o o d in The Simpsons by a film p r o d u c e r w h o n o w (i.e. in 
t h e midd le of t h e 90's) w a n t s to m a k e a n e w u p d a t e d a n d «serious» i n t e r p r e t a ­
t ion of t h e s u p e r h e r o Radioact ive Man a n d his sidekick, Fal lout Boy. 

In s t ead of t h e goofy , l e t t e r e d s o u n d e f fec t s , i n t e r s p e r s i n g t h e bad ly choreo­
g r a p h e d fights a n d t h e e n s u i n g silly d a n c i n g (an e l e m e n t , no t in t h i s w a y p r e s e n t 
in t h e or ig ina l Ba tman­ser ies , b u t r e f e r r i n g to t h e «Batus», t h e d a n c e i n v e n t e d by 
Ar thu r Mur ray for t h e Batman­TV­ser ies a n d f e a t u r e d in o t h e r con t ex t s a t leas t 
tw ice in episodes) , h e dec ides to u s e real X­rays a n d even real su lphur i c acid, ob­
viously in o r d e r t o m a k e t h i n g s a p p e a r m o r e real a n d se r ious on t h e big sc reen . 

Tha t t h e r e ­ i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of Radioactive Man w o n ' t s t o p w i t h th i s (in t h e e n d 
fail ing) e n d e a v o u r is h i n t e d u p o n w i t h a scene in t h e above m e n t i o n e d ep i sode 
Husbands and Knives w h e r e t h e r e n o w n e d a u t h o r Alan Moore (who, w i t h t h e 
g r a p h i c novel Watchmen has w r i t t e n a sor t of a cri t ical m e t a ­ r e f e r e n t i a l h i s to ry 
of t h e s u p e r h e r o ­ g e n r e ) ta lks a b o u t t h e w a y h e h a s r e ­ i n t e r p r e t e d t h e m y t h of 
Radioact ive Man, g r o u n d i n g h i m in to «reality» by m a k i n g h im a he ro in ­add i c t ed 
j azz ­c r i t i que w h o even i sn ' t r ad ioac t ive . 

Whi le t h e Radioactive Man­ep i sode dea ls w i t h t h e d i f f e r e n t h i s to r i c layers of 
each s u p e r h e r o , a n o t h e r ep i sode t i t l ed Homer the Whopper t ack les t h e d i f f e r ences 
t h a t e n s u e w h e n a comic book is i n t e r p r e t e d for t h e c inema . The ep i sode con­
ce rns a n e w s u p e r h e r o , c r ea t ed by t h e Comic Book Guy, w h o gives t h e s u p e r h e r o 
t h e t e l l ing n a m e of «Everyman», w h i c h can h a v e mul t ip l e m e a n i n g s . On t h e o n e 
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h a n d it r e fe r s to t h e fac t t h a t Eve ryman acqu i res t h e s u p e r p o w e r s of every super ­
h e r o w h o s e comic book he is t o u c h i n g ( thus clearly ­ a n d also physica l ly ­ mir­
ro r ing his i nven to r , w h o is s u r r o u n d e d by comics all day, t h e s a m e w a y Busman 
w a s m i r r o r i n g bus ­d r ive r Ot to ' s existence);31* on t h e o t h e r h a n d it obvious ly 
r e fe r s to t h e fac t t h a t t h e h e r o ­ a p a r t f r o m his c o s t u m e , c lear ly i n d e b t e d t o Cap­
tain America*5 ­ does n o t f e a t u r e t h e typica l looks of a s u p e r h e r o , b u t r a t h e r pres­
e n t s h imse l f w i t h even less t h a n a v e r a g e phys ique , as h is c r e a t o r desc r ibes h im: 
«a d u m p y , u n a p p e a l i n g loser : an eve ryman .» 3 6 

This is also w h y no­one o t h e r t h a n H o m e r Simpson is chosen by t h e Comic 
Book Guy w h e n an ac to r is s o u g h t to play Everyman in a film. But t he film c r e w 
h a s its o w n ideas abou t t he a p p e a r a n c e of Eve ryman a n d t r ies to t u r n h im in to his 
exact oppos i t e w h e n te l l ing Homer : «We n e e d you to slim d o w n , musc le up a n d 
become the Everyman people w a n t to be i n s t ead of t h e one t h e y actual ly are.» 

