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WE GO POGO


Introduction

In 1952 a political rally at Harvard University overflowed with enthusiasm and eventually turned into a mildly violent carnival:

A crowd of 200 gathered in Harvard square … As the restless crowd grew to 1,600, 3 police wagons, 8 patrol cars and 25 policemen arrived, and in the ensuing mêlée 28 Harvard students were arrested. (Boatner 90)

We don’t often associate early 1950s college campuses with political agitators, and so it is difficult to imagine what caused this rowdy demonstration. The answer, at first glance, is surprising: the students were there to greet Walt Kelly, the creator of a cute comic strip ’possum named Pogo—a character then engaged in a mock-presidential campaign. The mania, moreover, wasn’t isolated to Harvard. Kelly’s playful “I Go Pogo” campaign was a grassroots craze, prompting students at 150 colleges to endorse the character as their official candidate—and producing 50,000 requests for Pogo buttons and dozens of invitations for Kelly to speak at college rallies.

This Pogo-mania may sound silly to those unfamiliar with Kelly’s comic strip; but longtime fans of Pogo, named for its lead character, would understand that real ideological issues propelled this passion. Indeed, after developing an appreciation for Kelly’s comic world—a pastoral swampland where comedic types in animal form deconstruct and satirize American culture through wordplay, vaudevillian slapstick, and folksy philosophizing—one can see the deeper layers of sincerity and significance to this comic strip craze. To be specific, Pogo resonated so well with college students and intellectuals in the 1950s because it playfully attacked brands of divisive and reactionary politics in its comedy and satire, and articulated an alternative ideology—a spirit of communal inclusivity, tolerance, and healthy self-criticism—that matched well the spirit of mid-century, Cold-War liberalism (figures 0.2 and 0.3 provide an example of this contrast at work in the strip). In other words, it was a rare work of popular comedy/satire that served as a “nexus through which ideologies may be actively reorganized”—a vital cultural product that helped a generation of college students, liberal intellectuals, and many everyday comics readers to shape their political worldviews (Woolacott 217).
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Figure 0.1: Walt Kelly at college Pogo rally, 1952. Copyright © Okefenokee Glee & Perloo, Inc. Used by permission.
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Figure 0.2: Walt Kelly, “Hey, Deacon!” Pogo, 19 May 1953.
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Figure 0.3: Walt Kelly, “Decided I’d go fishin’ after all …,” Pogo, 20 May 1953.

Comics scholars and mid-century historians have documented well the high point of Kelly’s career—the period in the early 1950s when he and his strip challenged the conservative rhetoric of the age; but less well understood is how Kelly got to this point in his creative life: how he gathered, constructed, and reworked the ingredients of his mature comedy and satire over many years as an animator at Disney, as a political cartoonist for a big city newspaper, and as a comic book artist. By digging into these earlier phases of Kelly’s career, we realize that Pogo was not simply an unremarkable comic strip thought up by committee, or thrown together on a whim by a young, aspiring cartoonist; it was instead the end product of nearly two decades of labor by an auteur who wouldn’t achieve serious success until his mid 40s. Moreover, it was a work of popular culture that emerged from a complex hybridization of comic mediums: from dialogues between high, folk, and popular culture—and from syncretic confluences between African American and Anglo American cultures.

In this comprehensive study of Kelly’s career I will not neglect the high point of his achievements as a satirist—that period when he was able to comedically undermine the dogma and paranoia of McCarthyism—but I devote a significant bulk of the work to tracing the rich veins of comedic tradition and genre conventions Kelly first appropriated, and then modified, in the years leading up to those signature achievements. Ultimately this emphasis on the genealogical history of Kelly’s work allows one to understand his mature satiric methods and core ideologies with greater depth. Just as importantly, it also allows one to explore some of the complexities of a mid-century American culture embroiled in debates over high and low culture, the moral obligations of popular artists, exchanges between dominant and minority artistic traditions, and the relationship between popular and political cultures.

This introductory chapter lays the foundation for exploring Kelly’s work and career thusly: it establishes the different mediums that intersected in his art, shaping his aesthetics, comedy and satire in profound ways; it touches on the variety of folk and popular comedic traditions that shaped his work; it explores the significant cultural roles he played, including cultural critic, auteur, and poplorist; it summarizes his overarching cultural significance into our time; and lastly, it lists a brief outline of each chapter.

The Mediums that Intersect in Kelly’s Work

While Kelly is most commonly perceived as a comic strip artist, he wore numerous hats in his long career simply as a result of having tried his hand at so many different journalistic and artistic fields: at various times he was also an illustrator, political cartoonist, designer, animator, storyboard man, comic book writer and artist, pundit, columnist, and lyricist. In addition, he was well known among peers as a superior public speaker, a gifted stand-up comedian, a creative and generous correspondent, a stellar chalk-talker, and an incorrigible pub-crawling prankster. All these facets of Kelly’s career and character made a mark on the dynamism and complexity of Pogo, but three roles in particular—as animator, political cartoonist, and comic book artist—had an especially profound impact on his work.

To begin, each of these career phases is inherently interesting, and revealing about Kelly’s character, because of the general creativity, energy, and humor he brought to each. But instead of treating each of these creative periods as simply colorful but inconsequential episodes, this study will approach them as essential building blocks in Kelly’s construction of a comic strip that transcended the rules and limits of its medium. In other words, because Kelly tried his hand at so many different crafts, a cross-fertilization occurred in his work between several popular mediums and satiric/comedic discourses that ultimately expanded the possibilities of both his particular venue—the funnies page—and satirically charged popular culture in general.

To briefly expand on this idea, let’s highlight some of the aesthetic elements and comedic conventions Kelly encountered in these other mediums: his first “real” job was as a storyboard man and animator at Disney working on The Reluctant Dragon, Fantasia, Dumbo, Pinocchio, and various shorts. While his output there was not exceptional, Kelly’s time at Disney was a productive period of training and education for an artist who had never attended college. As an animator, Kelly learned how to stage visual and verbal gags; to create a cinematic backdrop for comedic action (see Figure 0.4); to give stories an engaging narrative arc; to create vivid characters with high visual appeal; and to add dynamism, heft, and anatomical realism to cartoon bodies. Informally, Kelly and his fellow animators also reveled in the comic traditions of vaudeville, blackface minstrelsy, and musical theater; this was apparent in their extracurricular pranks, chalk-talks, and musical jams, but also in their animated work, such as the “jive crows” segment in Dumbo. That fascination with black culture—as filtered through popular representations—would persist, in muted but significant fashion in Kelly’s mature work.

Finally, the signature “cuteness” of Disney aesthetics made a big impact on Kelly’s later work; for example, his principal character, Pogo, had the dimensions and overall circularity in his features of Mickey Mouse. Much has been made of the universal appeal of Mickey’s visual construction, and thus those same arguments can be applied to the resonance of Kelly’s leading character. In addition to infusing comic strips with the energy and aesthetics of film animation, Kelly enhanced the layeredness of his satire with a general “Disneyfication” of his work. Specifically, the cute aesthetics and dynamic shenanigans in Kelly’s animal allegory served as a surface sweetener (or strategic distraction) from layers of topical, and sometimes biting satire coursing beneath.

[image: image]

Figure 0.4: Walt Kelly, “Look at that art work!” Pogo, 8 March 1964.

The satiric seriousness of Kelly’s comic strip grew in part out of another phase of his career—his work as a newspaperman. As a teenager he first labored at a newspaper in Bridgeport, and later in 1948 he served as a jack-of-all-trades employee at the New York Star, an idealistic, left-leaning daily, where he did design, spot illustrations, political cartoons, and a comic strip—an early version of Pogo. Despite some significant accomplishments as a political cartoonist with the Star—such as creating the icon of Thomas Dewey as the “mechanical man”—the medium was never a perfect match for Kelly’s talents. For example, editorial cartoons lacked the narrative continuity and character complexity that would allow Kelly’s array of comedic gifts to shine; the field did, however, train him in methods of taking on topical and cosmic targets through caricature, allegory, and aesthetic economy. In a broad sense, he carried away from this work in newspapers the democratic and progressive responsibilities of good satire and journalism; as a result, he entered the comic strip world intent on being both a comedic artist and a principled cultural critic.

Kelly’s mature comic strip was also shaped by his nearly decade-long stint in the 1940s writing and drawing comic books for Dell Publishing. This work included an Our Gang series (based on the classic “Little Rascals” film shorts), and animal stories that borrowed from the trickster tales popularized by Joel Chandler Harris early in the twentieth century. The Pogo of the 1950s and 1960s resembled these stories in terms of vivid comedic character types, foundational trickster tale conventions, and sustained and farcical narratives. But a comparison of Kelly’s work in these two mediums (comic books and comic strips) reveals he benefited from what might be seen as the limitations of the funnies page—in particular, the reduced space, certain editorial constraints, and the comedic, gag-oriented arc of the medium’s limited frames. These pressures and strictures ultimately refined and focused Kelly’s satire and comedy: the gags got tighter, the dialogue snappier, and the aesthetics more polished. In addition, the kid-oriented trickster tale knock-offs of the comic books gave way in the comic strip to Freudian-themed tales, pastoral comedic conventions, deconstructive wordplay, and topical satire.

