



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Copyright © 2025 by Alan Siegel


Cover design by Micah Kandros. Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


@grandcentralpub


First Edition: June 2025


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a registered trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Print book interior design by Marie Mundaca


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Siegel, Alan, author.


Title: Stupid tv, be more funny : how the golden era of the Simpsons changed tv-and America-forever / Alan Siegel.


Description: First edition. | New York : Grand Central Publishing, 2025. | Includes index.


Identifiers: LCCN 2024060281 | ISBN 9781538742846 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538742860 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Simpsons (Television program) | LCGFT: Television criticism and reviews.


Classification: LCC PN1992.77.S58 S46 2025 | DDC 791.45/72—dc23/eng/20241227


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024060281


ISBNs: 978-1-5387-4284-6 (hardcover), 978-1-5387-4286-0 (ebook)


E3-20250408-JV-NF-ORI














To Julie, for always giving me the push that I need.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]















INTRODUCTION



“WHO WOULD HAVE GUESSED READING AND WRITING WOULD PAY OFF?”


—HOMER SIMPSON


This story begins in that unforgettable spring of 1990. The Cold War was finally coming to an end. America was on the verge of a crushing recession. And NASA was receiving the first mind-blowing photographs from the Hubble Space Telescope.


Alas, I knew nothing about any of that.


Back then, I was a first grader in suburban Boston. The intricacies of the world’s sociopolitical climate would have to wait. I was way too busy collecting Wade Boggs baseball cards, watching Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, and playing Super Mario Bros. 3 on Nintendo. I was also just starting to hear about a new animated TV series called The Simpsons. At school, it seemed like all my classmates were wearing Bart Simpson T-shirts over their billowy Z. Cavaricci pants.


The primetime cartoon had begun as interstitial shorts on The Tracey Ullman Show, a sketch comedy series that aired on Fox, which in those days was still a fledgling network. Even without really knowing what the show was about, it didn’t take long for me to succumb to peer pressure. I asked my parents if I could watch. My dad had gone to Woodstock and managed a band in the ’70s. My mom loved movies and TV and celebrity gossip. They weren’t prudes. But before giving me the green light, they wanted to see The Simpsons for themselves.


None of my friends seemed to know that the series was made for adults, not children. In the episode my mom and dad recorded on a VHS tape, Bart snaps a photo of Homer canoodling with a belly dancer at a bachelor party. Marge finds out, and then temporarily kicks him out of the house. Unluckily for me, “Homer’s Night Out” was the most risqué thing the sitcom had done to that point.


The titular character eventually learns an important lesson: it’s wrong to treat women as sex objects. My liberal folks surely appreciated the message, but they decided that the sight of a half-naked lady named Princess Kashmir was too much for their seven-year-old to bear. And so The Simpsons was thereby outlawed in the Siegel household. Left out as I felt at school, I wasn’t alone. Concerned parents across the country kept it from their kids. Naturally, the ban only made me want to watch it even more.


Looking back on it, Stuart and Debbie Siegel made a reasonable decision. Even that episode’s writer understands. “We have multiple friends who don’t let their kids start watching The Simpsons until they get older,” Jon Vitti says. “And I’m fine with that. I don’t urge it, but I totally get it. Sometimes it’s really fun with friends’ kids as they grow up and they reach the age when they’re allowed to watch The Simpsons and it’s a new show to them.”


Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait all that long. After tolerating my whining for a few weeks, my parents lifted the ban. They don’t remember having a change of heart. I think the show’s pull was too strong for them to fight. In the early 1990s, it was everywhere. Tens of millions of people were tuning in. It was a remarkable feat for a series that aired on Fox, which one TV executive called “a coat hanger network”—as in you needed to use a coat hanger as an antenna to get reception. I talked about The Simpsons incessantly with my buddies, even if series creators Matt Groening, James L. Brooks, and Sam Simon didn’t make it for us.


“It was never written for children, it was always written for grown-ups,” Yeardley Smith, the voice of Lisa Simpson, once told me. But it still felt accessible to kids, who could enjoy the show even when the adult jokes were flying over their heads. “There’s so much physical comedy, and the colors are primary colors,” Smith reminded me. “Red, blue, yellow. The animation is simple and pleasing. An eight-year-old can go, ‘Oh my God, Bart’s the funniest kid I ever saw,’ and a parent can go, ‘Holy shit, that was a joke about sex in a marriage.’ A lot of the success of The Simpsons is that it’s multigenerational.” When parents got past the subversiveness, they started watching with their kids. It brought families together.


Now ’90s kids who grew up on The Simpsons have become tastemakers and power brokers. The animated series is a true American institution. It wasn’t only a water cooler show. It altered the way we talked while crowded around the water cooler. Ever describe something mediocre as “meh”? Thank The Simpsons for helping push the word, as well as dozens more, into the lexicon.


But its current status as a beloved sitcom that’s still going after thirty-six years on the air undercuts the fact that it was revolutionary. In its decade-long heyday, the show was so radically different from everything else on TV that it hooked us. It wormed its way into our collective consciousness, influencing American culture in ways that nothing ever has. The story of the early seasons of The Simpsons and the story of this country in the ’90s are intertwined. You can’t tell one without the other.


The Simpsons helped turn Fox into the fourth major TV network while also poking fun at the institution of network TV. It sent up celebrity worship while becoming a global phenomenon. It rolled its eyes at the culture wars while finding itself in the middle of them. It ripped corporate grift while piling up billions of dollars shilling thousands of products. And it ridiculed media saturation but also inadvertently contributed to its insidiousness.


The show managed these contradictions because it was, well, so damn good. Its legendarily talented cast and writers teamed up to reinvent the sitcom and change comedy for the better. The primetime cartoon was both groundbreakingly subversive and surprisingly wholesome. Nothing in the ’90s was better at showing us where America was headed. It pointed out the cracks in the country’s facade while somehow allowing itself to be slightly optimistic about the future.