Thus t h e ep i sode also cri t icises t h e t e n d e n c y of films to s m o o t h a n d 
s t r a i g h t e n subver s ive e l e m e n t s of t h e comic books t h e y a re i n t e r p r e t i n g ­ s een 
in th i s con t ex t it is no co inc idence t h a t a t t h e b e g i n n i n g of t h e ep i sode , w h e n t h e 
Comic Book Guy d e s p e r a t e l y t r i es t o expla in to Bart a n d Mi lhouse t h a t films on 
s u p e r h e r o e s a re mos t ly b a s e d on an or ig ina l comic book, a p o s t e r is h a n g i n g in 
t h e b a c k g r o u n d , a d v e r t i s i n g a movie ve r s ion of Alan Moore ' s Watchmen, b u t 
t u r n i n g t h e m in to Swatchmen, t h u s i ron iz ing t h e c o m m e r c i a l exp lo i t a t i on of t h e 
movie ve r s ion f r o m 2009 (di rec ted by Zack Snyder) w h i c h p r e s e n t e d exact ly t h e 
above m e n t i o n e d s m o o t h e n i n g a n d s t r a i g h t e n i n g of t h e m u c h m o r e d e m a n d i n g 
g r a p h i c novel . 3 7 

III. B: Superheroes in irealityi 
Finally, w e also h a v e s u p e r h e r o e s a p p e a r i n g in t h e rea l i ty of The Simpsons (as op­
posed to <in t h e media>), as s e e n in t h o s e r a r e occas ions w h e r e t h e p r o t a g o n i s t s 
of t h e ser ies t h e m s e l v e s b e c o m e s u p e r h e r o e s . In t h e Ha l loween­ep i sode f r o m 
1999 Desperately Xeeking Xena3S ( the e m p h a s i s on t h e «x» is due to t h e fac t t h a t 
th i s w a s t h e t e n t h Hal loween­spec ia l , t h a t an x­ray m a c h i n e p lays a decis ive role 
a n d t h a t t h e ac t r e s s Lucy Lawless a p p e a r s in t h e ep i sode in t h e gu i se of h e r fic­
t iona l cha rac t e r , t h e anc i en t w a r r i o r p r incess «Xena»), Bart a n d Lisa a re m u t a t e d 
in to s u p e r h e r o e s w i t h special p o w e r s by an exp lod ing x ­ ray­mach ine , t r a n s f o r ­
m i n g t h e m in to Stretch Dude (a p a r o d y of t h e b e f o r e m e n t i o n e d Plastic Man) a n d 
Clubber Girl (a s e n d ­ u p of Supergirl: h e r m o t h e r , Marge S impson , ac tua l ly w a r n s 
t h e m at o n e po in t t h a t t h e y are ((vulnerable to Kryptoni te ,» j u s t as Superman a n d 
Supergirl). As t h e fake ep i sode t r a i l e r s h o w s , Stretch Dude a n d Clubber Girl fight 
vi l lains, a m o n g t h e m no t only Saddam Husse in , b u t a lso ­ anachron i s t i ca l ly ­
like t h e foes of t h e ear l ie r s u p e r h e r o e s of t h e Golden Age ­ Nazis . 

The w h o l e ep i sode is conce ived as a sa t i re on t h e excesses a n d e x t r e m e s of 
f a n d o m and col lect ing, as wel l as t h e g e n e r a l c o m m e r c i a l i s m of TV ­ g iven t h a t it 
is a Ha l loween ep i sode , it is, h o w e v e r , t h o u g h t to p r e s e n t a sor t of «apocryphal» 
p lot w h i c h m e a n s t h a t t h e e v e n t s h a v e t o be cons ide r ed as p u r e f a n t a s y or r a t h e r 
(as t h e o w n a n d indiv idua l t r a i l e r for Stretch Dude and Clubber Girl h i n t s upon) as 
an ep i sode w i t h i n an ep i sode . 

