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To say that The Venture Bros. couldn’t exist without Ben 

Edlund and the influence of The Tick would surely be pre-

suming too much, but it should not be such a stretch to say 

that without the significant contribution that Edlund made 

-- indirectly because of the impact of The Tick and di-

rectly through his scripting on episodes such as “Viva Los 

Muertos!” -- The Venture Bros. would at least surely be 

different.  Through his reinvention and redefinition of the 

superhero parody, Edlund paved the way for the sleek satire 

and biting commentary that The Venture Bros. has become 

known for, and his efforts as a writer on the show have 

created an indelible link between the two properties that 

goes far beneath the surface.  With his work on The Venture 

Bros., Edlund inverts es-

tablished examples of 

success and failure to 

create something impor-

tant to the mythos of the 

characters involved and 

thus leaves his mark on a 

show that has seen little 

outside influence from 

writers not named Publick 

or Hammer.

The relationship between 

Edlund and The Venture 

Bros. creators Jackson 

Publick and Doc Hammer is 

well documented, as is 
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Publick’s contribution to The Tick in its various forms -- 

comic book, cartoon and live-action television program -- 

and it is surely because of this familiarity that Edlund 

was able to make his direct contribution to The Venture 

Bros. universe, though it still bears mentioning that Ed-

lund has the distinction of being, with “Viva Los Muer-

tos!”, the only individual other than Publick and Hammer to 

write an episode entirely by himself.1  Even if there hadn’t 

been an established professional and personal relationship, 

though, Edlund would still have been the perfect outside 

contributor to The Venture Bros. universe, with his psycho-

logically introspective, imaginative, and sometimes surre-

alist approach to writing scripts and other forms of enter-

tainment.

It is important to point out that Ben Edlund is not the 

original innovator of the concept of the superhero parody 

with The Tick.  The idea of a parodic or satirical super-

hero had existed decades before 1988’s The Tick #1 was pub-

lished by Edlund and Boston’s New England Comics: there 

were the Mad Magazine spoofs in the form of characters like 

SuperduperMan and Captain Marbles; there were the Marvel 

Comics publications Not Brand Echh! and Peter Porker, The 

Spectacular Spider-Ham; there were cartoons such as Under-

dog and Captain Caveman.  What Edlund did create, though, 

was a parody that moved beyond the general conventions and 

limitations that come with parodies such as those listed 
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1 Edlund is also credited as a partial contributor on the episodes “Ca-
reers in Science” (production episode 102) and “Guess Who’s Coming to 
State Dinner?” (production episode 209).



above; if Mighty Mouse finds its purpose in being a simpli-

fied, animal version of Superman, just as Groo is an ab-

surdist response to Conan, Edlund’s creations break those 

quotidian conventions with the development of The Tick and 

his surrounding universe.

With The Tick, Edlund created a character that was not a 

specific parody of any preexisting superhero, but one who 

was able to exist autonomously and comment on comic books 

and superheroes in general while simultaneously building 

his own mythos outside of and beyond what is available to 

Spider-Ham, the Inferior Five or other such one-note char-

acters.  Likewise, then, and in its own way, The Venture 

Bros. is also able to succeed as something more than just a 

parody of action/adventure cartoons for these same reasons: 

it creates a meaningful, unique vision while it also sati-

rizes and comments.  Both of these properties, interest-

ingly, are able to accomplish this feat while also incorpo-

rating direct parodies into the original works, interpolat-

ing Oedipus or Jefferson Twilight into a cast of original 

characters.  One of the first characters the Tick meets in 

his comic book series is a Superman parody in the form of 

Clark Oppenheimer; the cartoon and live-action series gave 

us similar direct parodies in Die Fledermaus/Batmanuel and 

American Maid/Captain Liberty.  In the world of The Venture 

Bros., there is the obvious nod to Jonny Quest with Action 

Johnny and Race Bannon, Dr. Byron Orpheus is an admittedly 

well-developed homage to Dr. Stephen Strange, and in the 

Edlund-penned “Viva Los Muertos!”, we meet up with a direct 

parody of the Scooby-Doo gang.  The main characters in both 
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of these properties, though, remain distinct and unique, 

able to exist next to and interact with the parodic charac-

ters while still moving forward in their own right, creat-

ing their own histories as their stories unfold.  This 

autonomy, despite the mingling of the different types of 

characters, is a ringing testament to the overall vision 

that both The Venture Bros. and The Tick benefit from.

When evaluating Ben Edlund’s major contribution to The Ven-

ture Bros. in the form of the episode “Viva Los Muertos!”2, 

one must look at the work in its entirety as well as in 

bits and pieces.  To the latter, then, it is at least in-

teresting to note that “Viva Los Muertos!” includes a talk-

ing dog, or at least the illusion of a talking dog, as 
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2 As mentioned before, he is also credited as a co-‐writer on the sea-
son one episode “Careers in Science”, though Doc Hammer implied that 
Edlund’s role in the collaboration was brief, saying that the two “nap-
kined it out”, referring to the episode’s plot.



there are significant characters in both this episode and 

in The Tick universe that fit this description. 