Comic books continued to haunt Kelly, however, in profound but less direct ways through the 1950s, as advocates of comic books and comic strips emerged as opponents in a public war over the morality of comics. Because both were often conflated in the public’s and critics’ minds, Kelly and his fellow members of the National Cartoonists Society mounted a sustained critique of the rowdy and sometimes lurid content of its sister medium. These efforts at distancing and distinguishing the two professions in the public’s eye culminated in testimonies delivered by Kelly and his peers at a congressional hearing in 1954 on the relative depravity, on one hand, of comic books, and the wholesome goodness of comics strips on the other. While this crusade seemed like savvy medium-marketing at the time, it unfortunately entrenched comic strips in editors’ and readers’ eyes as a highly family-friendly medium that should be aggressively mediated in terms of content, language, and tone. In attacking the carnivalesque excesses of comic books, in other words, comic strips further lost their own connection with the more positive aspects of the carnival: dialogical, multicultural subversive comedy; challenging satire and adult-oriented subject matter; and a general lowbrow irreverence. The full implications of this split would become apparent in the 1960s as the youth culture went one way—toward the irreverence of MAD magazine and the dialogical vitality of rock and roll—and Kelly and the comic strip world went the other: into quaint stasis and a general decline in cultural importance.

Popular and Folk Traditions in Kelly’s Work

The comic strip, like jazz, is an American invention that embodies the dynamism and flexibility of early to mid-twentieth century popular culture. Through much of the first half of the twentieth century the rowdy, multi-voiced carnival that was the funny pages exploded with vernacular inventiveness, outrageous slapstick, playful visual gags, and quirky aesthetics; to create this vibrant mélange, artists borrowed bits and pieces of artistic and narrative convention from other mediums, various cultural traditions, and each other. Some of that fluid invention gradually tamped down as the medium gentrified and became regulated as national syndication (beginning in the late 1910s) transformed it into a big business, but some vestiges of its riotous innovation lingered through the 1950s.

Perhaps no strip reflected that jazz-like dynamism and sampling better than Walt Kelly’s Pogo. Here are some of the ingredients that Kelly gathered, magpielike, in his brilliant collage of comedy, art, and satire: the verbal and visual slapstick of the vaudeville stage; the hammy music, settings, and themes of black-face minstrelsy; the character dynamics and satiric subtexts of African American trickster tales; the philosophical undergirding of pastoral drama and poetry; the resonant symbols and tensions of popularized Freudian theory; the allegorical layeredness of literary satire; the narrative complexity and continuity of rollicking, picaresque novels; and the playful, visual dynamism of Disney aesthetics. And then, of course, there were the bits and pieces Kelly picked up from great authors such as Mark Twain, Charles Dickens, and Lewis Carroll, or from master cartoonists such as E. C. Segar (Popeye), George Herriman (Krazy Kat), and Al Capp (Li’l Abner). The point here is not that Kelly was unoriginal—that he borrowed everything he used—but rather that his work represented what makes certain works of American popular culture especially vibrant, flexible, and resonant: a democratic, unapologetic melding of influences and currents into a work of syncretic originality.

While it is easy to defend or celebrate the general practice of borrowing, melding, and reconfiguring aesthetic and narrative ingredients, Kelly’s particular amalgamation is not without controversy. In particular, his debts to trickster tale conventions, African American dialect, and blackface minstrelsy are inherently problematic. The early twentieth century is replete with animated cartoons, comic strips, vaudeville acts, popular songs, etc., that either mock black identity in denigrating ways or borrow African American folk forms in opportunistic fashion. But within that racially exploitative history there are also works of popular culture that either reflect a more conflicted amalgam of abuse and tribute or that even transcend the racist roots of the imagery and conventions to become something almost wholly sympathetic or progressive.

Kelly’s work in its most mature form ultimately represented a progressive channeling and creative reworking of the subversive energies of African American mores and images, but there were certainly missteps and awkward stages along the way that resembled more closely the more conflicted treatments that coursed through the popular culture of the 1920s through the 1940s. There were the racially charged jive-crow characters in Dumbo, for example, and early comic book versions of Pogo in the 1940s that featured a young black boy named Bumbazine, a “little black Sambo” or pickaninny type who interacted with animals and sometimes spoke in a comic black dialect. In addition, early versions of Pogo in the late 1940s, as it was transitioning from comic book to comic strip, seemed to borrow heavily from the Uncle Remus adaptations of traditional African American trickster tales. The fact that these trickster types and story patterns had already been borrowed and ideologically softened in opportunistic fashion by another white writer, Joel Chandler Harris, already made them inherently problematic when Kelly channeled them into his own work.

To Kelly’s credit, even these most awkward representations and borrowings were more complex and sympathetic than similarly racially themed texts from the time, and Kelly’s liberal politics, which included a consistent championing of black rights, shaped the well-meaning intentions and tone of this work. He may have been naïve and slightly patronizing in some of these meldings, but he was never callous or malicious. And his integrity is perhaps further salvaged by his more ideologically progressive and original channeling of these forms in the mature version of Pogo.

Two theoretical concepts I use in this study as criteria for judging the relative levels of opportunism or sympathy in the representations and borrowings of Kelly (as well as other comedic poachers such as Harris and Mark Twain), are Gene Bluestein’s notion of poplore and the idea of cultural syncretism. The concept of poplore helps to differentiate between mass-produced popular works that are formulaic and cruel in their appropriations of minority voices, forms, and traditions—and those popular texts relatively true to the folk forms’ original uses, intentions, and energy. Among other qualities, poploric texts, like many traditional folk forms, achieve a breadth of popularity through grassroots means and revive “stylistic elements and values from the matrix of traditional culture. They also often articulate a brand of democratic, progressive politics usually associated with working class culture and folk forms (Bluestein 6–10). Syncretism, a closely related concept, is a brand of cultural fusion in which the resulting cultural product is an innovative and original blend of those components—synergistically more than the sum of its borrowed parts. Kelly’s work, as I will illustrate, fares well when judged by these criteria. Much like Twain, he channels the dynamic energies and subversive functions of African American dialect and folk forms in syncretic and poploric fashion.

Walt Kelly’s Cultural Significance

With that brief introduction to some of the complexities of Kelly’s work and career, one is better prepared to understand his status as one of the great comic artists, auteurs, popular satirists, and poplorists of the twentieth century. In addition, we can describe Kelly’s significant influence on later generations of cartoonists, on the field and business of newspaper comic strips, and on the landscape of liberal politics today. To begin, one could argue that Kelly is one of the top artists to ever work in comic strips. Richard Marschall, a comics historian, refers to him as a “monumental talent”—one of the greatest cartoonists of the last century; and another scholar, R. C. Harvey, asserts that he achieved a “zenith of high art” on the comics page (Marschall 255, Harvey 185). His only peers at this level of aesthetic achievement might include George Herriman (Krazy Kat), Winsor McCay (Little Nemo in Slumberland), and Bill Watterson (Calvin and Hobbes).

Kelly’s journeyman experience in other artistic fields before landing on the funnies page prepared him to realize the full aesthetic potential of comic strips. His training as a storyboard artist and animator at Disney, for example, helped infuse his strip with cinematic complexity, dynamism in terms of body and facial construction and movement, funny visual gags, and lively brushwork. Further experience in newspaper design, comic-booking, and political cartooning nurtured additional qualities: an eye-pleasing range of values from brilliant whites to silvery grays and solid blacks; effective caricatures of recognizable political figures; distinctive and elaborate typefaces for different characters’ dialects; fully detailed but unobtrusive settings; and logically and elegantly composed frames. While it is possible to isolate and admire each of these aesthetic qualities in the strip, Pogo’s real artistic greatness is that the average reader is not consciously aware of any of these qualities. In other words, Kelly does such a good job of taking all these elements and subsuming them to the core objectives of the strip—making the reader laugh or ponder a satiric point—that the end result is a highly entertaining, thought-provoking, completely absorbing comic world.

In addition to being a great artist, Kelly was a superior verbal comedian, storyteller, self-promoter, and businessman. In fact, he performed the many roles associated with the traditional auteur (a creator of a popular text who controls the production of his or her work to such a degree, and in the face of intense institutional and economic pressures, that he or she could be considered the “author” of their work). Wearing many hats is the norm among comic strip creators, thus justifying the application of this most common definition of the term. But the secondary meaning of auteurship—that of being able to create a distinctive, independent voice, and a potentially counter-discursive body of work within the intense economic and institutional pressures of industries such as Hollywood or the comics page—can only be applied to a few iconoclastic figures in the medium’s history. These funny page auteurs might include George Herriman, Al Capp (Li’l Abner), Garry Trudeau (Doonesbury), Berke Breathed (Bloom County), Bill Watterson (Calvin and Hobbes), Lynn Johnston (For Better or Worse), and Aaron McGruder (The Boondocks).

