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Every hero needs a counterpart—the friend who grounds, provokes,

or simply keeps the story human. From Gilgamesh’s Enkidu to Wat-

son beside Holmes, from Quixote’s Sancho to Ethel acquiescing to

Lucy, sidekicks have always helped define what the hero looks like.

They translate brilliance into feeling, power into perspective, myth

into something experiential. Yet for all their familiarity, they are rarely

granted center stage.

This volume takes the sidekick seriously. Gathering perspectives
across literary history, popular culture, and contemporary theory, it
asks what happens when we place the companion at the center of
analysis. What do we learn about friendship, hierarchy, power,
reception, marginalization, and voice when we turn the camera a
few degrees to the side? The sidekick exposes the scaffolding of
stories: the loyalty that steadies chaos, the conscience that punctures
pride, the humor that makes endurance possible.

To look at sidekicks is to look again at storytelling itself. Every
great narrative depends on rhythm and relationship—on someone
to question, witness, tease, or contradict. The sidekick evolves
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with each era’s understanding of companionship and power, mir-
roring our own efforts to balance dependence and autonomy, to
share attention, and to find meaning in the spaces just outside the
spotlight.

The essays in this collection pursue these ideas across centuries and
genres. Some explore literary landmarks, tracing how familiar liter-
ary figures refract the hero’s image. Others turn to children’s and
young adult texts—from Nancy Drew to Harry Potter and animated
film stories—to show how companions shape the experience of
growing up. Still others examine mentors and avatars in contempo-
rary film and gaming, where sidekicks complicate authorship,
agency, and play. Several essays consider how changing under-
standings of gender, race, and culture redefine the sidekick across
time. Together, these perspectives reveal not only how common
sidekicks are but how much cultural work they do.

Sidekicks perform many functions. They can provide comic relief,
moral grounding, or narrative perspective. They may act as caretak-
ers, tempters, challengers, or exemplars of loyalty. Importantly, they
remind us that heroism itself is relational. No protagonist stands
entirely apart, and no story unfolds without an audience. The side-
kick dramatizes this dependence: while the hero embodies power or
destiny, the sidekick embodies perspective.

Sidekicks have been called foils, narrators, conscience, comic
relief, ballast, secondary characters, and any number of other con-
stellation characters revolving around the hero (Zimmerly,
Nikolajeva). But the truest sidekicks—the ones who affect plot
and/or influence character—keep the story moving, and keep it
human—while the hero is busy being extraordinary. They laugh,
stumble, doubt, and bleed so we can see the full range of a world
that might otherwise feel too shiny or too bleak. If the hero is
lightning, the sidekick is the ground wire—or sometimes vice
versa. If the hero leaps, the sidekick steadies. If the hero speaks in
riddles, the sidekick translates. If the hero feels larger than life, the
sidekick brings things back to scale.
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On Sidekicks: From Holmes to Robin—Companions,
Consciences, and Co-Heroes

James F. Nicosia and Laura Nicosia

This introduction traces the evolution of the sidekick from ancient

epic to modern media through two emblematic figures: Dr. John

Watson and Robin the Boy Wonder. It situates the sidekick as a nar-

rative necessity through which heroism becomes legible. Drawing on

Stephen M. Zimmerly’s typology of sidekick roles and Lauren

O’Connor’s analysis of Robin as a cultural barometer of adoles-

cence, the essay examines how Watson and Robin embody the

sidekick’s transformation from subordinate to co-hero. Through their

changing portrayals across time and media, these companions

reveal the social nature of genius and virtue, showing that identity

and meaning in storytelling arise not from solitude, but from the

dialogue between hero and friend.

The sidekick is everywhere, once you start looking. From Enkidu
humanizing Gilgamesh to Sancho Panza trudging along with Don
Quixote’s gaunt horse to Samwise Gamgee hauling Frodo up Mount
Doom, literature is full of companions who earn their share of the
spotlight. Popular culture adds still more names to the roll call:
Robin lightening Batman’s load, Bucky Barnes following Captain
America into war, Ethel tagging along on one of Lucy’s harebrained
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reshaping companions for new audiences. Each new Watson is
praised for competence or diversity, debated for deviation or devo-
tion, yet always central to the myth. These responses show that side-
kicks are not static figures on the margins but central figures in cul-
tural memory. The persistence of the companion figure suggests that
our fascination lies less with individualism than with the conversa-
tion and connection that give heroism meaning.

Watson’s long history confirms the premise of this volume: side-
kicks are never simply secondary. They are in many cases, transla-
tors of the stories themselves, and their presence matters. They
decide which stories get told and how they are interpreted. For
Holmes—and for every hero who follows—the literary sidekick is
not just a companion but the guardian of the legacy.