And by the late ’90s, as the optimism of the early part of the decade was curdling, the show reached uncharted territory. It reached an impossibly high comedic peak and the only way to go was down. Later seasons are often funny and worth watching, but they’re not the ones we reference all the time, sometimes even subconsciously. They’re not memed into oblivion.


Since I was a kid, I’ve been obsessed with The Simpsons. In the late ’90s, my summer camp bunkmates used to stay up late reading the first official episode guide out loud to each other, howling at all the best lines and bits we missed on first viewing. As I grew up, my fascination with the show, and particularly its golden age, never waned.


I’ve spent the last fifteen years of my professional life trying to figure out how and why, exactly, the glory days of The Simpsons were so influential to my generation. I’m admittedly not alone. Since the premiere in 1989, journalists and critics have written countless words about the series’ creation. By now, it’s no secret that the show’s three principal architects didn’t always get along. But to me, the tension among Groening, Simon, and Brooks is far less interesting than the tension between the show and American society in the ’90s. The country didn’t realize it yet, but it was ready for The Simpsons.


“I always say the basic dynamic of show business is: give people what they want,” says Simpsons writer Jeff Martin. “But if you give them something they didn’t know they wanted, then they’ll follow you anywhere.”


This is the story of how the early days of The Simpsons changed pop culture forever. It was so prescient in its prime that it basically became a coherent worldview. The way the show saw it, American life was one crushing defeat after another. And still not a lost cause. That contradiction remains one of the only ways left to make sense of a reality so absurd that not even The Simpsons could’ve imagined it.


Thank God my parents caved.















CHAPTER ONE



SMASHING THE SNOW GLOBE


“WE WANTED TO HAVE OUR OWN STANCE ABOUT LIFE.”


—GEORGE MEYER


George Meyer spent his childhood in front of the television. He grew up in the ’60s and ’70s, when TV was sucking up American attention spans like an unchecked blob. By then, ABC, CBS, and NBC had become a three-headed monster. The major networks were where people went for sports, sitcoms, and news. They’d started to trust what they saw on the tube. As frequent Simpsons target Richard Nixon once said, “The American people don’t believe anything’s real until they see it on television.” Back then, Meyer and his seven siblings weren’t paying attention to how the rise of TV was affecting their brains. They just needed something to do that wasn’t a logistical nightmare. So they tuned in. To everything. For them, it wasn’t really even entertainment. It was a mirror world that taught them things about the real one.


“I watched so much and from such an early age, in fact, that I didn’t understand what TV was for,” Meyer said in a 2000 interview with the New Yorker. “I say this to people and they think I’m kidding, but I didn’t realize that The Dick Van Dyke Show was supposed to be funny. I thought you just watched it. The people said things, and they moved around, and you just waited till you saw the kid—you know, you liked to see Richie. My brothers and sisters and I rarely laughed at anything we watched. We watched more to learn what the world was like and how adults interacted, and what a cocktail party was, what a night club was, what you did on a sea cruise—although I did like shows where the joke would be that somebody got shot or fell out of a window. When you’re a kid, you like to see adults getting away with stuff, because you hope to join them one day in anarchy and mayhem.”


At some point, in hopes of improving picture quality, Meyer’s parents bought an antenna. “It spun around on the roof. You turned a dial and it went, ‘MMMMMMM,’” he says, making a humming noise. “And then the show that had been all fuzzy and snowy and double-imaged, it would kind of round into focus. And that was almost like a magical process.”


It was hard for Meyer not to be influenced by what he saw, no matter what was on the screen. There was something magical about that box. It had a hold on Meyer. And it had a hold on the other original Simpsons writers. When they were young, it activated something in them. Something that took them decades to understand and then harness. After reaching adulthood, they realized that their television-addled minds could actually be a force for good.


That’s the thing about TV: watching too much as a kid might rot your brain. Or lead to the creation of The Simpsons.
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In their formative years, the future writers of The Simpsons didn’t always grasp everything they saw on the tube. But that made them more curious about what they were watching. Jon Vitti remembers writer John Swartzwelder saying he loved when a show did something he didn’t understand. “It was like, ‘Wow, that’s grown-up stuff,’” Vitti recalls. “It was exciting.”


They knew all the tropes, all the clichés, all the one-dimensional archetypes that became staples in even the popular midcentury TV shows and persisted for a long time—the defining features of traditional network programming. The mostly strife-free families, the regressive marital dynamics, the too-precocious kids who leaned on catchphrases, the cookie-cutter episodes that ended tidily every week, and the ridiculous plotlines that seemed to come out of nowhere when there were no better ideas. Series like My Three Sons, Leave It to Beaver, and Dennis the Menace were often funny and inoffensive, but they had no teeth.


“The function of network TV is to make people feel that everything is OK,” Sopranos creator David Chase once said, “and they should buy the product that we’re selling during the commercials.”


As they got older, the budding comedy writers learned to separate the good stuff from the bad. “All of us had been disenchanted with regular TV and had various grievances,” Meyer says. “I would say we felt that the aims of regular TV were not ambitious enough. They just aimed to ingratiate and entertain.”


One exception was Batman. The nerdy guys who went on to write for The Simpsons adored it. And not Tim Burton’s brooding 1989 blockbuster. I’m talking about the ’60s TV show. “The basic hybrid that creates The Simpsons is Batman crossed with actual emotional stories of The Mary Tyler Moore Show,” Vitti says. At once exciting, absurd, and deeply tongue-in-cheek, the superhero series was heavily shaped by screenwriter Lorenzo Semple.


“He didn’t create the characters, but he did create the sensibility,” says Meyer, whose longtime partner was author Maria Semple, Lorenzo’s daughter. “He had an incredible eye for what kind of camp sensibility would work on television.”


Batman starred a deadpan Adam West as the Caped Crusader and featured a variety of goofy villains, gadgets, cliffhangers, self-serious narration, and fight scenes punctuated by exclamations like “WHAMM!” and “KAPOW!” The Simpsons writers revered West, who they eventually enlisted to play himself in an episode.