Common to all of these figures was a willingness to work within the editorial and economic restraints of the medium, while also fighting against oppressive business practices or editorial meddling that might compromise their aesthetic or satiric vision. Some of these cartoonists such as Trudeau or Watterson leaned fairly far toward resistance and rebellion, but Kelly favored a more diplomatic mix of compromise and principled protest. As a longtime newspaperman, he understood the virtues of self-promotion, tasteful merchandising, and the courting of sensitive editors. However, he fiercely protected his right to include difficult satire in his work. Kelly thus sought out and achieved auteur-like control over his strip and career through two means: he built a broad readership (thus protecting his work from cancellation or too much editorial meddling); and he literally acquired ownership of the copyright to his work (an anomaly within the field at that time).

The clout and independence Kelly achieved within his field were critical to his accomplishments as a satirist. Indeed, he would not have been able to follow his own maxim—that “good cartoonists are subversive—they are against things”—had he been unsuccessful protecting his own voice and art from censorship, cancellation, or blacklisting (O’Sullivan 93). In other words, surviving and thriving in a highly mediated entertainment industry was prelude and precondition to survival in an oppressive political landscape as well.

Beginning in the early 1950s, Kelly consistently used his highly popular strip as a vehicle for pointed, topical satire. His most consistent target for several years became the communist witch-hunts conducted by Senator Joseph McCarthy and like-minded politicians and cultural guardians. While most journalists were content to observe and report on these events in a detached manner, and many entertainers or comedians were hesitant to raise a dissenting voice out of fear of being blacklisted by conservative critics, Kelly bravely entered the fray. His caricatures may have been coded into an allegorical comic realm, but to any informed reader his points were clear; and he backed up his layered satire with essays and television interviews where his criticisms were even more explicit. It turned out that his satiric attacks on McCarthyism—a political system especially effective at silencing any overtly critical voices by labeling all opposition as traitorous—was the ideal rhetoric for surviving and thriving in this oppressive media and political landscape. In effect, Kelly could avoid outright censorship while speaking for a diverse readership of college students, liberal intellectuals, and far-flung everyday readers who were opposed to the reactionary spirit of the times.

Kelly has rightly been credited, then, with providing in his strip and through his public persona a rallying point around which like-minded people could gather. But he attracted more than just college students and intellectuals; fan mail and newspaper polls revealed that Kelly’s work drew in people from all walks of life unhappy with the paranoid tone of the cultural discourse at that time. While a critic of communism himself (he featured a pair of dogmatic cowbirds in his strip who represented the myopic, doctrinaire, and oppressive attitudes of a typical devotee of the ideology), Kelly defended the right to adhere to a wide range of political values or philosophies. He also forwarded an alternative world-view that emphasized caution, tolerance, moderation, self-criticism, and humility. This liberal ideology both reflected and shaped the political orientation of a generation of left-leaning thinkers seeking a middle path between an old-school leftism that was dogmatic and sometimes violent in its methods, and a far right conservatism equally rigid and arrogant in its assumptions.

In sum, Kelly’s popularity as a satirist and prominent cultural critic gave him an unusual level of prominence and cultural influence within 1950s society. Through his comic strip, college rallies, television interviews, and newspaper essays, he reached an enormous and diverse audience with his politically charged entertainment. Beyond achieving the status of an independent-minded auteur, Kelly could also be described as a sateur and poplorist—designations that help set him apart from typical cartoonists and entertainers. By sateur, I mean he was a popular satirist who achieved a certain degree of economic and institutional freedom within his highly mediated and commercialized field, and then leveraged that power to engage in principled social criticism (this can stand in contrast to the basic auteur who uses that position simply to create a distinctive aesthetic or narrative vision).

As a poplorist, Kelly achieved a breadth of popularity through grassroots means, and engaged in a collaborative “call and response” with engaged readers that allowed him to address their ideological interests and psychological needs in resonant ways (Bluestein 6, 8–9). The designation of poplorist is primarily applied to popular folk singers in the 1960s such as Joan Baez or Bob Dylan, but it works nicely for Kelly as well, setting him apart from most mainstream cartoonists and comedians. Indeed, Kelly’s productive relationship with college students and other engaged readers gave him the status and aura of a media-age folk storyteller who was both entertaining and ideologically engaged. And his channeling of both the form, and some of the political functions of early trickster tales and playful dialect comedy, allowed him to channel the subversive energies of unruly folk forms. In sum, giving Kelly the distinction of poplorist is helpful in describing his cultural significance because it illustrates how he and his work were unique at a time in American cultural history when entertainment was highly mediated—in terms of both content and form—by powerful institutions, and indirectly censored by reactionary cultural guardians.

Kelly’s resonance and unique position in the cultural landscape shifted in the 1960s. With the collapse of McCarthyism and the dissolution of many oppressive entertainment entities (such as the old Hollywood studio system), left-leaning audiences were not as starved for popular texts that spoke to them in honest and entertaining ways—they could be found in a variety of other places in the media landscape. Audiences came to expect, moreover, satire and comedy that was more direct and openly subversive to a conservative status quo: the irreverent nose-thumbing of MAD magazine, for example, fit the bill. The layeredness and genteel ironies of Pogo—its celebration of contemplative, “horizontal heroes,” as one critic put it—made Kelly’s satire seem old-fashioned (Berry 196). Moreover, his clubby, old-boy-network style of dealing with cultural guardians, editors, and colleagues was a mismatch with the times; it seemed stuffy and bourgeois in comparison to a new wave of folk heroes like Bob Dylan, the Smothers Brothers, John Lennon, or Jules Feiffer.

Despite this loss of cultural significance, Pogo can be seen as a pioneering text of the countercultural movement, and Kelly as a satirist who inspired or opened doors for other left-leaning dissenters such as Mort Sahl, the Smothers Brothers or the cartoonists of the underground comix movement. And within the field of comic strips, Kelly still influences subsequent generations of creators determined to realize the medium’s full potential. Indeed, he set a standard of greatness in several aspects of the field’s history: auteur-like courage and independence; aesthetic complexity and polish; narrative richness and verbal inventiveness; resonant character construction; and satiric integrity. Other iconoclastic cartoonists who benefited from his pioneering efforts and example include Garry Trudeau, Berke Breathed, Nicole Hollander (Sylvia), Bill Watterson, Lynn Johnston, Aaron McGruder, and many other figures in the alternative press such as Jules Feiffer, Tom Tomorrow (This Modern World), and Matt Groening (Life in Hell).

Kelly’s firsthand familiarity with other popular comic mediums (animation, comic books, vaudeville, blackface, political cartooning, etc.) and love for works of “high” literary comedy (Twain, Carroll, and Dickens) also expanded notions of what a comic strip could be. Rather than simply a series of frames featuring a throwaway gag, a strip could feature a novelistically complex, allegorical world that includes parody, folklore, visual and verbal slapstick, cosmic philosophizing, and topical satire. A cross-fertilization of those mediums and influences occurred in Kelly’s work in other words—expanding the visual, comedic, and satiric vocabulary of the funnies page.

Finally, Kelly effectively communicated a vision of the cultural importance and potential of the comics page that can stand as an ongoing challenge or inspiration to creators and mediators in the field. He stated:

A good many editors still believe that the comics page is the playpen of the newspaper, or a sort of inert baby sitter for the brain, whereas it could be just the reverse. It could be the most stimulating section of the paper. (Kelly, Ten Ever-Lovin’ Blue-Eyed Years with Pogo, 135)

The idea that the comics page can be both intellectually stimulating and entertaining is especially significant at this cultural moment as the comics industry struggles with shifting media paradigms and a declining readership. Some syndicates and newspapers have responded to these shifts with a greater variety of voices and modes of representation on the comics page, but the funnies are still generally far removed from Kelly’s vision of their being the most stimulating part of the paper (or the Internet, as syndicates are only tentatively taking advantage of new modes of distribution and formatting). This lack of dynamism within the field is due, of course, to the chronic constraints placed on the medium: claustrophobic dimensions, superficial popularity polls, and draconian rules about appropriate content. Combined, these strictures have largely succeeded in eliminating what might energize and attract new readers: sophisticated verbal irony, complex art and narratives, and topical satire.

Immersing ourselves in Kelly’s work and vision thus reveals that the present state of the comics is not natural or inevitable. Indeed, Kelly inspires us as an artist who defied the culture’s low expectations of the medium, who navigated his way through oppressive mediations, syncretically fused cultural traditions, and operated as both a comedian and cultural critic. Perhaps this study of Kelly’s career—that explores both his great achievements and significant missteps—will provide some direction and inspiration to cartoonists and editors interested in once again making comic strips and the funnies page a viable and resonant medium in the cultural landscape. In addition, perhaps it can inspire artists and satirists working in other fields or cultural frames in which oppressive political, institutional, or social strictures exist. They may benefit from following Kelly’s model of creating a popular text grounded in a resonant folk tradition, that retains its sharpness and integrity in the face of intense mediations, and that effectively communicates its potent criticisms through allegorically layered satire.

