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About This Volume: The Ever-Attractive, Oft-Overlooked,
Continually Evolving Sidekick,
James F. Nicosia and Laura Nicosia . ........................

Every hero needs a counterpart—the friend who grounds, pro-
vokes, or simply keeps the story human. From Gilgamesh’s
Enkidu to Holmes” Watson, from Don Quixote’s Sancho to
Lucy’s Ethel, sidekicks have always defined what the hero looks
like. They translate brilliance into feeling, power into perspective,
myth into something livable. Yet for all their familiarity, they are
rarely granted center stage. Recent research, including the essays
in this volume, aims to correct this oversight.

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
narrative necessity—foil, conscience, and moral lens through
which heroism becomes legible. Drawing on Stephen Zimmerly’s
typology of sidekick roles and Lauren O’Connor’s analysis of
Robin as a cultural barometer of adolescence, the essay examines
how Watson and Robin embody the sidekick’s transformation
from subordinate to co-hero. Through their changing portrayals
across literature, film, and comics, 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.
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Critical Contexts

The Sidekick as Mentor, Surrogate Father, and Model of
Masculinity, Tim Bryant. .. ........... ... .. ... ...........

In Rocky, The Empire Strikes Back, and The Karate Kid sidekicks
are mentors who train young men in martial prowess and become
their surrogate father figures. Mickey “Mick” Goldmill, Yoda,
and Nariyoshi Keisuke Miyagi mentor Rocky Balboa, Luke
Skywalker, and Daniel LaRusso in coming-of-age narratives that
require physical, emotional, and moral maturation in contrast to
negative models of masculinity represented by antagonists Apollo
Creed, Darth Vader, and John Kreese. Aligning historically with a
cultural shift in America toward a more nuanced understanding of
masculinity, these films reframe a newly emerging masculinity
based on positive achievement and rejection of negative alterna-
tives. As mentors, these sidekicks enable young men to prove
their self-worth and establish positive relationships with others.

Nancy Drew’s Forgotten Sidekick: Helen Corning and the
Importance of Being Consistent, Faith Monesteri .............

The detective genre almost invariably relies on the presence of a
sidekick, and the Nancy Drew series is no exception. In its most
familiar form, Nancy is accompanied by two companions: Bess
Marvin and George Fayne. George’s adventurous spirit propels
Nancy further into investigation, whereas Bess’s timidity provides
a counterpoint that nevertheless reinforces Nancy’s determination
to pursue the mystery. These two figures evolve out of Nancy’s
earlier companion, Helen Corning, who appears in the first four
volumes. Helen’s inconsistent characterization and tenuous role
within the narrative render her a less structurally reliable sidekick.
By contrast, Bess and George represent distinct iterations of
Helen’s traits, reconfigured into a more stable dual model of the
detective’s companion—complementary foils who enhance the
protagonist’s authority without eclipsing it.

Queequeg, Ishmael, and the Democratic Ideal in Moby-Dick,
ElissaGreenwald . ............ ...t

As Ishmael narrates Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, his friend the
South Sea Islander Queequeg—whom Ishmael often refers to as
“savage,” “pagan,” and “cannibal”’—might seem to be no more
than a sidekick trope. Queequeg initially appears to be an antago-
nist to Ishmael, threatening him when he unexpectedly discovers
Ishmael in his bed. Yet after that inauspicious beginning,
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Queequeg and Ishmael accept each other and Ishmael repeatedly
asserts their equality. Indeed, Queequeg is the more traditionally
heroic character, a man of action by contrast with the
contemplative Ishmael.

Knight of the Plains: The Don Quixote—Sancho Panza Dynamic in
Larry McMurtry’s Lonesome Dove, Adrian 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, dis-
tinctions between hero and sidekick blur, and the myth of the lone
protagonist erodes.