Things a re d i f f e r en t , h o w e v e r , in t h e case of t h e ep i sode Simple Simpson39 

w h e r e H o m e r t u r n s in to a rea l ­ l i f e ­ superhero : appa l l ed by t h e h u m i l i a t i n g t r ea t ­
m e n t e n d u r e d by his d a u g h t e r Lisa w h i l e p a r t i c i p a t i n g a t a «Place s e t t i n g Compe­
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>3a k «Superbarr io» Gomez, the Mexican 

real l i f e -superhero 

t i t ion» d u r i n g a f u n fair , he s p o n t a n e o u s l y g r a b s m o r e or less a t r a n d o m para ­
p h e r n a l i a a t t h e fa i r ' s s tal ls , and d i sgu i ses h imse l f as a ­ ye t n a m e l e s s ­ a v e n g e r 
w h o p u n i s h e s t h e cruel j u d g e by t h r o w i n g a pie in to his face. H o m e r h e r e ap­
p e a r s as a s u p e r ­ m a n in t w o senses : first, b e c a u s e h e d res ses in t h e typica l cos­
t u m e of a s u p e r h e r o (comple te w i t h m a s k a n d cape) and , t h u s w i t h o u t be ing rec­
ogn ized , t akes r e v e n g e on t h e o p p r e s s o r s of de fense ­ a n d he lp less people ; b u t 
also secondly in t h e s ense t h a t t h e vorac ious a n d egois t ic H o m e r no rma l ly w o u l d 
r a t h e r se l f ishly ea t u p a pie i n s t ead of w a s t i n g it by ­ «need le s s ly» ­ he lp ing 
o t h e r s 4 0 a n d t hus , w h e n b e c o m i n g «Simple Simon» (as h e u l t i m a t e l y calls h imse l f 
w i t h r e f e r ence to t h e f a m o u s old Mother Goose n u r s e r y rhyme) or r a t h e r "Pie­
mans , 1 , 1 he s h o w s a s u p e r ­ h u m a n e f fo r t by no t s u c c u m b i n g to his u s u a l g r e e d 
( thus , c o m m i t t i n g an act of «an t i ­ consumpt ion» w h i c h can be o p p o s e d to t h e con­
s u m e r i s m as cr i t ic ized in t h e case of t h e above d i scussed Desperately Xeeking 
Xena­episode).*2 

Howeve r , H o m e r ' s ini t ia l ly success fu l and g lor ious ca ree r as an a v e n g i n g 
s u p e r h e r o t akes a b a d t u r n w h e n he is c o n f r o n t e d w i t h t h e for s u p e r h e r o e s (ste­
reo) typica l confl ic t b e t w e e n hero ic ex i s t ence a n d secre t iden t i ty . The idea of 
H o m e r t u r n i n g in to a flabby caped c r u s a d e r in t i g h t s is clearly der ived f r o m real­
life s u p e r h e r o e s such as «Superbarr io» Gomez (ill. 4), a Mexican «real­life super ­
hero" , w h o a f t e r t h e e a r t h q u a k e in 1985, w h e n h e and his n e i g h b o u r s w e r e 
evic ted f r o m the i r h o u s i n g in d o w n t o w n Mexico, b e g a n to r o a m t h e s t r e e t s of 
Mexico City.1,3 In th i s con tex t , h e f u n c t i o n e d p r imar i ly symbol ica l ly as t h e pro tec­
to r of l ow­ income n e i g h b o u r h o o d s , b u t also as a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of t h e «Asamblea 
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(2001O 