“All of us who were there when he recorded for The Simpsons—it was like we were in church,” Meyer says. “I mean, just to look at this guy. Talk about nailing a part of a lifetime. That was his role. That’s what he was born to do. And I love when that happens.”


Before he was a late-night TV host, Conan O’Brien was a Simpsons writer. In the ’90s, he and Robert Smigel co-created an NBC show for West about a former action hero who foolishly thinks he can solve real-life crimes. They shot the first episode of Lookwell, but it never became a series. “We cut our teeth on Batman and that’s why Robert Smigel and I ended up writing a pilot just to bring Adam West back to TV,” O’Brien once told me. “That’s how devoted we were.”


To O’Brien, Batman worked on two levels. The first, he told me, “is just an action-adventure TV show, and it delivers. It’s a home run because there’s fight scenes and bad guys and great costumes and outrageous traps and excitement and thrills and chills. ‘Batman’s in trouble, I hope he gets out of it.’ We all watched it on that level.”


But O’Brien eventually began to see Batman in a different light. “The ’70s roll around and you keep watching it, you start to realize—and now I’m fourteen, fifteen, sixteen—this is hilarious,” O’Brien said. “These scripts by Lorenzo Semple are amazing. It’s the perfect writing meeting the perfect actor. Adam West is killing it. The tone is perfect.”


Meyer had a similar epiphany when he noticed that the two most reasonable voices of Batman, Commissioner Gordon and Chief O’Hara, were kind of clueless. “It was a satirical show in that it took on authority and made authority figures look kind of ridiculous,” he says. “And the criminals were even more ridiculous. I mean, they’re carrying around umbrellas.” (As weapons, not to stay dry.)


When Meyer was a kid, the most alluring thing about Batman was that it was totally off the wall. “The rules seemed to have been tossed out the window, and that was such an exhilarating experience for a young viewer,” he says. “Because a lot of the shows, as well done as they were before that, seemed kind of square and stale and tame compared to that.”


The Simpsons, I should point out, is not a clone of Batman. The ’60s superhero show was, in truth, only one strain of influence. Each of the writers had a unique sensibility, but for better or worse, they had similar points of view. They were a group of straight white guys. Over the years, the show has been correctly described as subversive, progressive, and groundbreaking, but the makeup of the staff was absolutely of its time. Back then, that’s who shaped TV comedy. This also meant that many of their favorite pop culture references and influences were shared.


“We brought a lot of stuff to the table,” Simpsons writer Jay Kogen says. More than any other show that came before it, The Simpsons was the product of mass media. It was an elevated mix of all the stuff the writers saw as kids, from the madcap brilliance of Looney Tunes, to the silly farce Gilligan’s Island, to the traditional Dick Van Dyke Show, to the working-class comedy of The Honeymooners, to the spy parody Get Smart, to the kitschy family comedy The Brady Bunch, to the biting satire All in the Family, to the socially conscious and emotionally resonant Mary Tyler Moore Show, to the groundbreaking sketch fest Saturday Night Live.


Long before streaming gave kids push-button access to any TV show or movie that they were curious about, pop culture was far less accessible. Future Simpsons writers had to work to find new stuff. And whatever they got their hands on, they devoured.


As a boy, Kogen read Mad magazine religiously. It mixed zany jokes and sharp satire and appealed to the same kind of kids that later got into The Simpsons. “I see a really direct line between The Simpsons and Mad magazine,” Kogen says.


The Mad philosophy was pretty simple. “What can we make a joke about?” Kogen says. “That’s exactly how Mad magazine approached everything. They seem like culture warriors, but really they were just like, ‘What could be funny?’”


That included lots of political satire and cartoons by artists like Don Martin and Sergio Aragonés. There was a mix of high- and lowbrow humor, though Kogen wasn’t scouring issues for social commentary. “Sometimes Mad magazine takes itself seriously and tries to talk about ecology,” he says. “And when they did that, it was sort of like, ‘Oh, OK.’ But that’s not why I read Mad magazine. I would laugh at the silly drawings in the margins.”


Mad also featured Mort Drucker’s illustrated parodies, in which he, frame by frame, meticulously recreated—and made fun of—blockbusters. “I used to read parodies of movies I’d never seen,” said Kogen, whose father, Arnie, wrote for Mad. “And then later I would see the actual movie and go, ‘That’s what the parody was about.’”


In the late ’80s, Mad was still very much alive. But the bulk of the counterculture movement of the writers’ youth was long dead. They’d lived through the tail end of the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War, and Watergate. The rage and upheaval that spilled over into the ’60s and ’70s led to a strain of nihilistic irreverence that started to run through pop culture. SNL, National Lampoon magazine, and New Hollywood films—starting with Easy Rider in 1969—briefly captured the country’s general distrust of authority. But that era didn’t last.


When Ronald Reagan was elected president in 1980, he effectively pulled mainstream pop culture to the right with him. The Cold War was very much still on. With anti-Soviet sentiment peaking, jingoistic action movies ruled the box office. Pop stars, even the supposedly edgy ones, became ultra-profitable corporations that used MTV to promote their product. And TV shows started to reflect the fact that hippies had aged into yuppies. One of the most beloved TV characters of the decade was Alex P. Keaton on Family Ties, a money-obsessed Republican teenager.


Even worse, sitcoms were still relying on cute kids (and sometimes quirky adults) to repeat catchphrases for cheap laughs and “aww!” moments. Think: lovable nerd Steve Urkel asking, “Did I do that?” on Family Matters or young Michelle Tanner saying, “You got it, dude!” on Full House.


Because of conventions like that, Meyer had long before developed an aversion to TV comedy. It had been stripped of originality—if it ever had it at all. Sitcoms didn’t just bore him. They offended him. And millions of people still regularly watched! “The audience proved its own tyranny by laughing at stuff that wasn’t that good,” Meyer says. “You know, cackling at the ten millionth time when a character would say a catchphrase.”