Critical Readings
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Ron and Hermione: The Sidekicks Who Became More,
James F.Nicosia. . ...t i

J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series redefines the literary sidekick
through the development of Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger.
Traditionally, sidekicks exist to support, mirror, or humanize the
hero. Yet Rowling gives her secondary characters independent
emotional and moral arcs that rival, and sometimes exceed,
Harry’s own. This study situates Ron and Hermione within the
modern evolution of the Zimmerly “secondary hero”—figures
who embody growth, self-awareness, and ethical agency rather
than mere loyalty. Ron’s struggle with jealousy, class, and cour-
age and Hermione’s journey from intellectual precision to ethical
conviction transform them from archetypes—the comic foil and
the brain—into multidimensional individuals. Their conflicts and
affections form the emotional and ethical center of the narrative,
suggesting that the hero’s greatness depends on the companions
who stand beside him. Ultimately, Harry Potter presents a
twenty-first-century prototype of the sidekick: not subordinate but
symbiotic, capable of representing the reader’s own imperfect
humanity. Ron and Hermione demonstrate that the sidekick’s
story is not a shadow of the hero’s but an alternate illumination of
courage, conscience, and the power of ordinary people to shape
extraordinary worlds.
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Sisters in the Spotlight: Redefining the Disney Sidekick,
Deanna M. Wanio . ..........oiuiiiiiiniinnnen..

The role of sidekicks is far more complex and important than the
subject is traditionally credited, particularly with respect to Dis-
ney franchise movies. Contemporary animated movies like
Frozen, Encanto, and the live-action adaptation of Lilo & Stitch
have pivoted from talking or silent animals as the clichéd comedic
lackeys and now portray siblings as sidekicks. Siblings have
existed in Disney movies as early as the introduction of the ugly
stepsisters in Cinderella (1950) and throughout history to present,
yet analyses of such family dynamics are rare. The sisters in these
three movies fill a critical need for realistic representation, and
educate young audiences about the power of family, community,
and accepting help. In doing so, they have transformed the one-
dimensional role and proven themselves to be multifaceted beings
worthy of study.

The Nerdy Boy Sidekick in Middle Grade American Literature,
EmmaK. McNamara............. ... .. ... .. ... .......

Middle grade literature is rife with rambunctious young characters
who are figuring out who they are now, and whom they want to
become. They are at once bumbling and vivacious. They are
beloved both because of and in spite of this. This essay focuses on
the literary lineage amongst three boy characters, who are all side-
kicks to inquisitive, spunky girls: Winthrop (Winnie) Breynton in
Gypsy Breynton by Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, Charles Wallace
Murry in A Wrinkle in Time by Madeleine L’Engle, and William
Spiver in Flora and Ulysses by Kate DiCamillo. These boy char-
acters are not flat tropes; they are round, they are funny, they
experience pain, they are given backstories; they are part of the
reason that readers have returned to these texts for decades. So,
while the term “sidekick” might be defined as a minimal character
compared to the protagonist, these three narratives prove that that
is not the case.

“You can’t crush a soul here . .. that’s what earth is for”:
Sidekicks and the Dialogical Power of Jazz in Pixar’s Soul,
EmanHalimeh ... ....... ... ... ... . ... . . . .

Joe Gardner and 22 in Pixar’s Sou!/ complicate conventional
notions of sidekick and foil by refusing to remain in subordinate
roles. Joe, a middle-school band teacher and aspiring jazz pianist,
insists his musical “spark™ is the key to identity and purpose. By

174

viii Critical Insights



contrast, 22, an unborn soul steeped in existential apathy, resists
the idea that life requires a fixed meaning. When their paths cross
in a liminal universe, their bond shifts from mutual irritation to a
reciprocal exchange in which each functions as the other’s side-
kick, alternately highlighting lack, provoking growth, and guiding
transformation.

Echo and Embodiment of Trauma: George R. R. Martin’s Hodor
as Tragic Sidekick Figure in A Song of Ice and Fire and
Game of Thrones, Anna-Maria Grill. . ...................... 210

Although portrayals of the tragic hero have received ample atten-
tion in academic criticism, tragic sidekicks have so far been
largely neglected. Hodor in George R.R. Martin’s 4 Song of Ice
and Fire makes for a particularly compelling case study.
Approaching him as tragic sidekick at the intersection of disabil-
ity and trauma studies, Hodor constitutes a living embodiment of
trauma. Throughout the series’ complex timelines, this trauma is
extended beyond the individual experience, and Hodor conse-
quently becomes an almost spectral, lingering echo of the fictional
community’s collective war trauma. Thus, the series suggests the
tragic sidekick figure as an effective tool to explore the effects of
war, violence, and loss upon both the individual as well as the
collective psyche.