de Barrios» (Mexico City's N e i g h b o u r h o o d Assembly), a g r a s s r o o t s o r g a n i z a t i o n 
c o n c e r n e d w i t h t h e ega l i t a r i an acqu is i t ion and d i s t r i b u t i o n of d ecen t h o u s i n g for 
t h e poor ; «Superbarr io» Gomez he r e led p r o t e s t ral l ies, f i led pe t i t i ons a n d chal­
l enged cou r t dec is ions . h h But t h e p lo t of t h e ep i sode Simple Simpson a b o u t a 
s u p e r h e r o , s t r u g g l i n g b e t w e e n his life as a publ ic s u p e r h e r o a n d his p r iva t e 
eve ryday ex i s tence , is, h o w e v e r , fo l lowing a typica l mo t i f in supe rhe ro ­comic 
books . In o rde r t o e m p h a s i z e th is , t h e ep i sode r e f e r ences Pe ter Parker , a n o t h e r 
s u p e r h e r o w h o in c o m b i n a t i o n w i t h his a l te r ego S p i d e r m a n is m o s t a s soc ia t ed 
w i t h such a s t r u g g l e b e t w e e n t h e e x t r e m e s . The ep i sode t h e r e f o r e q u o t e s t h e 
2002 film ve r s ion of Spiderman w h e n H o m e r c rea te s h is c o s t u m e t h e s a m e w a y 
Pe ter Parker does in t h e film, or w h e n he kisses his w i f e Marge t h e s a m e ups ide ­
d o w n style S p i d e r m a n does it in a by n o w classic scene in t h e film.1*5 «Superbar­
rio» h a s b e e n a d m i t t e d l y i n v e n t e d by Marco Rascon Cordova w h o also o r g a n i z e s 
t h e «Superbar r io»­events , hav ing , h o w e v e r , s o m e o n e else a c t i n g in t h e sui t 
w h o s e real i den t i t y h e keeps a closely g u a r d e d secre t . In Simple Simpson P i eman ' s 
real i den t i t y is i n s t e a d d i scovered , first by his d a u g h t e r Lisa w h o t h e n b e g s h im 
no t t o p u t h imsel f in to d a n g e r a n y m o r e , b u t t h e n , w h e n he d o e s n ' t l i s t en t o her , 
h is i den t i t y is also d i scovered by his cruel boss , M o n t g o m e r y Burns , o w n e r of 
Spr ingf ie ld ' s nuc lea r p o w e r p l a n t w h e r e H o m e r w o r k s as a sa fe ty i n spec to r . He 
b lackmai l s Homer w i t h his k n o w l e d g e a n d forces h i m to c h a n g e s ides a n d to hu­
mi l ia te f r o m n o w on t h e i n n o c e n t such as a scou t girl se l l ing cookies a t Burns ' 
door . But w h e n h e t r i es t o force H o m e r t o «pie» t h e Dalai Lama, H o m e r r e f u s e s 
a n d i n s t e a d dec ides to u n m a s k h imsel f publ icly. But as t h e final scene s h o w s , he 
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r e t u r n s as P ieman , n o w a c c o m p a n i e d by his son Bart in t h e gu ise of «Cupcake 
Kid» ( thus mimick ing B a t m a n a n d his s idekick Robin: ill. 5) - b u t w h e n p o s i n g im­
press ive ly in t he i r c o s t u m e s on t h e roof of t he i r h o u s e by n i g h t a t t h e e n d of t h e 
ep i sode , t h e y ge t i m m e d i a t e l y «grounded» back in to rea l i ty w h e n Marge asks 
t h e m to pick ou t t h e leafs ou t of t h e g u t t e r , g iven t h a t t h e y a re a l ready on t h e 
roof . 

IV. Conclusion 
S u m m i n g up , one can s t a t e t h a t The Simpsons cr i t icizes c o n t e m p o r a r y cu l tu re by 
u s i n g t h e mot i f of t h e s u p e r h e r o e s : s u p e r h e r o e s a re u s e d for cash , especial ly 
f r o m ch i ld ren w h o m t h e s u p e r h e r o e s a re o f f e red as a m e a n s t o e scape f r o m re­
ality.1*6 At t h e s a m e t ime , s u p e r h e r o e s a re u s e d in o rde r t o s h o w t h e qua l i ty g a p 
b e t w e e n t h e comic book (where by n o w also s u p e r h e r o e s w i t h a r a t h e r uncon ­
v e n t i o n a l look ­ such as t h e Eve ryman ­ a re possible) a n d t h e f i lm i n d u s t r y for 
w h i c h t h e y f i rs t h a v e t o «s t reaml ined» a n d a d a p t e d t o t h e c o n v e n t i o n a l Holly­
w o o d aes the t i c s . 