Chapter Summaries

The first chapter discusses Kelly’s biography and the general arc of his career. Beginning with his colorful lower-middle-class upbringing in the 1920s in Bridgeport, Connecticut, it charts the building of his political worldview and comedic sensibility through family, school, and work experiences; it also highlights his early entry into the world of journalism. His first real job beyond his home-town—with the Disney Corporation—is given special attention as it was there he developed some of his core aesthetic and narrative sensibilities. The next stage of his career, in comic-booking, is fascinating as well, because it was there Kelly introduced an iteration of Pogo—a fairly traditional trickster tale setting in which a young black boy, Bumbazine, also featured prominently.

Kelly’s job with the New York Star in 1948 is also explored in some detail, as it helped him to solidify his political convictions and conception of himself as a cultural critic and political cartoonist. He also launched the comic strip version of Pogo while working for the Star. After the dissolution of that newspaper, Kelly entered into the world of comic strip syndication and experienced a rapid rise to popularity and cultural significance. A number of strips and storylines from the height of his career—from 1952 to 1965—are featured, highlighting especially controversial episodes. Discussions of other aspects of Kelly’s career in the 1950s—college tours, work for the National Cartoonists Society, and interaction with family and friends—are also included in order to give a complete portrait of his life. Finally, the chapter charts Pogo’s gradual decline in popularity and cultural importance in the changing social and political climate of the late 1960s.

In the second chapter I explore the most apparent keys to Kelly’s success as a cartoonist: the resonant setting, lively comedy, and engaging satire of Pogo. To begin, the narrative functions and cultural meanings of Kelly’s setting—the swamplands of Southern Georgia—are explored by looking to the philosophy that undergirds the settings of both trickster tales and pastoral comedies—two major paradigms that intersected in Kelly’s work. In addition, the appealing symbolism of a frontier backwater is explored in relation to anxieties that coursed through a mid-century, suburbanized and corporatized, mainstream reading audience.

Secondly, I discuss in this chapter how Pogo works as comedy and satire, first by connecting the comedic elements of the strip to established comedy traditions in other entertainment fields, which include narrative conventions, dialogue, verbal jokes, slapstick gags, and character construction. Then, while conventional treatments of Kelly’s work fixate on the strip’s topicality as the “serious” matter that lifts his work to greatness (distancing it from its home medium) and compensates for the seemingly gratuitous wordplay and cute aesthetics that otherwise dominate the strip—I make the point, in contrast, that the “silly” matter in the strip is an integral part of the satire. Specifically, the relentless wordplay and dynamic aesthetics have carnivalesque and deconstructive qualities that both reinforce Kelly’s topical attacks as well as articulate a larger cosmic critique of dogmatism, hierarchies, and scapegoating. The comedy and satire of Kelly’s work, in other words, are inextricably intertwined—and the lowbrow status of his medium, moreover, is ultimately a key factor in Kelly’s power and significance as a cultural critic.

In the third chapter I cover Kelly’s negotiations with the commercial and institutional mechanisms that undergirded and sometimes shaped his art and satire. This discussion includes an analysis of how different mediums—with their accompanying industry pressures and genre conventions—allowed Kelly to engage in different kinds of art and satire—at times limiting, and at others expanding, his array of tools and methods. In particular, I look at how the commercial and institutional limitations of several related fields—animation, political cartooning, and comic books—compare to those of comic strips. The fact that Kelly worked in each of these fields, eventually became a strong critic of one (comic books), and emerged as the industry representative of the final one (comic strips), gives this analysis a greater significance and complexity.

In this chapter I also explore Kelly’s work as a businessman—an aspect of his career that may seem, at first glance, to be less interesting or critical than the art or satire of Pogo. I make a case, however, that the auteur-like independence Kelly achieved and practiced through negotiations with his syndicates, struggles with newspaper editors, and collaborations with fans, was simply another facet of his success as a great satirist. That clout was a precondition, in fact, to his ability to construct such a distinctive aesthetic and consistently sharp political vision in Pogo.

And so attention is paid to several facets of Kelly’s work as a businessman: his forward-looking approach to contracts and advocation of a variety of other artists’ rights; his methods of self-promotion, both resisting and sometimes pragmatically compromising with newspaper and syndicate editors; and his work behind the scenes of the industry as member and president of the National Cartoonists Society. This last facet of Kelly’s business life—his engagement with the NCS—is especially interesting because this organization was so backward in its professional and political vision during Kelly’s tenure. Indeed, it was largely an old boys’ “chowder club” in the 1950s with generally sexist and self-serving practices. Surprisingly, Kelly’s work in the organization was not always as a progressive as one would expect (given his forward-thinking vision for the funnies page); at times Kelly was simply content to reinforce the conservative status quo. An attempt is made to explain this seeming disconnect or contradiction in light of Kelly’s working class background, early work experiences, and devotion to an overarching ethic of “professionalism.” Nevertheless, Kelly’s work and vision as a business-minded cartoonist can be seen as progressive, creating standards and ideals that have inspired many of today’s cartooning sateurs.

In the fourth chapter, I explore one of the more complex and controversial aspects of Kelly’s career: representations of black identity in his work, and the influence of African American folk forms and dialect in his comedy and satire. While in the mature version of Pogo—with its generalized animal allegory and playfully ambiguous dialects—Kelly seemed to have erased all specific markers of race and ethnicity from its visual contents, the satiric discourses of the strip were still grounded in comedic types and conventions that grew out of early twentieth-century ethnic comedy, and one could still trace the general spirit, character dynamics, and setting to their earlier functions and resonance in the African American folk forms and vernacular speech (as filtered through popular culture) that Kelly so admired. For example, the influence of vaudevillian blackface, in all of its conflicted comedic complexity, can be identified in Kelly’s mature work; and the setting and character dynamics of Pogo were born out of African American trickster tale conventions (as filtered through Joel Chandler Harris and Mark Twain).

In addition, the inventive dialect of the mature strip has its roots in the deconstructive powers of black dialect and oral comedic discourse. This chapter explores these issues of representation and cultural fusion by tracing Kelly’s lifelong fascination with black cultural forms; by charting his cartoon representations of blackness from Disney days, through his comic book years, and up into the mature comic strip; by tracing the evolving use of trickster tale conventions in his comedy and satire; and by appraising his treatment of these issues in contrast to similar borrowers of black comedic forms such as Joel Chandler Harris and Mark Twain. The concept of poplore and syncretism—the melding of existing forms and traditions to create a cultural product both unique and progressive—is used as a criteria for judging Kelly’s sensitivity and success in channeling these images and forms.

The fifth chapter explores Kelly’s accomplishments as one of the best artists to ever work in the field of comic strips. First, the origins of Kelly’s aesthetic sensibility are explored, tracing the look and structure of Pogo back to his training as an animator at Disney, to his work as a comic book artist, and to his tenure as a political cartoonist at the New York Star. The influence of his animation training is given special attention because so many of the cinematic and character-building effects of animation are on display in Pogo, setting it apart from more statically constructed comic strips. Then the different facets of Pogo’s aesthetics are discussed, which include composition, line/brushwork, character construction and movement, caricatures, typefaces/lettering, and panel construction. Finally, I explore how Kelly’s complex and cutely Disneyesque style eventually began to feel disconnected from the cultural spirit of the 1960s, ultimately becoming overshadowed by emerging styles in animation and comic strips more minimalistic and geometrically stylized in look and spirit.

In the sixth and final chapter I consider Kelly’s significance as a poplorist who borrowed and channeled many of the conventions and political energies of traditional folk forms. Building upon the earlier explorations of the folk origins of Kelly’s work—in African American trickster tales and black dialect—I turn the focus to other aspects of Kelly’s poplore such as the dialogical nature of his comedy and satire, and the collaborative call and response relationships he developed with his readers. Archival data drawn from fan letters, college newspapers, and correspondence helps to support these discussions. I explore, as well, the carnivalesque aspects of Kelly’s college rallies—using that paradigm to revisit and interpret more closely the Harvard rally described in the opening pages of this introduction. The chapter concludes with comparisons between Kelly and mid-century folk revivalists and poplorists working in other fields such as Pete Seeger, Bob Dylan, Lenny Bruce, Mort Sahl, and Al Capp. The comparison between Capp and Kelly proves to be especially effective at highlighting both Kelly’s occasional failures to fully exercise the clout and independence of a principled auteur, as well as his enormous success at becoming one of the most important satirists and social critics of the mid-twentieth century.