Even most good live-action shows seemed stuck in one location, and because of that, the past. Meyer remembers visiting the set of a traditional sitcom. He didn’t like that almost every scene was confined to small rooms. The action only rarely spilled out into the outside world, where real life happened. Just thinking about writing for shows like that made him feel creatively claustrophobic.


“They were just stuck in this little snow globe,” Meyer says. In the world of empty kids’ cartoons and cookie-cutter comedies, he wanted to make something that would, at the very least, smash through TV’s little snow globe. He just wasn’t sure who would let him take a hammer to the glass.


There were funny mainstream sitcoms, but none that quite matched Meyer’s anarchic sense of humor. And there was no sign that the American public was clamoring for something more experimental. Something like, say, a cartoon. That kind of thing wasn’t exactly trendy.


The genre was pretty much dead. There hadn’t been a hit primetime animated series since Stone Age family comedy The Flintstones went off the air in 1966. Network executives didn’t want to even try such a thing. The genre was, like Dino the dinosaur, extinct. “The old guard looked at it like, ‘Oh, it’s just cartoons.’ Or, ‘It’s for children,’” says Rich Moore, an early Simpsons animation director. Saturday morning cartoons were homogenous fluff. Most were shot from the same static perspective. “There were lots of cheap tricks that studios would use to make things simpler,” Moore says. “This is gonna sound really weird, but it’s like they would never show a ceiling in a shot, because that means you’re putting the camera low.” Characters like Scooby-Doo, you see, were hard to draw from that angle. “So you’re never gonna drop the camera low,” Moore says. “You’re always gonna keep it right at eye level, because then you’re tracing off the model sheet.”


For young animators like Moore, there weren’t very many opportunities to do cutting-edge work. Future computer animation juggernaut Pixar was brand-new. The Disney Animation Renaissance—which led to classics like The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast, Aladdin, and The Lion King—was just starting. And inventive cartoon/live-action hybrids like Who Framed Roger Rabbit? were few and far between. “At the time, well, it was He-Man and My Little Pony,” Moore says. “And they were long, glorified commercials for toys and breakfast cereals.”


And it wasn’t just animation. As a whole, television needed a jolt. Young viewers felt like Homer, who would one day be so exasperatedly bored with what he was watching that he started smashing the family set with his fist. “Stupid TV,” he yells at the screen, “be more funny!”


Up-and-coming comedy writers could feel it, too. They yearned to make a sitcom that did more than just provide background noise. The kind of show that they loved growing up but was all too rare. A show that played with and occasionally even blew up conventions. A show that practiced anti-intellectual intellectualism—one that was smart but didn’t take itself too seriously. A show that was like nothing else on TV.


“We wanted to go a step farther and we wanted to have our own stance about life,” Meyer says. “Which is that it’s absurd, and punishing, and undignified. But it might be worth living.”















CHAPTER TWO



BREAKING THROUGH THE CLOUDS


“YOU DON’T KNOW WHAT IT IS THAT CREATES SOMETHING. IT’S ALWAYS THIS WEIRD ALCHEMY.”


—JAY KOGEN


“IT MAY BE ON A LOUSY CHANNEL, BUT THE SIMPSONS ARE ON TV.”


—HOMER SIMPSON


The Fox network was nothing. At least that’s how Simpsons writer Jay Kogen saw it at first. “We did not envision it as a success,” he says. “We did not envision building a network.”


Kogen’s skepticism was well reasoned. ABC was the last major TV network to launch. And that was in 1948. He and the other writers didn’t realize it yet, but times were changing. It was the mid-’80s, and Congress had just passed the Cable Franchise Policy and Communications Act. The legislation helped to deregulate the TV industry, loosening restrictions on station ownership. In the Reagan era, the number of independent channels exploded. It was the perfect time to try to take on ABC, CBS, and NBC.


Fox Broadcasting Company was the brainchild of 20th Century Fox chairman Barry Diller, who seemed unfazed by the fact that others before him had tried, and failed, to create a viable fourth major network. “To the risk-taker, as always, comes the spoils,” he said at the time.


The owner of Fox, Australian Rupert Murdoch, backed the move. He’d built a cross-continental print and broadcast empire that he was intent on expanding in the United States. And to the media mogul, it was obvious: the future was TV. “Television is today’s new mass communication media,” he said back then. “It’s taking over the role of newspapers.”


Fox TV first hit the airwaves at 11 p.m. on October 9, 1986, with the premiere of The Late Show Starring Joan Rivers. Voluntarily going head-to-head with The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson to start was a genuinely splashy move. But it was also a little too ambitious. Ratings-wise, Joan proved to be no match for Johnny—no late-night host ever was—and Fox unceremoniously fired the legendary comedian the following spring. But by then, the network had introduced original programming on weekends.


On April 5, 1987, Fox debuted its primetime lineup. Leading off was the network’s first live-action series: Married… with Children. It starred Ed O’Neill as Al Bundy, a chauvinist caricature who made Archie Bunker seem enlightened. He was perpetually annoyed with his pretty wife, perpetually disappointed in his son, and perpetually bewildered by his airheaded teenage daughter. An early commercial for the show described the Bundys as “a family like you’ve never seen.”


At least not on TV back then. Sitcom families tended to be a bit more, well, perfect. Think: The Cosby Show or Growing Pains. Al Bundy wasn’t upwardly mobile. He was a world-weary shoe salesman. That made him sympathetic, even when he was being a pig. The audience laughed with him and at him. People tuned in to see what line Al would cross next.


“The way I know a show is working is I’ll be in the supermarket checkout line and the woman in front of me or the guy in front of me is talking to the checkout person about an episode of, in this case, Married… with Children,” says Garth Ancier, Fox’s first head of programming. “I’m listening to this, thinking, ‘Oh, that’s cool. I get to hear real people talk about the show.’ And then the person behind me goes, ‘Yeah, did you see the one last week where they did this?!’”