Finally, s u p e r h e r o e s a re also u s e d in o rde r to s h o w w h a t h a p p e n s w h e n th i s 
p h e n o m e n o n leaves i ts u sua l f a n t a s t i c ex i s t ence in t h e m e d i a a n d e n t e r s ou r re­
al i ty ­ w i t h r a t h e r sad c o n s e q u e n c e s for t h e s u p e r h e r o as we l l fo r t h e w a y ou r re­
al i ty is pe rce ived and dep ic t ed . This is a n a r r a t i v e device also u s e d by comic book 
a u t h o r Gran t Mor r i son w h o , in 1990, m a d e his s u p e r h e r o , t h e above m e n t i o n e d 
Animal-Man, m e e t h is a u t h o r , t h a t is: Mor r i son h imse l f . As t h e y e x c h a n g e t he i r 
expe r i ences in t he i r ind iv idua l rea l i t ies , Animal ­Man c o m e s t o t h e conclus ion: 
«Your w o r l d m u s t be te r r ib le . It s e e m s so [...] g rey a n d bleak. How can you poss­
ibly live in a w o r l d w i t h o u t s u p e r h e r o e s ? " To w h i c h Morr i son h u m b l y repl ies : 
« W e g e t by .H 1 * 7 
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p . 15 a n d M a t t h e w H e n r y , « L o o k i n g f o r A m a n d a 
H u g g i n k i s s : G a y Life o n (The S impsons> ,» in : Al­
b e r t i 2 0 0 4 (as n o t e 1), p . 2 2 3 ­ 2 4 3 , h e r e p . 2 3 1 . 
3ft T h e w a y E v e r y m a n g a i n s h i s p o w e r s is 
m o r e o v e r a c l e a r r e f e r e n c e t o P e t e r P e t r e l l i , a 
c h a r a c t e r f r o m t h e T V ­ s e r i e s Heroes, c r e a t e d by 
T i m K r i n g a n d a i r e d i n A m e r i c a b e t w e e n 2 0 0 6 
a n d 2 0 1 0 . In The S i m p s o n s ­ e p i s o d e P e t e r ' s 
a b i l i t y is , h o w e v e r , m e d i a t e d in a f o r t h e s e r i e s 
t y p i c a l w a y : w h i l e P e t e r h a s t o t o u c h o t h e r 
s u p e r h e r o e s t h e m s e l v e s in o r d e r t o g a i n t h e i r 
p o w e r s , f o r E v e r y m a n i t is e n o u g h t o t o u c h 
t h e i r c o m i c b o o k a d v e n t u r e s . 
35 See t h e d i a l o g u e in t h e e p i s o d e : " E v e r y ­
m a n : T h a n k C a p t a i n A m e r i c a , f o r g i v i n g m e t h e 
p a t r i o t i s m t o w a n t t o s a v e t h e p r e s i d e n t . A n d 
t h a n k W o n d e r w o m a n f o r g i v i n g m e t h e b o o b s 
t o d i s t r a c t t h e g u a r d s . " 
3 6 T h e n a m e t h u s a l s o a d o p t s a n d i n t e r p r e t s 
in a v e r y m i s a n t h r o p i c w a y t h e m e a n i n g o f t h e 
l a t e 1 5 t h ­ c e n t u r y E n g l i s h m o r a l i t y p l a y ' s t i t l e 
E v e r y m a n [The Somonyng of Everyman) t o w h i c h 
t h e s u p e r h e r o ' s n a m e a l s o r e f e r s ­ f o r t h e m o r ­
a l i t y p l a y s e e t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n b y A r t h u r C. C a w ­
ley ( a l so ed. ) , Everyman and Medieval Miracle 
Plays, L o n d o n 1 9 6 7 . 
37 W a t c h e s p l a y a n i m p o r t a n t r o l e in M o o r e ' s 
g r a p h i c n o v e l , b u t t h e d o u b l e m e a n i n g o f t h e 
n o t i o n « W a t c h m e n » (as r e f e r r i n g t o « w a t c h e r s » 
o r t o « w a t c h e s » ) is h e r e of c o u r s e f l a t t e n e d 
d o w n t o a n a d v e r t i s e m e n t w h e n r e ­ n a m i n g t h e 
m o v i e a f t e r t h e S w i s s w a t c h e s « S w a t c h » . C o n ­
c e r n i n g t h e c r i t i c s a c c u s i n g d i r e c t o r S n y d e r o f 
f l a t t e n i n g d o w n a n d s m o o t h e n i n g o u t M o o r e ' s 
n o v e l s e e f o r e x a m p l e t h e r e v i e w b y N o a h Ber­
l a t s k y in The Chicago Reader f r o m t h e 1 2 t h 