The Shifting Terrain of Heroes and Sidekicks in the Film
Powwow Highway, James Plath. . . ....................... .. 232

In Powwow Highway, which features a mostly Indigenous cast in
the main roles, two Cheyenne men—a former American Indian
Movement (AIM) activist and a simple man with a spiritual
agenda—embark on a 900-mile journey to get the activist’s sister
out of jail. Although sidekick Philbert Bono provides a source of
comic relief, as is often the case in buddy films, he also serves as a
cultural conscience—someone who believes in the importance of
the old stories and old ways. He takes pride in and trusts his heri-
tage, which the hero dismisses. Ultimately, this sidekick, who had
not been given respect, finds himself gradually gaining it from
Buddy Red Bow, the traditional hero by Hollywood standards.

The Calculated Risk: The Rise and Fall of Chester Himes’s
Harlem Detective Team of Grave Digger Jones and
Coffin Ed Johnson, Hue Woodson. ........................ 250

The development of the relationship between Chester Himes’s
Harlem detectives, Grave Digger Jones and Coffin Ed Johnson,
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illuminates the complexity of sidekick dynamics across his Har-
lem 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 reevaluates 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 misun-
derstand the costs and consequences 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.

Bonding Beyond Blood: Analyzing Brotherhood Among Men in
Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon and Suzan-Lori Parks’s
Topdog/Underdog, Tammie Jenkins . . ......................

Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon and Suzan-Lori Parks’s
Topdog/Underdog each upends what we expect from the classic
sidekick story. Their Black male characters—Milkman and Guitar
in Morrison’s novel, Lincoln and Booth in Parks’s play—move
between loyalty and rivalry, friendship and hostility. In Topdog/
Underdog, that tension plays out through brotherhood; in Song of
Solomon, through a bond that reveals both affection and betrayal.
In both, the sidekick is not just a supporting act but a driving
force. Morrison and Parks use these volatile relationships to ask
what power, masculinity, and survival look like when the sup-
posed sidekick claims his own voice, overturning the very myth
that once kept him in the margins.

An Al “Sidekick” in Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara and the Sun,
HisashiOzawa ....... ... .. .. .. .

Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara and the Sun is a near-future story narrated
by an Al robot named Klara. Although Klara, as the protagonist,
is not a “sidekick” in the sense of a supporting character, she is
Josie’s sidekick in that she devotedly cares for the sickly girl.
Klara and the Sun imagines a time when robots—designed to
assist humans—can acquire human qualities, narrate stories, and
potentially even replace their masters. Through this novel,
Ishiguro explores the various roles of sidekicks and potential ave-
nues for literature in the Al era.
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After All We’ve Been Through: Sidekicks, Companionship, and
Care in Narrative Video Games, Gabrielle Kirilloff. .. ... ... .. 299

Game studies and feminist media scholarship reveal how video
game sidekicks both adhere to and depart from gender stereo-
types. Particularly revealing is the ongoing trend in video games
that sees the inclusion of adult male player-characters who must
protect child sidekicks. This trend is used to encourage players to
care for and about video games protagonists and sidekicks. To
illustrate this trend, the relationship among player, player-charac-
ter, and companion in Kojima Productions’ popular 2019 action
role-playing game, Death Stranding reveals much insight into
sidekicks. In the game you play as Sam Porter Bridges, a trauma-
tized delivery man living in a hauntingly beautiful post-apocalyp-
tic America. Sam’s constant companion is BB, a ghost detecting
baby worn in an artificial womb. The relationship between these
characters both reinforces and subverts conventional links among
gender, care, and violence in video games.

On Being Player Two: The Complexity of the Video Game
Sidekick, Thomas Caffrey. .. .......... ... ... ... .. ... .... 318

The role of the sidekick is a somewhat thankless one: sidekicks
primarily exist to shed light on their protagonist and to serve as
engaging narrative entry points for readers. This is complicated in
the case of videogame sidekicks, where relatability is problem-
atized due to gamers’ embodiment of their protagonists. This
essay maps three types of video game sidekicks, identifying in
each case how the medium offers a unique rendition of the famil-
iar archetype, while also studying the ramifications their inclusion
holds for game design.
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