In “Sidekicks Don’t Kiss”, the 29th episode of The Tick car-

toon series, the Tick finds -- and keeps -- a gooey-eyed 

dog that he names “Speak” after supposedly hearing the dog 

talk to him.  As it turns out, it is more likely that the 

Tick imagined Speak’s voice as a result of a head injury 

and, possibly, the Tick’s always-present casual relation-

ship with reality.  We later additionally learn that not 

only can the dog not talk of its own volition, but Speak is 

not even an actual dog, but a capybara, a very large ro-

dent.  In “Viva Los Muertos!”, we meet Ted, Sonny, Patty, 

Val and Groovy -- parodies of their counterparts in the 

Hanna-Barbera Scooby-Doo cartoon.  Groovy, the Scooby-Doo 

counterpart, is also depicted as a dog who can talk but 

only be heard by one man.  While this is also a reference 

to the Son of Sam murders of the 1970s, it is at least 

worth noting that there are similarities with the Tick and 

Speak as well.  While the Tick’s well-natured insanity 

causes him at least in part to believe that Speak is a 

talking dog, one that only he has heard, Sonny’s drug-

induced paranoia also pushes him in this direction, a 

darker but nevertheless apt comparison that is brought to-

gether by a single creator in Ben Edlund.

It is in relation to the larger thematic elements of The 

Venture Bros., though, that Edlund makes his most signifi-

cant contributions to the universe that Publick and Hammer 
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have created.  On several occasions, the Venture Bros. 

creators have noted that one of the central themes of the 

show is that of failure.  Speaking on this topic in the DVD 

commentary on the episode “Home Insecurity”, Hammer says, 

“It's about the beauty of failure. … Every character is not 

only flawed, but sucks at what they do, and is beautiful at 

it […].  It shows that failure's funny, and it's beautiful 

and it's life, and it's okay […].”  As Lea Rosen articu-

lates in the article “Success and ‘Failure’ in The Venture 

Bros.”:

The failure that characterizes Hammer and 
Publick’s creation is the failure of dreams, 
or ambitions, or pie-in- the-sky promises.  
It is the failure of adulthood to live up to 
the dreams of childhood -- which is a !
reasonable interpretation, if you start from 
the assumption that perpetual childhood is 
the best anyone can hope for.3

If the Venture Bros. does follow a theme of failure, as has 

been established, then a notable exception to this rule 

would be made in the character of Brock Samson, the glue 

that holds the otherwise dysfunctional Venture family to-

gether.  Samson exists, on many levels, as a male power 

fantasy, a James Bondian figure, a nigh-invincible killing 

machine who is envied by men and irresistible to women.  
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3 Rosen’s article, “’I’m Not a Boy Adventurer Anymore’: Success and 
‘Failure’ in The Venture Bros.”, is a fascinating and articulate decon-
struction of the theme of failure in the show. In the article, Rosen 
discusses the relationship between Jonas and Rusty Venture and comes to 
a nuanced conclusion regarding the idea of failure, saying, “The defi-
nition of failure as a kind of self-‐reflective inability to live up 
to one’s own admittedly distorted ambitions leaves open an another in-
terpretation: that failure is in the mind, and that persistent failure 
is characterized by nothing so much as an inability to be objective 
about one’s strengths. Failure, as Hammer and Publick use the term, is 
associated more closely with banality than incapacity.”



While Rusty Venture, Sergeant Hatred, Action Johnny and so 

many other characters are flawed to the point of being 

emasculated and impotent, Samson eschews the show’s theme 

and becomes an overcompensation of sorts to all of the in-

eptitude that surrounds him.

In “Viva Los Muertos!”, though, Edlund speaks to this theme 

by inverting it, and thus he puts his mark on the program 

through this inversion.  In the episode, the character of 

Rusty Venture, possibly the show’s greatest example of dys-

function and failure, comes upon what is perhaps his great-

est success in the program’s history, rivaled only by the 

cloning process that he uses to keep his sons alive in some 

form, though even that process was developed prior to the 

first episode of the series.  In the creation of the 

Frankenstein-esque “Venturestein” character from the body 

of a dead henchman named “Tex” (a subtle reference to an 

episode of M*A*S*H), Dr. Venture has finally, as he put it, 

managed to “beat God at His own game” in a way that even 

cloning did not address.  Rusty Venture, shown to be a man 

known more for living off the ideas of his father than as a 

more traditional mad (super) scientist, brings the dead 

back to life and accomplishes what even perhaps Dr. Jonas 

Venture could not (or would not) have imagined.  This suc-

cess cannot be understated, and even though Venture contin-

ues to act in his more selfish and self-serving manner 

throughout the episode in regards to Venturestein, it still 

marks a significant inversion for a character who more of-

ten than not fails miserably.
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If Rusty Venture finally experiences the joys of success in 

“Viva Los Muertos!”, however, it is Brock Samson, the one 

character usually impervious to such things, who feels the 

greatest sting of failure and self-doubt.  Instrumental in 

the creation of Venturestein by killing Tex as the henchman 

tried to flee the compound raid-gone-awry, Samson later re-

flects on the sequence of events, saying, “I could see it 

in his eyes that if I let him get away this one time he’d 

never come back.  But then I also though, you know…kill 

him.  What kind of way is that to…”  Soon after, he ex-

presses remorse for killing the henchman; in the DVD com-

mentary for the episode, Jackson Publick discusses Samson’s 

state of remorse, saying, “We’re always equating his abil-

ity to murder with some form of potency.  Like, when he 

can’t kill, he’s just a mess.”