CHAPTER 1
Walt Kelly’s Biography and a General History of Pogo

Walt Kelly lived much of his adult life in the public spotlight, reveling in his celebrity as a premier cartoonist and satirist of the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, one can easily follow the trail of his whirlwind professional career as he appeared on talk shows, rubbed shoulders with politicians and movie stars, traveled the world as a pundit, toured college campuses, and performed chalk-talks or roasts that resembled vaudevillian stand-up routines. It is more difficult, however, to document his childhood and young adult years for two reasons. First, Kelly was self-effacing about his significance as a cultural figure worthy of a biography or academic study. Like many of his pre-1960s cartooning peers, he saw himself as a working class newspaperman who had succeeded in a generally underappreciated field through sheer hard work and luck. When an academic approached him in 1959 with a proposal to write a book similar to this one, Kelly articulated this modest view of himself as he gently but firmly declined to participate at any level:

[As] much as I hate to discourage you, the project you propose staggers my imagination. In all truth, you must realize that what you have in mind is a dissection of Kelly from age two months on. A person such as I is elusive, cranky, impatient with talk about himself and thoroughly unreliable. Your idea suggests much too irksome involvement for me and too little reward for you. My education and training has been completely informal and I am afraid has not prepared me for the other end of this particular saw. Sorry. (Kelly “Letter from Feb. 2, 1959”)

The second challenge in documenting Kelly’s early life is also indicated in this letter: he was “elusive” and “unreliable” when describing his upbringing. Irritated, perhaps, with the serious, self-aggrandizing tone of most memoirs, Kelly chose to write autobiographical sketches featuring silly exaggeration and self-mocking comedy. For example, referring to his high school accomplishments, Kelly claimed that he was “the only man in the Senior Class who could take apart a ukulele blindfolded. No useful purpose has ever been discovered for blindfolding a ukulele (they are not skittish like horses), but the information is there—so we set it down” (“The Land of the Elephant Squash,” 49). In other passages Kelly may have included a few small bits of fact among the silliness—as with this passage on the childhood traumas he endured: “He had survived fire (fell into the coal scuttle with a jack-o-lantern in 1919), flood (homemade boat struck swimming duck and splintered, 1923), starvation (lost the lunch on a fishing expedition with father, 1924), savage beasts (rabid rabbit shot to death on other side of town, 1924), disease and pestilence (Chicken Pox and Mumps, 1918), and education (6 years of grammar school)” (Kelly, “Autobiography,” 9).

Despite this irrepressible silliness, one can still cull certain vivid information about his upbringing from facetious memoirs and other contemporary sources. It is clear, for example, he was of Scotch-Irish-English-French-Austrian descent and that he was born in Philadelphia in 1913, and named Walter Crawford Kelly, Jr. He had one sister, and his parents—Walter Crawford and Genevieve MacAnulla Kelly—raised him in a relatively happy, if somewhat impoverished household. What his parents lacked in money, they made up in creativity and encouragement. For example, his father—a scene painter for a time with theatrical production companies in Bridgeport, Connecticut—taught his son how to draw and encouraged him in his “rainy day” daydreaming of someday becoming a rich cartoonist (“Walt Kelly Exhibition Guide,” 1). He also instilled in Kelly a love of African American trickster tales and playful dialects (which would become elements of his mature work as a professional cartoonist) by performing Uncle Remus stories for his children in what was euphemistically described as “fun talk”—the exaggerated black vernacular so popular in regionalist humor and vaudeville in the early decades of the twentieth century (Beiman, “Walt and Selby Kelly,” 29).

Kelly may have also gravitated toward the solitary craft of cartooning in his early years as a result of severe childhood illnesses that kept him at home, convalescing, for long periods of time. As a small boy, he suffered from a debilitating paralysis to his left side and later struggled with acute articular rheumatism and rheumatic fever—illnesses that permanently damaged his heart and kept him out of military service as a young adult (Horn 41; Marschall, America’s Great 257). Serious illnesses, in fact, would haunt him throughout his life, with chronic heart problems slowing down his whirlwind schedule at the height of his career, and complications from diabetes overshadowing his final days. The fact that Kelly drew so little attention to these real ailments over the years—choosing instead to joke about fake traumas or everyday mumps and measles—highlights his unsentimental, self-effacing character.

Bridgeport, Connecticut, Kelly’s childhood home, played a profound role in shaping his politics, worldview, and satiric methods. In the 1920s Bridgeport was a busy industrial town with an active seaport, weapons industry, and other manufacturing plants; as a result, it attracted many working class, immigrant families, eager for the steady jobs. Kelly recalled:

The First World War brought to Bridgeport many strangers to work in the factories. The people later settled there, along with the Kellys, and we found ourselves living cheek by jowl with the Dzumaties, the Slaernos, the McKedricks, the Kilroys, the Luchtenbergs, the DeFeos, the Zadoffs, the Colemans, the Duffys, the Vander Kruiks, the Klespers, the Zizmans, the Ostrofskys, the Kekacs, the Grietches, the Seresins, the Varjabedians, the Marchands, the Budas, and many more. We children learned more unusual phrases in foreign tongues by the time we were ten than most world travelers learn in a lifetime. (Marschall, “Walt Kelly Remembers,” 8A)

In this case Kelly is not exaggerating the multicultural nature of the city. In the early twentieth century the town had “seven different newspapers published in Italian, three in Hungarian, and one each in German, Yiddish, and Slovak;” one observer noted that “Bridgeport has so many ethnic groups that the joke in Boston was, ‘They don’t speak English there’” (Grimaldi 43, 31). While these immigrant groups were patriotic and grateful for their opportunities (committing themselves to home-front war efforts in the 1910s), they were adamant about their rights in the face of poor working and living conditions. As a result, Bridgeport became known as site for union organizing and labor unrest; in the summer of 1915, for example, over one hundred strikes swept through the city (Grimaldi 40).

Kelly later celebrated the politicized, multicultural mix of his hometown as a seedbed for a brand of “natural” liberalism—a community of colorful dialects, casual tolerance, and working class solidarity. As a successful adult, Kelly explained that

Bridgeport was a good place to be brought up. We neither preached nor practiced tolerance; we were just too ignorant to know there was anything to tolerate. Miss Blackham [his grade school teacher] never tried to harness compassion, as I see political parties doing. She just used it, constantly, casually, and some of it rubbed off … Bridgeport … was more flower pot than melting pot, more by-way than highway, maybe even more end than beginning. (Kelly, Ten Ever-Lovin 6)

As a teenager, Kelly relished the opportunities Bridgeport provided to develop various talents and shine on a public stage. Friends remember him as a tall lanky kid (a “stringbean”) who was polite, eager to please, and smart (graduating from high school before his seventeenth birthday). His family were active Methodists and he was highly involved in the local church’s youth program; friends from the group remember he had a “flair for the dramatic” and often spearheaded the production of variety shows (Anderson 69; Crouch, “Ray Dirgo,” 70). At Bridgeport’s Warren Harding High School, Kelly also participated in glee club, theater, and blackface performances (a practice surprisingly common in the 1920s) (Thompson, “Returning to Our Gang,” 4). This appetite for the stage would persist throughout Kelly’s adult life; indeed, as an animator and professional cartoonist he relished any opportunities to perform in roasts, chalk-talks, impromptu musical jams, or amateur vaudeville-style productions. The characters in Pogo too would reflect Kelly’s love of theater, as they enthusiastically put on their own dramatic productions, musicals, and spontaneous concerts.

Kelly’s avid social involvement in high school went beyond the theater department; he also worked on the yearbook staff and was a reporter and cartoonist for the school newspaper—serving for a time as a teenage correspondent on sports and school news for the city’s big paper, the Bridgeport Post (Crouch, “Early Kelly,” 157; Crouch, “Walt Kelly in High School,” 65). During these years Kelly avidly pursued his childhood dream of becoming a famous cartoonist like his idol, Bud Fisher (Mutt and Jeff). He spent numerous hours perfecting his cartoon craft—working hard, for example, at mastering the block lettering featured in comic strips in those decades (Crouch, “Ray Dirgo,” 70). The Post rewarded his talent and determination, eventually hiring him as a crime reporter after he graduated in 1930 from high school; given the small scale of the paper, he was also able to become a one-man art department, doing spot illustrations and editorial cartoons. One of his more interesting pieces published in the Post during this time was a fairly elaborate comic history of P. T. Barnum, another famous figure to emerge from Bridgeport (Crouch, “Early Kelly,” 157).

Kelly was so enamored with newspapering during these teen and young adult years that he recalls having “printer’s ink” in his blood—a “condition that so affected his veins that friends called him Zebra Kelly” (Kelly, “Promotional Material,” 1). This general devotion to journalism would become an ongoing theme in Kelly’s life; as an adult he constructed and nurtured a persona as a “newspaperman of the old school” who relished the “stereotypical cigar-chomping, saloon-haunting, deadline-crunching” life of the reporter (Chute 1; Marschall, America’s Great 257). Even after the monumental success of his strip in the mid-1950s, he still half-jokingly asserted about himself (in the third person), “Were he truly deep he’d be an editorial man, winning Pulitzer Prizes, fame, and the favors of politically-awakened females” (Kelly, “Promotional” 24). In sum, those journalistic aspirations—and that newspaperman’s identity—shaped his politics, comedy, and methods in significant ways, steering him toward a brand of topical satire that combined the crafts of both pundit and cartoonist.