Married… was a symbol of the new network’s willingness to take chances when its competitors were mostly playing it safe, sticking with sitcoms that looked and felt like all the others. Ancier himself was proof of Fox’s creative direction. When Diller, Murdoch, and FBC president Jamie Kellner hired him, he was only twenty-eight years old. The Princeton grad did already have years of experience working at NBC on sitcoms like Cheers and Family Ties, but it was still a bold move. As soon as he took the job, Ancier knew he’d have to start thinking outside TV’s square box.


“Barry Diller had this saying, which I think is really right. ‘As long as we’re not doing anything antisocial, there aren’t any boundaries,’” Ancier says. “That’s how I thought.”


Not every out-there idea worked. Do you remember the spy comedy The New Adventures of Beans Baxter? The horrorfest Werewolf? Or the sitcom version of Down and Out in Beverly Hills? I didn’t think so. But Fox did have modest early success with unusual shows. One was Married… with Children. And another was the police procedural 21 Jump Street, which featured attractive young undercover cops posing as students to investigate crimes at high schools. It was the network’s first big hit, and helped make cast member Johnny Depp a teen idol.


There was one more unconventional Fox series in the network’s opening primetime slate. But there was nothing anti-establishment about the man who championed it. In the mid-’80s, filmmaker James L. Brooks had signed a development deal with 20th Century Fox. He’d spent the last two decades making some of the most beloved American comedies of all time. In the ’70s, he co-created megahit sitcoms The Mary Tyler Moore Show and Taxi. And at the Academy Awards in 1984, he won Best Adapted Screenplay, Best Director, and Best Picture Oscars for his dramatic romantic comedy Terms of Endearment. Diller hoped the producer would bring his magic touch to the company and its brand-new TV network.


“I was frankly begging him to do a show for us,” says Ancier, who’d gotten to know Brooks while working as an executive on Taxi.


The first Fox series that Brooks produced was a variety show starring Tracey Ullman. The British comedian, who used makeup and prosthetics to transform into different characters in every episode, was not very well known in the United States. But Brooks’s endorsement brought her credibility. Brooks had cachet. The network wanted it, too. So it green-lit The Tracey Ullman Show. “Fox was desperate to establish itself,” Kogen says.


Kogen and his creative partner, Wallace Wolodarsky, were two of the variety show’s youngest writers. “It was a great environment,” Kogen says. “We wrote tons and tons and tons of sketches. Writing sketches means you have to set up and pay it off in a very short amount of time. It was a really good education.” They learned the ropes from their colleagues, who happened to be “some of the greatest comedy writers on the planet,” Kogen says. One of the co-creators was Jerry Belson, who’d worked on The Dick Van Dyke Show and had a big hand in bringing The Odd Couple to the small screen. Executive producers Heide Perlman, Ken Estin, and Sam Simon came from Taxi and/or Cheers. But Kogen knew the series existed for only one reason.


“Jim Brooks said, ‘I want to make this show. I like Tracey Ullman. We’re gonna make this thing.’ And they said, ‘OK,’” Kogen says. “Not because they didn’t think it was going to be good, necessarily. They hoped it was going to be good. But they just took a shot at something. And honestly that’s how people should operate today.”


During the development of The Tracey Ullman Show, the producers ran into a problem: they couldn’t figure out how to transition between disparate sketches. What could they use to fill those small windows of time?
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At any other network, the answer surely wouldn’t have been “animated shorts created by an underground cartoonist.” But this was Fox. It was the kind of place that might give someone like Matt Groening a shot. And without him, there is no Simpsons. “His influence on the show is profound,” Jay Kogen says. “… His sensibility—the weirdness, the sort of broadness, the love of pop culture—is all infused inside The Simpsons.”


In 1977, Groening moved from his hometown of Portland, Oregon, to Los Angeles. The wannabe journalist and cartoonist had several odd jobs and gravitated toward L.A.’s braided punk rock and art scenes. With the encouragement of his friend Gary Panter, who became a legend in the world of underground comics, he embraced the community’s DIY ethos.


Groening’s new concrete-encrusted city inspired Life in Hell, a black-and-white comic about rabbits Binky and Bongo and a gay couple named Akbar and Jeff. Groening later described the strip as “crude” and “full of alienation, angst, fear, and grief, not to mention self-loathing and laughs.” First he self-published the strip and sold issues of it out of Licorice Pizza, the record store on Sunset Boulevard where he worked. The first professional publication to run his cartoon was WET, “the magazine of gourmet bathing.” Life in Hell started appearing in 1980 in the Los Angeles Reader, an alternative-weekly newspaper that employed Groening as an editor, reporter, music critic, and phone answerer. He eventually moved the comic to the rival L.A. Weekly. And over the next few years, it was printed in hundreds of alt-weeklies across America. In the ’80s, syndication and merchandise sales helped Life in Hell build a cult following.


In those days, George Meyer spent his free time seeking out the city’s “fringey cultural stuff.” When cartoonists like Robert Williams or R. Crumb made public appearances, or the performance art group Survival Research Laboratories put on shows with hand-built battling robots, he’d make sure to attend. They were great places to meet interesting people. “When I would go to these oddball things, I would run into Matt Groening,” Meyer says. “Which I thought was a really good sign. I mean, he just had great taste.” Naturally, Groening’s irreverence appealed to comedy writers. “We were comfortable with this kind of renegade image,” Meyer says.


At the time, James L. Brooks was no renegade. But he still knew what was funny. The often-told story about why he got into animation is that his friend and collaborator Polly Platt, a production designer on Terms of Endearment and later the executive vice president of Brooks’s company Gracie Films, gifted him Groening’s original art from a Life in Hell strip called “The Los Angeles Way of Death.” The comic depicts all the ways Binky can die in L.A., including by gun, car, drug, sea, air, cop, war, and finally the two worst of all: failure and success.