Holy Sidekick, Batman!
This brings us to the world of popular culture, where perhaps the
most likable secondary hero appears: Robin, the Boy Wonder.
Robin matters because he redefined what a sidekick could be. In the
original comics and the 1960s television show, he was more than
just Batman’s helper. He was a reminder that even the darkest of
heroes needs someone to lighten the load—tonally, and
emotionally.

When Dick Grayson debuted as Robin in Detective Comics #38 in
1940, he was the first child sidekick in superhero comics, and his
introduction changed the landscape of the genre. Up to that point,
heroes like Superman and Batman were solitary adults who solved
problems alone. Robin gave Batman a partner—and gave young
readers a point of identification. Suddenly, the grim Gotham vigi-
lante had a boy in bright colors fighting at his side, a surrogate for
the audience who could imagine themselves leaping into danger
alongside their hero. Publishers quickly noticed the formula’s suc-
cess, and an entire wave of sidekick characters followed, from
Bucky to Speedy. Robin was the prototype.
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facilitating Nancy’s investigation. She appears halfway through the
first book, The Secret of the Old Clock, selling “six tickets for the
charity ball. But [she] hasn’t had much luck” (74). She is not given
much characterization beyond that, and Nancy purposefully keeps
her separate from the ongoing mystery. Nancy offers to sell her
tickets for her as a way to question suspects about the titular “old
clock,” but never tells her why, even when Helen is “astonished,”
“relieved,” and “bewildered” that Nancy is willing to sell her tickets
for her (74–75).

In this scene, Helen also alerts Nancy to her upcoming stay at her
aunt’s summer camp. She invites Nancy, who initially declines until
she realizes that the place Helen will be staying in, Moon Lake, is
exactly where the people she has been investigating, the Topham
family, have a summer home. It is only then that she takes Helen up
on her offer. When she does, Helen responds with her characteristic
nonplussed surprise. When Nancy eventually gives her the money
from selling the tickets, Helen is surprised and a little cynical, com-
menting that Mr. Topham bought the tickets “more for social
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Fig. 1. Cover from the 1930 edition of Nancy Drew: The Secret of the Old Clock.
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Knight of the Plains: The Don Quixote–Sancho Panza
Dynamic in Larry McMurtry’s Lonesome Dove

Adrián Arana-Armesto

Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote profoundly influences Larry

McMurtry’s Pulitzer Prize–winning Lonesome Dove, particularly in

the relationship between retired Texas Rangers Woodrow F. Call

and Augustus “Gus” McCrae. Parallels with Don Quixote and

Sancho Panza reveal a reimagining of the sidekick dynamic for the

American frontier, preserving the satiric and philosophical contrasts

of Cervantes’s pair. Gus, initially the comic foil to Call’s gravity,

emerges in a relationship where reliance is mutual, distinctions

between hero and sidekick blur, and the myth of the lone protagonist

erodes.

Edward Soja’s and Homi Bhabha’s third space theory frames
McMurtry’s frontier as a liminal, hybrid space of cultural negotia-
tion. Soja’s call to keep “the consciousness of and the theorizing on
spatiality radically open” (Soja 50) situates the novel’s landscapes
as stages for negotiating American West ideologies. In this light,
Gus and Call’s dynamic mirrors Miguel de Cervantes’s pair while
embodying Bhabha’s notion of spaces that resist binary logic and
foster “a mutual political strategy against all forms of oppression”
(Soja 57). Lonesome Dove thus emerges as a modern Western
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self-awareness as a literary text. In Don Quixote, Cervantes presents
the pairing of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, whose interplay not
only fuels the novel’s humor but also sharpens its metafictional
self-awareness. While Don Quixote’s idealism propels the plot,
Sancho’s practicality, humor, and occasional opportunism repeat-
edly puncture the protagonist’s delusions. This dynamic reframes
Don Quixote’s chivalric fantasies for the reader, offering a
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Fig. 1. Don Quixote and Sancho Panza Entertained by Basil and Quiteria (ca.
1863). Painting by Gustave Doré, via Internet Archive. [Public domain.]



themselves in Harry, Rowling multiplies the possibilities. Ron
embodies ordinariness, insecurity, and the comfort—and chaos—of
family. Hermione represents intellect, diligence, and the experience
of being an outsider who triumphs through persistence. Together
they triangulate Harry, broadening the spectrum of traits that read-
ers might recognize in themselves. We like Harry more, in other
words because he likes them, and because they like him. But we
also like them for who they are, as secondary heroes in their own
right.