Lack of familial resources prevented Kelly from going to college, so he tried a number of odd jobs in the years following high school (Kelly, “Letter to Donald Clarke,” 1). In 1930, before landing the job at the Post, he worked briefly at an art store (“most of which time was spent hunting rats in the cellar”), and then as a sign painter and floor sweeper at a local factory that made ladies’ underwear (Kelly, “Autobiography,” 9; Kelly “The Land of the Elephant Squash,” 141). Given Kelly’s track record for exaggerating his biography with funny details or asides, the information about the items produced by this factory could be suspect, but it does make for a funny image, with one imagining Kelly working on large paintings that might have featured a woman’s girdle or some other awkward undergarment. After the newspaper job, he worked as an investigator for the Bridgeport Welfare Department—another job title that begs for greater detail. Finally, in 1934, he moved to New York City in an attempt to break into the field of professional illustration.

This ill-fated excursion to New York was in 1934, at the height of the Great Depression, and Kelly must have been daunted by the challenge of starting a career with only a high school education and a smattering of on-the job training in newspaper illustration. He does not go into great detail about why or how he failed at establishing himself in New York, but it is clear that a lack of serious training and general naïveté conspired against him. For example, he reported in an unpublished autobiographical sketch that he succeeded in selling only one illustration to a magazine titled “Old St. Nicholas”—a periodical that unfortunately went under after Kelly’s work was published (he feared that there was a connection). About the quality of this lone published piece, Kelly simply stated, “It was to laugh” (Kelly, “Unpublished Autobiographical Sketch,” 3). The only other paying work he was able to secure was in window painting—a notoriously rough and tumble field of working class art. He described one disastrous department store job in which he was duped by an opportunistic and unethical employer: the man falsely claimed that Kelly painted a Santa on the wrong window in order to get him to paint it a second time on another window with no extra pay. Kelly had no choice but to comply, but he had the satisfaction of leaving the head off of one of the Santas, thus forcing the store owner to hire a less capable artist to complete the head in a “sickly” fashion (Ibid. 4). Kelly reported that this window-painting fiasco had a big impact on his worldview, cementing his disillusionment with the big city and burying his dreams of becoming a wealthy illustrator. The fact that Kelly’s later satire would celebrate pastoral life, far from the corruptions of big city politics and business, suggests how deeply he may have been traumatized by some of these early encounters with the competition and corruption of a cosmopolitan world.

Kelly at Disney

Kelly’s first big professional break came in 1935 when he took a train to California and secured a job working for the Disney Corporation. The circumstances that brought him to Disney were unusual: his initial motivation for heading west was to pursue a girl with whom he had fallen in love in high school choir; her name was Helen DeLacy and she had moved to California to take a job with the National Girl Scout organization. According to Bill Crouch Jr. (one of the most avid collectors and organizers of Kelly’s papers and work), Helen wanted to shake off Kelly’s attentions because she felt that his age—several years her junior—made him an unsuitable match (Andrae and Blum 131). Kelly’s persistence in following her across the country apparently paid off, nevertheless, since the two were married in September 1937. Because Kelly would later divorce Helen and remarry twice, his autobiographical writings tend to gloss over his early years with Helen. One can discern, nevertheless, that they had an awkward home arrangement in California, with Kelly working in Hollywood and Helen working in Oakland. They did not have their first child until 1942, a year after returning from California to Bridgeport.

Once in California, Kelly was eager to find a “real job” with which to begin a marriage and family, so he sought and found work with the Disney studios—a thriving company that was considered the “WPA of the cartooning world” during the Depression (Andrae and Blum 131). According to Kelly, this meant that “anybody who owned his own pencil and could get to the studio, clothed and in his right mind would be given a ‘tryout’” (Kelly, “Unpublished Autobiographical Sketch,” 5). Kelly’s talents and experience far surpassed that threshold, of course, but like many of his fellow aspiring animators, he lacked a complete liberal arts education. Walt Disney, who insisted that his animators achieve unusual levels of quality and realism in their work, remedied this situation by setting up in-house programs that would expose his employees to classical literature, art history, and various cultural traditions. These courses may have been more superficial than those found at traditional liberal arts colleges, but Kelly appreciated the opportunity, asserting that Disney “truly offered a free academy to young American artists for the first time … [I think] he deserves a plaque for that despite parts of Fantasia” (Ibid. 7). Later in his career Kelly communicated that gratitude directly to Disney, stating that “… I, for one, have long appreciated the sort of training and atmosphere that you set up back there in the thirties. There were drawbacks as there are to everything, but it was an astounding experiment and experience as I look back on it. Certainly it was the only education I ever received …” (Barrier). The fact that Kelly’s later work would become so densely literate and full of parodies and allusions to great authors such as Mark Twain, Lewis Carroll, and Charles Dickens suggests how well-read he had become as an adult—through both his own efforts and this liberal arts training at Disney.

Kelly originally sold himself as a gag and story man at Disney, and was thus assigned to the storyboard department. He worked here for several years on a series of short pieces that were never produced. It is not clear why his work was passed over, but in 1937 he was transferred over to the animation division. Here Kelly excelled at creating clever visual gags, but struggled with the “inbetweening” assigned to junior animators. “In-betweening” required that he refer to model sheets (the template of how a character should look and move in various situations) in order to imitate the style of the senior animators, and generally make the figures move fluidly. Almost invariably his work would be sent back by the directors and senior animators with a note attached, saying, “Have Kelly clean these up and make sure they follow the model sheet” (Andrae and Blum 135). Kelly’s professional struggles at Disney may have been due, in part, to a lack of ability, but it probably had as much to do with his independent disposition. Kelly disliked the conformity of this workplace and the monotony of the tasks assigned to him. Eager to put his own personal stamp on his drawings, he would often change the look of characters to fit his personal style and comic sensibility.

In a company that emphasized conformity and toeing the line, Kelly was also somewhat of a maverick in the clothing he wore and they way he acted. While others dressed down for the California weather, Kelly wore three-piece suits and bow ties. The formality of his outward appearance belied a trickster’s heart, however. He quickly gained a reputation as one of the biggest practical jokers in the company. For example, he and several other artists such as Fred Moore and Ward Kimball entertained themselves by messing with the lunches and desks of more stuffy colleagues and by passing around satiric sketches of daily events and the general workings of the company. Kelly was especially admired for his ability to draw these gags quickly and accurately, creating devastating caricatures of his peers (Kimball 9). This group would also play impromptu games of touch football in the hallway, meet in the men’s restroom for tin whistle jam sessions, and aggravate colleagues with amateur renditions of old-time blackface songs. The joviality would persist beyond the workday as they headed off to local bars to drink, joke, and grouse about their working conditions (Andrae and Blum 132–138).

Although Kelly never fully adjusted to the corporate climate at Disney and failed to master some of the technical tasks of animation, his friendship with senior artists such as Kimball and Moore earned him a place in their ranks. Officially, he was Fred Moore’s assistant, but his humor and general talent at creating fluid, dynamic drawings allowed him to make a significant contribution in The Reluctant Dragon, Fantasia, Pinocchio, Dumbo, and several Mickey Mouse shorts. In light of the subsequent arc of his career, Kelly’s most significant piece of work in this body is perhaps his work in Dumbo. In this film, Kelly collaborated with another artist on executing the infamous musical scene in which the crows speak and sing in an exaggerated African American hipster dialect. Given the combination of Disney’s poor track record with ethnic stereotypes at mid-century (think of Uncle Remus in Song of the South and the Native Americans in Peter Pan), and the growing discomfort among critics and audiences for ethnicainfused comedy in post World War II culture, it is no wonder that this Dumbo bit has been disparaged in some circles as another instance of jokey, insensitive racism in pre–Civil Rights popular culture.

In chapter four I delve deeply into issues of black identity and cultural borrowings in Kelly’s work, both complicating and challenging charges of racism in the Dumbo scene and other ethnically charged work. At this point, however, it is sufficient to point out that Kelly approached black cultural forms and identities while at Disney, and in subsequent years, with a complex mix of condescension and sincere admiration. During his post-Disney years as a comic book artist, Kelly continued to feature black characters and forms prominently in his art. But then in the mid-1940s, facing pressure to eliminate the most ethnically charged aspects of his work, he moved away from explicit representations of black identity, language, and culture. Nevertheless, traces of trickster tale themes, characters, and dialect—as well as blackface tropes—persisted in allegorical form in the mature version of Kelly’s comic strip. One is generally inclined to forgive Kelly’s missteps in these borrowings for several reasons: the ultimately syncretic originality of his mature strip; his left-leaning politics, which advocated tolerance for racial and ideological heterogeneity; and a career-long championing of African American rights in his satire and commentary (he deplored, for example, any mistreatment or derogatory comments directed toward blacks, and in the late 1950s and early 1960s, he was one of the few mainstream cartoonists who spoke out in public and in his satire in favor of desegregation, interracial hospitals, and civil rights) (Kercher 61).