The rich and famous Brooks must have still appreciated existential dread, because he loved the cartoon. Groening has said that Brooks called him in 1985 and asked if he’d like to collaborate on a future animated project. But that connection is not exactly how they first teamed up.


Fortuitously, Ken Estin was also a fan of Groening. Brooks’s producing partner and right-hand man Richard Sakai had given Estin a Life in Hell strip as a present. Estin loved it. While developing the variety show, he had an idea: fill the time between sketches with brief, animated Life in Hell “bumpers.” Brooks liked the idea. And so did Groening.


The indie cartoonist, however, didn’t want to sign over merchandising rights to the strip. But he wasn’t against working with a corporate behemoth. It just had to be on his terms. So he offered a counterproposal: he’d create new characters for the shorts. Brooks signed off, and America’s favorite cartoon family was born. Groening doodled them into the world in black ink. He borrowed their surname from a character in Nathaniel West’s 1939 novel The Day of the Locust: Homer Simpson. (Here’s how the author described him: “For all his size and shape, he looked neither strong nor fertile. He was like one of Picasso’s great sterile athletes.”) Homer also happened to be Groening’s father’s name. Marge was named after his mother, and Lisa and Maggie for his sisters. The fifth Simpson’s name, Bart, was purposely close to “brat.” Inspired by the look of one of his cartoonist friend Gary Panter’s signature characters, the aggro antihero Jimbo, Groening gave the boy a spiky haircut.


“Bart certainly looks like some weird version of Charlie Brown,” Kogen says. Like in Peanuts, each character was instantly recognizable. Groening made sure of that. Dad Homer had permanent stubble, mom Marge had a blue beehive, daughter Lisa had a starfish ’do, and baby Maggie had a pacifier and onesie.


“The Simpsons, they’re pure,” Simpsons animation director Rich Moore says. “Their design is pure shape and volume. They’re very, very simple shapes to draw in space. Homer’s a light bulb, basically, with this kind of dome cylinder for a head, and their eyes are spheres, and their mouths are like two melons, a bigger one and a smaller one. A Pac-Man. And that’s easier to draw. You can draw from above, low, and behind them, and they still hold up. They look like themselves.”


Groening’s influence also went beyond visuals. “Matt knows everything about animation,” Vitti says. “And kids.” Vitti recalls Groening mentioning that he had a friend who was a teacher. At the end of the school year, this teacher would collect and save all the papers and notes the kids left in their desks. At some point, the pal gave Groening the stash. When The Simpsons eventually became a series, he dropped the papers off with the writers for inspiration. He wanted the show to feature animated kids who spoke and acted like real kids.


Fox and Gracie Films still needed a way to bring Groening’s characters to TV. “Jim asked his producers, ‘OK, find a cheap animation studio,’” says animator Gábor Csupó. He and his then-wife, Arlene Klasky, owned Klasky-Csupó, a small company in Hollywood that made things like commercials, trailers, and title screens. The company had never animated a TV show before, but it was definitely cheap. Which is why Klasky-Csupó got hired.


Csupó was a Hungarian immigrant who came to the United States in the ’70s and worked for Hanna-Barbera, the studio that produced The Flintstones, The Jetsons, and Scooby-Doo. The company had a track record of making iconic cartoons—on a budget. Brooks expected the same thing from Csupó.


“When we got the go-ahead it wasn’t that easy actually, because they went back and forth with the price, and I already gave them the absolute bare minimum price for an animated show,” says Csupó. “But even Jim thought it was too expensive. He never did anything animated before, so he had no idea how labor-intensive it is to draw twenty-four frames every second.”


Csupó recalls his first meeting with Groening going well. “He was very smart and kind of shy and modest, which I immediately liked about him,” Csupó says. “I didn’t think he was a good artist by any means when I saw his drawings. But that primitive style actually had its charm.”


Groening had never worked in television. He hadn’t considered that his black-and-white aesthetic might not pop onscreen. Csupó suggested using color. Brooks initially shot that idea down.


“Jim wanted to do it exactly like he saw it on the white paper, with the Sharpie lines,” Csupó says—in other words, stark, just like Life in Hell looked. “And I said, ‘So you don’t want any color?’ And he says, ‘No, because it’s gonna be more expensive.’” Then Csupó pled his case. “I’m gonna paint it for the same price I already quoted you,” he recalls telling Brooks. “I think it looks good on a newspaper or magazine as a single drawing. But line drawings in animation, for a three-minute short in a festival, maybe works. But not when you’re telling stories. It’s just not gonna hold up on TV.”


Csupó says that he had Brooks at “paint it for the same price.”


“Well, if it’s free,” the producer replied, “then go ahead and do it.”


With Brooks on board, Csupó went to a colorist at his company, Gyorgyi Peluce, showed her the Simpsons characters, and told her to “come up with something shockingly crazy” for the palette of the shorts to grab viewers’ attention. Peluce came into work the next day with several different character styles. “Some of them were painted regularly, you know, like brown hair and blonde hair with the pink skin like you usually see,” Csupó says. And some were much bolder. Like the Simpsons painted yellow. She was reluctant to show her boss that color scheme, which also gave Marge blue hair. “She said, ‘You told me to go a little bit crazy, so I went crazy. What do you think of that?’” Csupó remembers. “And when I saw it, I said, ‘That’s it!’”


Csupó recalls Groening approving it. Brooks was less pleased. “When he came back and saw the colors we chose, he basically wanted to strangle me,” Csupó says. “He didn’t like it at all, the colors. And he said, ‘What the fuck is this?’ Because in his mind, when he saw cartoons, Bugs Bunny or whatever, everything had their own little realistic colors and humans were usually painted pinkish.”


Csupó tried to sell Brooks on the color scheme by pointing out its uniqueness. “I was telling him there are all these channels and Fox is so new,” he says. “But if they’re just channel surfing and they stopped at this crazy-looking thing, they’ll need to stop for a second to figure out, ‘What the hell is this? I’ve never seen anything like this.’” The plea worked. And that’s how the Simpsons turned yellow.