If Samson does indeed asso-

ciate his self-worth with 

his effectiveness as a war-

rior, the failure that he 

experiences in “Viva Los 

Muertos!” can go a long way 

in explaining his moments of 

self doubt acted out in the 

episode.  It is this failure 

that means more to him than 

his contemplations on the 

necessity of murder; through 

the creation of Ventures-

tein, death no longer holds 
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as much sway as it once did.  And this distinction is an 

important one in relation to Samson and other operatives of 

his ilk, for if killing is a major part of his job descrip-

tion, as it is, and if he defines himself by what he does, 

and he largely does, how does he reconcile the new reality 

that now stares him in the face? Samson is facing a loss of 

purpose in a world that is less black and white than it was 

the day before.  How can a man so used to success -- so de-

fined by success in the Venture universe -- deal with this 

new reality where his proficiency in creating death can be 

undone by, of all people, Dr. Rusty Venture, a man so inept 

that Samson’s OSI mission code name for his assignment with 

the Ventures is “Operation Rusty’s Blanket”4?

It is this inversion of traditional roles in “Viva Los 

Muertos” that stands as Ben Edlund’s greatest contribution 

and gift to The Venture Bros.  Dr. Venture, usually a fail-

ure, is elevated to the level of success while Brock Sam-

son, usually a success, is presented with a great failure.  

Both characters deal with this development in different 

fashions: Venture, as might be expected, squanders his dis-

covery with greed and a short-sighted approach; Samson 

looks for companionship and introspection, leading to an 

epiphany of sorts that stands as one of the more existen-

tial moments in the series.  As he hallucinates while tak-

ing part in Dr. Orpheus’s self-reflective “death vine rit-

ual”, Samson struggles with his inner nature in the form of 
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on here, but the overall protective capacity in which Brock serves 
nonetheless makes for an apt comparison.



a post-op Colonel Hunter Gathers:

HUNTER: What is all this namby-pamby feel 
bad about good wet-work moose crap?  You’re 
beyond good and evil, Superman!  You work 
for the government.

SAMSON: What about, uh…humanity and empathy 
and all that garbage?

HUNTER: Who cares?  You’re going to special 
ops heaven.

SAMSON: Really?

HUNTER: Really!  And it’s God-damn great!  A 
G-man Valhalla!  There’s trim and guns eve-
rywhere.  We eat steak-flavored clouds and 
poop secrets!

SAMSON: But you’re not even dead!  You’re a 
woman.

HUNTER: And you’re a tool, boy.  A tool…
built for a single purpose by the United 
States of shut your third God-damn eye for a 
fucking reason!  You can’t teach a hammer to 
love nails, son. That dog don’t hunt!5

The Venture Bros. as a program has had the good fortune of 

a singular focus; under the loving care and guidance of 

Jackson Publick and Doc Hammer, the show has a clear vision 

that many other productions, with endless strings of writ-
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5 A clip including this scene was played at the “Spotlight on Ben Ed-
lund” panel at the 2012 Comic-‐Con in San Diego. After viewing the 
clip, Edlund jested that a better title for the panel would have been 
“What’s Ben Edlund’s Problem?”, adding, “I am so grateful that I have 
found a space in time and a space like this that anyone pays any atten-
tion to anything I do. I know that if I didn’t have this aspect to my 
life, I would be a complete -‐-‐ oh, my God -‐-‐ I would be the 
kind of beachcomber that doesn’t get to go into the ATM without causing 
a real issue for other people: ‘oh, sorry, it’s just I can’t pull it 
together to get the sand out of my, you know, stuff.’”



ers and perspectives, simply cannot match.  But the inclu-

sion of Ben Edlund into the creative process shows the 

benefit of an occasional outside voice, even if the voice 

in question comes in the form of a long-time friend and 

creative confidant.  With “Viva Los Muertos!”, Edlund has 

added a new chapter into the Venture-verse, one that makes 

subtle comments on established characters and asks ques-

tions that otherwise might never have been raised.  The 

show, the characters and the property in general are better 

off because of it.

----

In addition to owning a fantastic Jet Boy and Jet Girl cos-
tume set, Jeff McClelland is an instructor at Waynesburg 
University and a student at Indiana University of Pennsyl-
vania.  He writes for comics such as FUBAR, Teddy and the 
Yeti, and the Free Comic Book Day 2013 issue of The Tick.  
He has an Internet sketch show that nobody watches called 
Franks and Beans.

Jeff McComsey is the Editor in Chief of the historical zom-
bie anthology and New York Times bestseller FUBAR, now in 
its third volume.  He primarily spends his time illustrat-
ing funnybooks and anything else that comes within arm's 
reach.
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