Kelly’s ambivalent relationship with the Disney studio came to a point of crisis in 1941 when the junior animators went on strike. The causes of the strike ran deep into the company’s history, stemming from old grievances such as the illegal firing of union organizers, a lack of screen credits for animators, arbitrary bonuses, and the bilking of overtime pay for junior artists who had worked on Snow White (Sito 1). The final triggers, however, were related to financial pressures created within the company as a result of World War II. The closing of foreign movie markets in the face of war in 1941 severely hurt the Disney studio. In an effort to avoid financial disaster, Walt Disney decided to reduce the already low pay many of the animators received and asked his employees to work overtime without extra pay. For senior animators this hardship was manageable since they earned substantially more than their juniors (close to $25,000 a year), but for the men and women who worked in the “sweatshops,” animating backgrounds for $100 a week, this belt-tightening was too much to ask (Andrae and Blum 131). Several junior animators called for a strike, and the company employees divided over the issue between those on Walt Disney’s side (most of the higher-paid workers) and the strikers’ side (all the lower-paid employees).

As a junior animator earning wages similar to the strikers, Kelly was put in an awkward situation; his sympathies were with his disgruntled peers, but most of his friends were in the non-striking, upper-level hierarchy. Kelly was also concerned about the prospect of financial ruin for his fledgling family. His maverick nature, his need to be his own boss, and his love of the newspaper business may have eventually pushed him away from Disney, but the dilemma surrounding the strike helped him to make an early departure. In order to avoid committing to one side or the other, he initially took a leave of absence, citing a family illness as justification; several months later, he simply resigned and headed back East. In a move that would have probably made him unpopular with the strikers, Kelly secretly crossed the picket lines before he left to meet with Walt Disney himself; in this interview he apparently secured work on the East Coast with the Dell Western publishing company—an organization not directly a part of the Disney corporation, but affiliated through a series of Disney comic books (Andrae and Blum 131). That secret meeting with Disney is especially intriguing to imagine considering the radically different political paths each man followed in subsequent years: Disney aligning himself with the anti-Communist paranoia of the early 1950s, testifying against the animators’ union leaders and other alleged Hollywood “subversives,” and Kelly, on the other side, emerging as one of the few satirists willing to publicly challenge McCarthy and the general witch-hunting hysteria of those same years.

Kelly’s Work in Comic Books

Kelly’s official explanation for why he left Disney was much more evasive and jokey than the real story, of course. He stated that after a public showing of the Disney short on which he worked—“Baby Weems,” a strange, half-live action, cheaply animated work starring Robert Benchley—he wandered away from Disney in shame and “showed up on the Mojave Desert trudging east.” He continued to summarize the next eight years of his career in one flippant sentence: “He got a job doing comic books, fooled around with the Foreign Language Unit of the Army during the war, illustrating grunts and groans, and made friends in the newspaper publishing business” (Kelly, “Autobiography,” 9).

In keeping with his other autobiographical sketches, Kelly elides over his personal difficulties during these years. Without the steadiness of a Disney paycheck, finances were often tight, and he and Helen had to move often. Biographers such as Kalman Goldstein have speculated that these financial struggles gave Kelly a special sensitivity to the challenges people face, and that he later translated much of this empathy into his generous humor and satire (Goldstein 91). Perhaps Kelly’s sometimes excessive enjoyment of the trappings and privileges of success at the height of his career can also be explained, in part, by his years spent as a struggling, freelance comic book artist.

Financial stress certainly forced him to be prolific in the 1940s. He worked on a number of different comic book stories for Dell, including Disney features, Raggedy Ann and Andy, Uncle Wiggily Animal Comics, Our Gang, Roald Dahl’s Gremlins, and Santa Claus Funnies. He also illustrated cereal boxes, children’s books, performed on children’s records, and did freelance illustration work for the U.S. Army Education Branch, contributing drawings to foreign language guides. Kelly later pointed to that government work as a significant exposure to the complexities and beauty of both foreign tongues and regional American dialects. He stated that during that period of his career he became especially fond of Southern vernaculars—those of Georgia in particular—and thus chose to feature the voices of that region in the mature, comic strip version of Pogo. Given his earlier engagement with black vernacular through Joel Chandler Harris and blackface entertainment, this story of first encountering and falling in love with a generic “Georgia” dialect seems slightly disingenuous—a pat story that attempts to vaguely deracialize those earlier influences.

Kelly’s most significant work at Dell were the Our Gang adaptations and the Animal Comics series that featured early versions of the characters from Pogo. In sharp contrast to the factory-like production of many mainstream, mid-century comic books, Kelly was essentially a one-man production unit, both writing and illustrating these tales. This working method allows one to read these texts as almost complete expressions of Kelly’s comic sensibility and to identify traces of his mature work in their developmental stages. For example, while the Our Gang series borrowed its foundational characters and dynamics from the popular film series, Kelly still infused the comic series with qualities that would also be prominent in Pogo: wordplay, ensemble comedy, farcical plotting, and chronic miscommunication. The good-hearted kids vs. corrupt adults dynamic of these stories also anticipated common plot devices in Pogo in which conniving outsiders were pitted against the naïve and heroic folk of the swamp.

The Animal Comics series can be seen as a more obvious precursor to Kelly’s strip work since it featured early versions of Kelly’s most famous characters, Pogo and Albert. Tracing the series through the 1940s, one can observe how these characters developed and were refined both aesthetically and comedically. Most significantly, the early stories featured trickster tale dynamics and dialects that seemed derivative and two dimensional, while later installments showed traces of Kelly’s true genius and originality: a melding of those trickster tales with topical satire, pastoral motifs, Freudian codings, and existential philosophizing. In terms of aesthetics, Kelly learned to move away from literal caricatures of animal types toward anthropomorphic and stylized drawings that made his characters more emotionally appealing. The same progression can also be seen in the Our Gang comics, as Kelly gradually abandoned efforts to create exacting and complicated caricatures of the original child film stars, and moved toward simplified, iconic drawings that were more dynamic and visually potent.

One reason that Kelly’s later comic strip version of Pogo gained popularity so quickly in the early 1950s was that Kelly had been able to refine his drawing methods and comedic sensibility for over fifteen years—first as an animator at Disney, and then as a freelance comic book artist. This long apprenticeship in cartooning obviously gave him time to improve his storytelling and drawing abilities, but it also allowed him to excise gradually those parts of his comedy that were derivative or two dimensional. In other words, over time he was able to quietly abandon many embarrassing and clichéd missteps from his early work such as unthinking racist caricatures, predictable gags, and tired Uncle Remusstyle dialects.

If Kelly had persisted in the comic book field, his career would have been little more than a footnote in the history of cartooning. There were the borrowed aspects to his work that made it somewhat forgettable, but there was also the relative obscurity associated with working on unflashy children’s titles. Indeed, although children’s titles sold well (Dell moved over twenty five million comic books a month) they were not given much respect by either fans or critics of the medium. The genres of comic books that received the most attention during these years were the more adult—and often lurid—crime, war, horror, sci-fi, and romance genres. Even superhero comics, which were then experiencing a fallow period between their golden and silver ages, had a higher profile among fans than little kids’ tales at this time. Perhaps exaggerating generously, Kelly made jokes, later, about the tepid response his comic book work received from children. He related one particularly disheartening interview with a small boy who gave a frank, critical assessment of the Animal Comics series: “That comic book didn’t have no action in it. Nobody shot nobody. It was full of mice in red and blue pants. It stunk” (Becker 351).

Beyond serving as a bit of funny self-deprecation, this anecdote also effectively communicated aspects of Kelly’s core ethic as a cartoonist: he preferred gentle storytelling, slapstick comedy, and cerebral satire over entertainment featuring violence, sexual themes, and punishing humor. At the height of his career these preferences graduated into quasi-political action: he aligned himself in the mid-1950s with critics opposed to the morally subversive content of horror and crime comics, and acted as a spokesman for a media council that educated parents on the dangers of too much television watching among children. While there seem to be traces of traditional moral conservatism and even prudishness in these stances, they have more to do with Kelly’s general devotion to progressive politics (shaping solid citizens through responsible entertainment), journalistic professionalism (texts should be thoroughly edited, properly geared to their appropriate audience), and his dedication to creating popular culture that was of high—almost literary—quality. The tag of being a reactionary prude does not fit, moreover, as one examines Kelly’s rambunctious personal life, or considers his vision of the comics page as a challenging medium that can showcase satire, complex comedy, and elaborate storytelling.