M a r c h 2 0 0 9 w h e r e h e s t r e s s e s t h e f a c t t h a t t h e 
o r i g i n a l c o m i c b o o k «Watchmen c a n ' t b e a 
s i m p l e e x e r c i s e in 8 0 s n o s t a l g i a , n o m a t t e r h o w 
h a r d Zack S n y d e r t r i e s t o t u r n i t i n t o o n e » . 
3 8 T h e 4 t h e p i s o d e of t h e 1 1 t h s e a s o n , a i r e d o n 

O c t o b e r 3 1 s t 1 9 9 9 . 
3 9 T h e 1 9 t h e p i s o d e of t h e 1 5 t h s e a s o n , a i r e d 
o n M a y 2, 2 0 0 4 . 

W See f o r t h i s a l s o A p u ' s c o m m e n t t o w a r d s 
t h e e n d w h e n H o m e r u n m a s k s h i m s e l f : « H o m e r 
S i m p s o n t h e P i e m a n ? I m p o s s i b l e ! H e h a s n e v e r 
t h r o w n a w a y a p a s t r y i n h i s l i fe .» 
M T h e n u r s e r y r h y m e b e g i n s w i t h t h e w o r d s 
« S i m p l e S i m o n m e t a p i e m a n » . 
k2 See f o r t h i s in g e n e r a l : S a m T i n g l e f f , «The 

S i m p s o n s a s a C r i t i q u e of C o n s u m e r Cul­
t u r e , » 1 9 9 8 , in : The Simpsons Archive ( h t t p : / / 
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http://


w w w . s n p p . c o m / o t h e r / p a p e r s / s t . p a p e r . h t m l 

[ las t a c c e s s e d 1 9 . 1 2 . 2 0 1 0 ] ) . 
Wi See f o r t h i s a n d t h e f o l l o w i n g De Superman 
a Superbarrios. Comunicacion masiva y cultura 
popular en los procesos sociales de America 
Latino, e d . b y H a n s R o e d e r , P a n a m a 1990 . 
1*1* Fo r a n o t h e r e x a m p l e of s u c h « r e a l l i fe 
s u p e r h e r o e s » s e e t h e p r o j e c t o f t h e M e x i c a n 
p h o t o g r a p h e r D u l c e P i n z o n w h o i n h i s Super ­
h e r o ­ s e r i e s f r o m 2 0 0 4 c a s t s t h e M e x i c a n m i ­
g r a n t w o r k e r s of N e w York City a s s u p e r h e r o e s 
b y s h o w i n g t h e m i n s u p e r h e r o ­ c o s t u m e s w h i c h 
m a t c h t h e i r j o b s ­ f o r e x a m p l e a w i n d o w 
c l e a n e r , w o r k i n g in g r e a t h e i g h t s , is t h e r e f o r e 
p h o t o g r a p h e d in a S p i d e r m a n ­ c o s t u m e (Thor­
s t e n W i i b b e n a [ F r a n k f u r t a m M a i n ] k i n d l y m a d e 
m e a w a r e of t h e s e p h o t o s : h t t p : / / w w w . 
w i r e d . c o m / r a w f i l e / 2 0 1 0 / 0 9 / d u l c e ­ p i n z o n ? p i d = 
1 7 9 [ las t a c c e s s e d : 19 .12 .2010 ] ) . « S u p e r b a r r i o » 
G o m e z , h o w e v e r , h a s m a d e in t h e m e a n t i m e 
t h e p a s s a g e f r o m « rea l l i fe s u p e r h e r o » t o 
« c o m i c b o o k h e r o » i n a s m u c h a s h e , in 1 9 9 8 , h a s 
m a d e h i s a p p e a r a n c e in t h e t w o i s s u e s «Cris is» 
# 7 a n d # 8 of t h e B r i t i s h c o m i c b o o k s e r i e s 2000 
AD Presents. H e t h e r e f e a t u r e s a s a n a c t i v i s t 
t r y i n g t o p r e v e n t m u l t i ­ n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s 
f r o m t a k i n g a d v a n t a g e of L a t i n A m e r i c a n T h i r d 
W o r l d n a t i o n s in t h e Third World War s t o r y l i n e 
b y P a t Mil ls a n d C a r l o s E z q u e r r a , t h e c o ­ c r e a t o r 
o f Judge Dredd. 
i*S See a l s o s h o r t film, e d i t e d b y a f a n a n d u p ­
l o a d e d o n Y o u T u b e i n O c t o b e r 2 0 0 9 h t t p : 
/ / w w w . y o u t u b e . c o m / w a t c h ? v = U I A 4 R 5 x S F m I 
[ las t a c c e s s e d 1 9 . 1 2 . 2010] ) w h i c h c o m b i n e s t h e 
s o u n d t r a c k s o n g Hero f r o m t h e 2 0 0 2 film Spider-
man ( p e r f o r m e d b y t h e b a n d N i c k e l b a c k ) a n d 
s c e n e s f r o m Simple Simpson. 
1*6 Of c o u r s e , o n e c o u l d a c c u s e The Simpsons o f 
l i k e w i s e u s i n g s u p e r h e r o e s in o r d e r t o a t t r a c t 
v i e w e r s , m o r e o v e r h y p o c r i t i c a l l y d i s g u i s i n g 
t h e i r o w n c o m m e r c i a l a t t i t u d e in a s e e m i n g l y 
c r i t i c a l v e s t ­ b u t a s G r a y 2 0 0 6 (as n o t e 2), p . 
1 6 3 ­ 1 6 4 h a s r i g h t l y s t r e s s e d : « T e x t u a l l y , The 
Simpsons is b o l d l y p a r o d i c , b u t a s p o l i t i c a l ­
e c o n o m i c u n i t , it is a f l a g s h i p n o t o n l y f o r t h e 
w o r l d ' s l a r g e s t m e d i a c o r p o r a t i o n s , b u t a l s o f o r 
l i c e n s i n g , m e r c h a n d i s i n g a n d , h e n c e , h y p e r ­
c o m m e r c i a l i s m in g e n e r a l . As s u c h , d r a p e d i n 
i t s f o o l ' s c o u r t ­ c o s t u m e , i t o f f e r s n o t h i n g c l o s e 

