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A Fun-Loving Sponge 

Who Keeps Things Clean 

By ALESSANDRA STANLEY
The New York Times: July 9, 2009 

IT was ridiculous when some conservative religious leaders complained of a hidden homosexual agenda lurking behind the jellyfish and floating plankton of “SpongeBob SquarePants.”

Ridiculous, but not totally absurd. Adults have been trying to detect some sort of subtext to that cheerful, cheeky and almost inexplicably popular Nickelodeon cartoon series since it first bubbled to the surface a decade ago. 

There have been books, dissertations and seminars dedicated to the study of the fun-loving yellow kitchen sponge who lives in a pineapple under the sea. There was a theatrical-release movie version. President Obama said during the campaign that SpongeBob was his favorite television character, and that he rarely misses the show because he can’t; it is always on in the Obama household. David Bowie and Johnny Depp are among the many stars who boast or blog about having been guest stars. 

To fete the show’s 10th anniversary, Nickelodeon plans to wring “SpongeBob” of every drop with a 50-episode weekend marathon on Friday that will include 10 new episodes, while its sister network, VH1, plans on Tuesday to show a documentary, “Square Roots: The Story of ‘SpongeBob SquarePants,’ ” that interviews its creator, Stephen Hillenburg, an illustrator and marine biologist; many of its writers and animators; media scholars; and celebrities like the comedian Ricky Gervais, who explains with a smirk, “I like the fact that he’s yellow, I like the fact that he’s porous, and I like the fact that he wears pants.”

And while some of the I’m-so-cool-I-watch-“SpongeBob” cult status has worn thin of late, the series celebrates its first decade as popular as ever and without having disclosed any higher meaning to Bikini Bottom. The mystery lives on.

SpongeBob’s zany charm is obvious and infectious, but his lasting popularity with children and grown-ups of all kinds — demonstrated by the ratings and even the global sales of SpongeBob T-shirts, video games and bed sheets that rival the earnings of Bart Simpson and even Mickey Mouse — is daunting. SpongeBob merchandizing has become something of an industry joke, but there really is a Kraft macaroni & cheese named after SpongeBob, as well as a digital camera and even an amusement park roller coaster.

Part of the show’s mystique is precisely that it has so little edge or subversive double-entendres. The writers send up all sorts of American quirks and conventions while placing them underwater, but gently and benignly. The tone of “SpongeBob” is so boldly silly at times that it is tempting to put a metaphoric spin on it or even a psychedelic one — all those ocean floor antics hark back to the Beatles in their “Yellow Submarine” period — especially since so many college kids claim to get high and watch “SpongeBob.” 
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The show is a fun, pleasantly mindless viewing experience, but it’s not just a stoner’s Rosetta Stone. 

It’s a cartoon. And an old fashioned one at that. “SpongeBob” remains distinctive, if only for its retro look: Mr. Hillenburg and his colleagues say they were inspired by Bugs Bunny and other old-school cartoons, and their animation is hand-drawn in the same way as a Bugs Bunny or Road Runner cartoon, with each episode requiring more than 20,000 drawings. 

Mostly it’s the sensibility that is a throwback to a loonier Looney Tunes era. “SpongeBob” became a huge hit in the early ’00s when some of the most popular — and talked about — cartoons, like “Beavis and Butt-head,” “Ren and Stimpy” and “South Park” had a cynical, perverse edge that appealed to both teenagers and adults. 

Even “The Simpsons,” which is now in its 20th season, is an adults-mostly series, wickedly funny and filled with fast-moving, tongue-in-cheek cultural references that fly high above even older heads. So many cartoons these days put adult words and neuroses into the mouth of children, from the toddlers of “Rugrats” to Stewie, the catty and supercilious infant son on “Family Guy.” 

SpongeBob is an optimist, a naïf and a child, and the unifying joke is that he is impervious to danger or dislike — as were Bugs Bunny, Road Runner, Rocky and Bullwinkle and even Charlie Chaplin. Mostly he is happy, though when he is upset, tears gush out of his eyes like an open hydrant; in one episode SpongeBob cries so hard at having to leave his best friend, Patrick Star, to go to summer camp that he misses the “Sun & Fun” boat, and boards a convict ship bound for “Inferno Island” instead. He thinks the prison is a really enjoyable summer camp, and not even solitary confinement, breaking up rocks or prison slop can dissuade him.

SpongeBob loves his friends and doesn’t realize that some, notably his neighbor Squidward and even Mr. Krabs, his miserly boss at the Krusty Krab food shack, do not exactly reciprocate. Mostly SpongeBob lives in his own watery universe, helping his friends and pursuing his interests, which include the lifestyles of Vikings or the research projects of his friend Sandy, an air-breathing squirrel scientist who lives under a bubble in Bikini Bottom to explore the ocean floor. 
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At times, however, the writers seem to poke fun at some of the sick humor so prevalent on “South Park” and other more sophisticated animated series. In one episode SpongeBob inadvertently drives a school-crossing guard to abandon her post and flee; a line of tiny schoolchildren cross the street by themselves and right into oncoming traffic. They aren’t crushed and smeared across the sidewalk, as the setup suggests and as some “South Park” viewers have come to expect. Instead the approaching vehicles turn out to be a slow-moving, colorful parade, to the delight of SpongeBob and the children.

So far 2009 is the first year in the last seven in which “SpongeBob” has not been Nickelodeon’s top-rated series. At the moment “iCarly,” a tween-aimed live-action series, is the channel’s No. 1 show, followed by “Penguins of Madagascar,” which is made with computer-generated animation and based on a hit DreamWorks movie, and has that tell-tale 3-D sheen. “SpongeBob” is third, but neither “iCarly” nor “Penguins” has the same sweetness or inspired asides of animated lunacy, like a squid whose long, drooping arms are milked like a cow’s udder. 

The penguins have deep voices and names like Kowalski and Rico and fancy themselves an elite strike force based in the Central Park Zoo but reaching into the city and even the world beyond. They have silly misadventures, usually at the hands of their larcenous, parasitic neighbor, Julien, King of the Lemurs; but the heroes are adults in penguin form.

Sometimes Carly, the heroine of “iCarly,” played by Miranda Cosgrove, who is 16 and looks 26, also seems a lot older than her years, possibly because she is the star of her own hit Web show, which she produces with her two best friends. There are rivals but no parental supervision: Carly, who lives with a guardian, her irresponsible 20-something brother, is a Lizzie McGuire refigured for a new generation obsessed with celebrity and Web networking.

It’s been 10 years now, and “SpongeBob” still seems refreshing and innocent compared with so much other precocious children’s programming. Edward Gorey, the master illustrator of the macabre, once said that there is no such thing as “happy nonsense.” “SpongeBob” could be the exception.
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