“I somehow convinced him,” Csupó says. “And then I remember his remark was something like, ‘Oh, this is all only little bumpers.’” It was true: the stakes for the shorts were low. And so was the budget for the voice cast.


Tracey Ullman Show regulars Dan Castellaneta and Julie Kavner were enlisted to voice the typically blustery sitcom dad Homer and the put-upon Marge. Nancy Cartwright, already an accomplished voice actor, was cast as oldest child Bart. Yeardley Smith, a seasoned theater actor who’d appeared in a handful of mainstream movies, would play middle child Lisa, who at the outset didn’t have much of a personality of her own. Maggie, the baby, didn’t speak; she only sucked on her pacifier. Actor Hank Azaria later also came on board to play a handful of supporting characters, like Moe the bartender, police chief Wiggum, and Kwik-E-Mart owner Apu. So did Harry Shearer, who voiced, among others, Kent Brockman, Mr. Burns, Smithers, Ned Flanders, and Reverend Lovejoy.


The fact that a woman was voicing a little boy eventually became an object of public fascination. But it wasn’t all that radical. “Our voices don’t change,” Smith once told me. “How many Barts would we have been through if we had an actual ten-year-old boy?”


The cartoon’s days as a time-filler were not glamorous. “We were in a makeshift sound booth, behind the audience bleachers of The Tracey Ullman Show, which wasn’t really soundproof at all,” Smith said. “Matt Groening was writing all the scripts, and running in late every time.”


Young Klasky-Csupó animators David Silverman, Wes Archer, and Bill Kopp pieced together the shorts on the fly. They got the assignment for the first interstitial in March 1987 and worked long days to complete it as fast as they could. “It took three weeks to do one segment on The Tracey Ullman Show,” Silverman said. “We were essentially making a short film once every three weeks.”


On April 19, 1987, the first Simpsons short aired. “Good Night” features Homer—whom Castellaneta voices gruffly, like Walter Matthau—and Marge trying to tuck in their children. Instead of falling asleep peacefully, the kids develop various fears and then end up in bed with their parents.


By the second season, one Simpsons story, split into twenty-second segments, appeared in every episode. But its regularity didn’t mean the cartoon was a national sensation. News stories about Groening from that time usually focused on the popularity of Life in Hell and didn’t spend much time on his new animated project. In an L.A. Times profile, the artist described the stars of the vignettes as a “mutant-’50s-Father-Knows-Best Family in Hell,” though the article didn’t mention that family’s name. Another profile of Groening referred to the “angst-ridden Simpson family” but didn’t elaborate beyond that.


To Fox, the animated clips were just filler. “The studio did not want to do them,” Ancier says. “Because they didn’t seem to add any real value to the show. But I argued. I said, ‘Look, there’s something here.’”


The cartoons were brief, crudely drawn, and had simple plots. But the very basic DNA of The Simpsons was there. The family both fought like hell and loved each other. Early on, though, it didn’t seem like they were destined for their own series.


“While I liked them, and I enjoyed their energy and their kind of anarchic, almost bestial spirit,” George Meyer says of the shorts, “I didn’t necessarily see a show there.”
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On his first day on the job as a marketing executive at Fox Broadcasting Company, Sandy Grushow picked up the latest edition of Hollywood trade magazine Variety and looked at the front page. One headline immediately slapped him in the face: “FBC Swallows Whopping $99 Mil Year-End Loss.” In the story, published in September 1988, a Fox spokesman is quoted blaming the deficit on “write-offs and failed programming.”


Two years in, Fox TV wasn’t close to being on the level of the other networks. The report Grushow read mentioned two expensive flops. The first was Mr. President, a sitcom starring Academy Award winner George C. Scott that lasted for only two seasons. The second was a TV reboot of World War II movie The Dirty Dozen, which got canceled after seven episodes.


“It was into that that I walked,” Grushow says. He tried not to panic. After all, Fox was still new to American TV.


Grushow had started in 20th Century Fox’s film division, which was a blockbuster factory. In the ’80s, the studio produced The Empire Strikes Back, Return of the Jedi, Cocoon, Aliens, The Fly, Big, Die Hard, Working Girl, and Brooks’s Oscar-nominated dramatic comedy Broadcast News. Grushow enjoyed working on big movie campaigns. So when Diller asked him to shift to television—“to start what he referred to as the first proper marketing department at the new network,” Grushow says—he wasn’t thrilled.


Fox TV was still a startup. Many of its affiliates were broadcast backwaters. And in its early years, it only aired original programming on weekends. There were a handful of successful series that stood out from typical major network fare, but the Big Three were still crushing the new network. With more than a half century of accumulated viewer loyalty, ABC, CBS, and NBC had a tight grip on TV.


Fox couldn’t compete with that by being a copycat. By the late ’80s, the network started to fully embrace the need to innovate. It helped, not hurt, to take a different approach to programming than its competitors. Frankly, that meant throwing shit against the wall and seeing what stuck. Not everything this approach led to was creatively high-minded.


Like America’s Most Wanted, a show packed with reenactments of fugitives committing scary crimes. It debuted in early 1988 and became, at least for a little while, the network’s biggest hit. Designed to turn suburbanites into hypervigilant watchdogs, it even had a tip line: 1-800-CRIME-TV.


The next year, Fox fell even farther down the freshly dug reality TV rabbit hole. In March 1989, Cops premiered. The premise of the cinéma vérité–style docuseries was pretty simple: a camera crew shadowed local police forces on the job. “That show was all handheld cameras,” says Ancier, who left the network that year. “There wasn’t writing. It was just like, ‘Let’s follow the cops around.’” Episodes consisted of low-level drug busts, foot chases, and the occasional case of paint drinking.