t o p u r e r e b e l l i o n . To s o m e c o m m e n t a t o r s , 
t h e r e f o r e , i t w i l l b e s e e n a s a f a i l u r e , o r w o r s e 
y e t a r u s e , f o r t h e r e a r e s o m e w h o s e e a n y t h i n g 
b u t p u r e r e b e l l i o n a n d r a d i c a l i s m a s a l e t ­ d o w n 
a n d a s i g n of y e t m o r e c o o p t i o n i n t o t h e h e g e ­
m o n i c c a p i t a l i s t ­ c o r p o r a t e f o l d . H o w e v e r , s u c h 

a n a t t i t u d e is, p a r a d o x i c a l l y , a t o n c e t o o o p t i m ­
i s t i c a n d t o o p e s s i m i s t i c . T h e o p t i m i s m l ies in 

i t s b e l i e f t h a t r e v o l u t i o n w i t h a s u b s t a n t i a l 
a u d i e n c e is p o s s i b l e o n p r i m e t i m e , m a i n s t r e a m 
t e l e v i s i o n , w h e r e a s t h e p e s s i m i s m l ies in t h e 

c o m p l e t e i n a b i l i t y t o s e e w h a t s u b s t a n t i a l 

g a i n s a r e m a d e n e v e r t h e l e s s . T h e n o t i o n is t h u s 
r i d d l e d w i t h t r a g i c f l a w s [...]. So t h e p r o g r a m 
[...] b y k e e p i n g i t s m e s s a g e s l i g h t , [...] a v o i d s 
t h e e n t e r t a i n m e n t Scyl la a n d C h a r y b d i s o f p a ­
t r o n i z i n g h y p o c r i s y a n d of s i m p l y n o t e n t e r ­
t a i n i n g a n y o n e , w h i l e s i m u l t a n e o u s l y o f f e r i n g 
a d e g r e e of t r a n s p a r e n c y i n i t s s e l f ­ p a r o d y . » 
1*7 G r a n t M o r r i s o n ( a u t h o r ) , C h a s T r u o g a n d 
M a r k F a r m e r ( a r t i s t s ) , Animal Man, No. 26: Deus 
ex Machina, A u g u s t 1 9 9 0 . 
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