Ron Weasley and the Ordinary Magic
If sidekicks are to be recognized as more than tropes—more than
convenient devices that simply prop up the hero—they must in
some way capture the hearts and imaginations of the readers. This is
certainly true of both Ron and Hermione in the Harry Potter series,
and one way Ron enhances Harry from the outset is by embodying
the everyman. Whereas Harry is the “Chosen One,” marked by des-
tiny and fame, Ron is the ordinary boy thrust into extraordinary cir-
cumstances: granted no special status, born to no privilege, and pos-
sessing no singular power. He is not famous, bears no mark of
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Fig. 1. Hogwarts Castle at the Wizarding World of Harry Potter, Universal Or-
lando. Photo by Rstoplabe 14, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia.



synonyms: secondary character, supporting character, assistant,
and pal because of the dismissive connotation of each. As the Eng-
lish language does not yet have a word that encompasses the multi-
faceted nature of the sidekick’s role, Zimmerly reluctantly prefers
the term secondary hero because at the very least it implies an
elevated position and respect for the character (4).

The Power of Sisters
Frozen is a prime example of sidekicks as secondary heroes because
audiences have debated which sister is the true main character. The
movie was loosely inspired by Hans Christian Andersen’s 1844
Scandinavian fairytale “The Snow Queen” and features two sisters,
Elsa and Anna, as princesses of Arendelle. Elsa is the older of the
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types of sidekicks: the narrator, the devil’s advocate, the comic
relief, and the foil (2). He argues that these roles have grown more
sophisticated, earning the sidekick greater attention in recent
decades. In young adult fiction especially, readers are often drawn
more to the best friend than to the hero, identifying with the quirky,
loyal, or lonely companion whose struggles mirror their own. This
shift has even led readers to request sequels or spinoffs that focus
on supporting characters rather than the central figure (Zimmerly 4).
In this case, the defining characteristics of the foil are not only
found in literary works, but in film as well. Although the sidekick
earns recognition, Zimmerly’s conception is calling into question
the relegation of the sidekick as mere refractory device, particularly
in films like Soul, where the foil’s perspective and development is
essential to the protagonist’s transformation.

Within traditional frameworks, the foil functions as one specific
version of the sidekick: the character whose sharp differences high-
light the hero’s traits. Classic literature offers many examples of this
dynamic, such as Mercutio’s realism set against Romeo’s dreamy
idealism, or Sancho Panza’s grounded pragmatism beside Don Qui-
xote’s delusion. Megan Ward and Rebecca Fradkin explain that the
term “foil” originates from jewelry-making, where thin sheets of
metal were placed behind a gemstone to make it shine more
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The Calculated Risk: The Rise and Fall of Chester
Himes’s Harlem Detective Team of Grave Digger Jones
and Coffin Ed Johnson

Hue Woodson

The development of the relationship between Chester Himes’s Har-

lem detectives, Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson, illumi-

nates the complexity of sidekick dynamics across his Harlem series.

Though the two men are largely in the background of For the Love

of Imabelle, the dynamics of their partnership are foregrounded in

later novels, from 1959’s The Real Cool Killers to 1969’s Blind Man

with a Pistol. In the subsequent unfinished Plan B, Himes reevalu-

ates and reconstitutes their respective roles as the other’s sidekick,

culminating in the violent deaths of both men. The respective deaths

of Grave Digger and Coffin Ed are tied to the calculated risks each

takes and to the ways both misunderstand the costs and conse-

quences of their decisions. Through this unraveling partnership,

Himes exposes the fragile balance between loyalty and violence that

defines his Harlem detectives and the world they inhabit.

In the body of works produced by African American writer Chester
Himes, more than two-thirds of his oeuvre consists of a series of
nine hard-boiled crime novels set in Harlem, New York, largely
focusing on a pair of Black male detectives, Grave Digger Jones and
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unreliable narrator. In novels such as An Artist of the Floating

World (1986) and The Remains of the Day, Ishiguro illustrates how
protagonists’ reminiscences create unreliable narratives due to their
blurred memories and inconvenient circumstances. In Klara and the

Sun, although the AI narrator is highly intelligent and possesses an
excellent memory, her knowledge and perspective are limited, and
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Fig. 2. An illustration (1831) from Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus, by
Theodor von Holst and William Chevalier. Image via Wellcome Collection, Public
Domain Review. [Public domain.]



broadly, the term ludonarrative refers to the combined ludic (mean-
ing “based in play”) and narrative experience that games are
uniquely equipped to provide.

As gaming today is a sprawling landscape, the observations herein
are limited and chiefly focus on what are known as triple-A titles
(high-profile, blockbuster video games). The field of video games is
too enormous to possibly encompass in one essay, and so some spe-
cialization is required. Despite the vastness of the industry, how-
ever, gaming is a radical and relatively new artform. Many scholars
consider the first novel ever written to be Lady Murasaki Shikibu’s
The Tale of Genji, written circa 1000AD (Seidensticker xi). By con-
trast, the first video game is widely agreed upon as Tennis for Two,
developed at the Brookhaven National Laboratory in 1958 (Did 26),
making video games less than seventy years old. Critical commen-
tary has yet to fully grapple with the form; much of the available
secondary material stems from general video game journalism aug-
mented by theory. It is clear that the medium carries until now
untapped promise and potential.
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