Cops was indisputably exploitative; most of the officers were white and many of the alleged offenders were poor and Black. But it was the ’80s, when conservative politicians made being tough on crime a talking point. A show about good guys taking down criminals was bound to be popular. “We are reminded several times that ‘this program shows an unpleasant reality,’ and that ‘viewer discretion is advised,’” an early New York Times review pointed out. “That should keep them from switching to another channel.”


America’s Most Wanted and Cops were relatively low-budget, grotesquely salacious, and hugely successful—The Simpsons eventually parodied both. Those shows pushed the boundaries of good taste, but the network didn’t mind. Edginess brought much-needed eyeballs to Fox, which was desperate to grow its audience.


“When I first did an ABC show, we got called in to a meeting with the censor, and the censor was this beautifully dressed woman with a giant diamond ring,” Simpsons writer Jon Vitti says. “I’m sure the censor is the highest-paid person in ABC. And she says, ‘Let me explain something to you. ABC sponsors are soap companies and Fox’s sponsors are beer companies. And if you think you’re going to get away with the things you’ve been doing on Fox at ABC, you’re very much mistaken.’ And it was actually nice to have somebody explain to me how it worked like that. Something that no TV writer likes to think about is you’re actually not working for the network, you’re working for the advertisers. And Fox’s advertisers did not care if we pushed the limit on what we could broadcast.”


To a point.


In 1989, a Michigan anti-obscenity activist started threatening the advertisers of Married… with Children with a boycott. Her name was Terry Rakolta and she charged the sitcom with “blatant exploitation of women and sex and anti-family attitudes.” She cited an episode where Al Bundy stares at a naked department store model—who’s only shown from the back. She made the front page of the New York Times and it led several companies, including Procter & Gamble and McDonald’s, to pull their commercials. The letter-writing campaign was a public relations nightmare for Fox, but amid (or maybe because of) the controversy, the already hit series gained viewers.


“It was actually the best thing that ever happened,” Ancier says. “We would be very respectful about the audience having a say, but we’re not gonna cancel the show because Terry doesn’t like it.”


By the time Rakolta took on Al Bundy, Fox had gone from the coat hanger network to the fourth network on the back of its edgy programming. In the summer of 1989, it was finally on the verge of turning a profit. The ratings had shot up, especially among 18-to-49-year-old men. The younger viewers didn’t come for traditional sitcoms. They came for shows they couldn’t get anywhere else.









[image: image]












As Fox was gaining steam, The Tracey Ullman Show had made it to a third season. The critically acclaimed series got middling Nielsen ratings, but Fox stuck with it. In an interview with the L.A. Times in 1988, Jamie Kellner had called Ullman “a real star” and acknowledged one of the obvious reasons why she still wasn’t a household name: “It’s true that it’s harder to discover Tracey on Fox than on NBC.”


Relatively few Americans knew about Tracey Ullman. And presumably even fewer knew about the Simpsons shorts. According to one marketing study from that time, only 14 percent of Americans were familiar with the characters. Ullman wasn’t their biggest fan either. “Once, Tracey said to me, ‘When are these horrible cartoons getting off my show?’” says producer Larina Adamson, who worked on both Ullman and The Simpsons. Ullman later sued Fox for a cut of the Simpsons’ profits. Unsuccessfully. “Maybe I shouldn’t have been so cavalier,” she later said in a press conference after winning an Emmy Award for her variety show performance. “Maybe I should have taken those two minutes in the middle of The Simpsons. I breast-fed those little devils.”


If there was one group that did like those little devils, it was the live studio audience at the Ullman Show. You see, it used to take hours to film every episode. So during Ullman’s extended costume and makeup changes, the producers got the idea to occupy the antsy crowd by playing a bunch of Simpsons cartoons in a row. “And they would laugh,” Kogen says. A lot. It was the kind of passionate reaction that ratings just couldn’t measure.


Brooks took notice. He began wondering if the shorts could seed something bigger. At the time, David Silverman had similar thoughts. He eventually gathered up the courage to share them with his boss, but only after having a few drinks. “The Simpsons series began like many things begin: with an animator getting drunk at a Christmas party,” Brooks later said. “David Silverman cornered me and poured out his heart about what having a primetime Simpsons show would mean to animators.”


Groening and Brooks then began pushing to turn The Simpsons into a half-hour sitcom. Some Fox executives backed the pitch, but Diller didn’t. He wasn’t convinced primetime animation would work. It hadn’t, after all, since the ’60s. It was also expensive. Even as the idea languished, Brooks refused to give up. At first, Diller only softened enough to offer something far less costly: standalone Simpsons specials.


Brooks, however, had no interest in making only one episode at a time if there was no guarantee of more. At one point, ABC expressed interest in financing the animated series. And Fox, which didn’t want to lose him as a movie director, finally bit, ordering thirteen episodes of The Simpsons. It was a victory. But the deal didn’t guarantee that the show had a future.


Sam Simon knew this. He’s the writer-producer Brooks handpicked to run The Simpsons. By then he’d worked in television for a decade. He knew how the business worked. Most shows, even the hot ones, fizzled out. He assumed the series would get thirteen episodes and no more.


In fact, he once recalled in an interview with comedian and podcaster Marc Maron, he’d talk about that all the time. “I used to say, ‘We’re thirteen and out.’ Might as well make ’em great.”


Simon may have been skeptical, but if there was a primetime animated series that might actually succeed, it was The Simpsons. Groening’s vision, Brooks’s sensibility, and Simon’s smarts gave it a chance. For the last thirty-six years, fans, journalists, and critics have debated which of those three founding fathers is most responsible for the show, like its iconic title card, breaking through the clouds. I don’t know. No one does.


“Without any one of them, it probably wouldn’t have become what it was,” Kogen says. “You don’t know what it is that creates something. It’s always this weird alchemy. If you know how to make a hit, we’d all make hits. But we don’t. It just had to be that group of people, it had to be that time, it had to be that place, it had to be that network. So, you know, onward.”
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