Kelly at the New York Star

In 1948 Kelly returned to his first love, journalism. He was hired by the New York Star, an experimental paper that grew out of the famed “ad-less, leftish” paper, PM, that had run from 1940 to 1948, and was the original home of Crockett Johnson’s innovative comic strip, Barnaby (Crouch, “What do you know,” 10). Kelly was hired to work as an art director, spot artist, designer, adman, political cartoonist, and later, a comic strip artist. A lot of this labor resulted in forgettable works of art, but some of Kelly’s political cartoons during this period, such as his depiction of Thomas E. Dewey as a living robot, were excellent and were reprinted nationally, creating a minor political splash (Marschall, America’s Great, 261).

Kelly’s politics were already well left of center before coming to the Star. Factors pushing Kelly in this direction included his less-than-affluent upbringing in working class, multiethnic Bridgeport where his family supported a Socialist candidate for mayor; an affinity for the writings of Lincoln Steffens, a muckraker who had explored the corruption of urban governments in The Shame of the Cites; and an embrace of New Deal principles when it “dawned” on him that the “old conservatism, the old Horatio Alger formula, was not operative any longer” (Kercher 60). While creating political cartoons for the Star, Kelly was able to refine further his political vision, pondering complex issues such as the formation of Israel, the presidential race between Dewey and Truman, and various labor disputes. In a foreshadowing of his later opposition to the red-hunting of Senator McCarthy, Kelly created cartoons in 1948 that sharply criticized the House Un-American Activities Committee probes of Hollywood for “communist” entertainers, writers, and directors (Crouch, “Walt Kelly’s Editorial Cartoons,” 38–39).

Kelly was especially well liked by his newspaper peers during these years. He relished the life of a hard-drinking journalist, and became famous for holding court during after-hours, bar-hopping sessions. He and his colleagues spent many evenings telling stories and laughing over drinks at bars such as Moriarty’s or Costello’s. He was also equally admired for his professionalism and fairness during the daytime, within the walls of the newspaper’s offices. As one of the older, more experienced (and multi-talented) employees on the staff, he often mentored younger journalists, and one of these coworkers remembered that collaboration fondly:

During the time that Kelly was running the shop you looked forward to coming to work. He wasn’t a boss, he was a teacher. He never gave an order, he suggested. He never said, “you did something wrong.” He would show you the way to do it. (Mastrangelo B1)

On 4 October 1948, Kelly first introduced the comic strip iteration of Pogo in the Star. The only readers who encountered the strip were those that subscribed to this particular paper, but Kelly benefited from the small scale of this arrangement for two reasons. First, like some turn-of-the-century artists such as Bud Fisher (Mutt and Jeff) and George McManus (Bringing up Father), Kelly was able to develop his strip in the less-restrictive environment of a single home newspaper. By this point, in the late 1940s, most cartoonists were required to develop their work under the strict supervision of syndicate editors who often tried to excise the quirkier or more controversial aspects of a work in order to maximize the breadth of its appeal for a national audience. Secondly, the liberal orientation of the Star (it was pro-labor, pro-Israel, and the only New York City daily to support President Truman) made it an ideal cradle for the development of a strip that would both challenge reactionary entertainment and politics in subsequent years, and defy many of the economic and editorial mediations that homogenized satiric, comic art (Ibid. 10).

Pogo’s developmental period at the Star lasted for only about four months, however, because the paper went into financial insolvency on 28 January 1949. The reasons for this collapse had much to do with the experimental and idealistic vision of the paper’s backers; they attempted to create an “independent newspaper, as independent of the tyranny of slogans and colors as it is of vested interests” (Ibid. 10). A publication with such lofty principles and goals would require some kind of private or government funding in order to survive in a market in which most papers were too eager to subsume all editorial goals to the primacy of the profit margin. Marshall Field, a Chicago millionaire, had earlier bankrolled PM until advertisers in one of his other papers, the Chicago Sun-Times convinced him through threats of withdrawing ad revenues that PM was “too liberal.” He unloaded the paper on publisher Bartley Crum and editor Joseph Barnes, two men eager to uphold the paper’s liberal slant. The odd conditions of the sale included a payment of $300,000, a loan in return for $500,000, and promises of continued financial backing (Ibid. 10).

Even without these added burdens, neither the PM nor the Star had ever been very successful papers. The first daily to start up since 1924, the Star racked up enormous debts with the Associated Press wire service, and it suffered from limited circulation because of its leftist orientation and a binding distribution contract that made it available at only 4,500 of New York’s 10,000 newsstands. Considering that Marshall Field had lost seven million dollars on the paper during his ownership, it is not surprising he reneged on his deal to continue offering financial assistance to the Star under the new owners. So when the promised money never materialized, the Star went out of business.

Pogo and National Syndication

Fortunately for Kelly, this brief taste of creating a daily comic strip gave him the confidence to take his work to national syndicates. The fact that he had a track record as a serious newspaperman, political cartoonist, and comic book illustrator—and had test-run Pogo with a real audience—gave him added clout and credibility when he initially approached these distribution companies. But they did not immediately see the strengths and potential of his work. For example, the first syndicates he contacted passed on the strip, arguing that there was no room for animal comics on a page dominated at the time by westerns, adventure, crime, and soap opera genres (Horn 332). One editor rejected the strip with the argument that the comics page did not need another “duck” comic strip. When Kelly insisted it was not about a duck, she informed him that it was difficult to tell, since Kelly could not draw animals that well. Several of the editors he met with said that they liked Pogo but felt that the dialect it featured was too difficult to read or that it was simply too intellectual; one added, “Try it out on ordinary people—you’ll see” (Kelly, “Autobiography,” 9). These negative reactions would have discouraged a less mature or confident cartoonist—or convinced him or her to come up with a more blandly marketable concept, but Kelly persevered, bolstered by the knowledge that he had received some enthusiastic letters from ordinary readers and other industry people during the strip’s brief appearance in the Star.

Post-Hall (later to become Publishers-Hall), the newest syndicate in the field, finally accepted the strip because Bob Hall, the head of the syndicate, simply thought it was hilarious. His written response to Kelly was effusive: “I have just finished reading Pogo. Fella, it was terrific. TERRific! I tell you fella, I was knocked cold … laughed all the way to Chicago … WOW! I tell you, guy, we’ll make you a million dollars” (Kelly “Unpublished Autobiographical Sketch” 18). These must have been exciting words for an artist who had struggled with money his entire career, and who had once dreamed as a small boy of becoming a rich cartoonist like Bud Fisher.

The youth and relatively small size of the Post-Hall organization made it an ideal fit for Kelly’s unconventional work. Eager to sign someone who was already a polished, experienced cartoonist—an artist who had the potential to create a hugely popular strip—they informally gave Kelly freedom to pursue his vision: an animal comic with dense wordplay and challenging social and political satire. The ten-year contract he signed resembled the rigid documents that most other cartoonists were forced to sign during those years, but it had one significant exception: the syndicate agreed to automatically transfer ownership rights over to Kelly at the end or renewal of the first contract. Kelly ultimately renegotiated this contract before the ten years was up, effectively wresting away complete control of his work at an earlier date. As a result, he achieved a relatively unique position in the field of comic-stripping—an auteur who could shape the aesthetic and content of his work without too much heavy-handed, institutional mediation.

This syndicate’s underdog status in the business also prompted Hall and his associates to give special treatment to the few artists and strips they represented. Betting that they had something extraordinary in their hands with Kelly, they promoted his work with “care and ferocity” and generally trusted his judgment when it came to including provocative satire (Marschall, America’s Great 262). Post-Hall’s respectful treatment of Kelly’s satire, and its support of the innovative work of some of its other featured artists such as Herblock and Jules Feiffer, gave them the reputation through the 1950s and 1960s as the most progressive, artist-friendly syndicate in the business.

Despite the faith and commitment of his new syndicate, Kelly originally imagined that the most he could hope for was to attract a solid niche audience to his peculiar work. He explained later that he did not have “great hopes … inasmuch as it was a talking animal strip (a pet hate of most editors) and when you got past that hurdle you found it was hard to understand the dialogue. Then if you understood the dialogue it was hard to tie the action in with previously accepted rules of conduct in comic strips. There was no attempt at a last panel BOFFOLA and nobody was getting shot” (Kelly “Unpublished Autobiographical Sketch” 20).

Kelly apparently underestimated mainstream readers and editors, for the strip achieved almost immediate success. An early promotional booklet by Post-Hall in 1950 stated that Kelly had acquired within less than a year over 156 subscribing newspapers, and was adding a new one every forty-eight hours (“About Pogo,”105). Pogo’s popularity continued at the same pace over the next couple years, and by 1953 it was one of the top five strips in the country. By 1954, only five years after Pogo was introduced, Kelly reached the height of critical and popular success. Book collections of his strips were topping bestseller lists, Pogo was carried in over 400 papers, he had received the highest awards in his profession (including the Reuben Award, or “cartoonist of the year,” in 1951), and he was elected president of the National Cartoonists Society (Kelly, “Autobiography,” 9).

The rapid rise in Pogo’s popularity can be attributed to several factors. There were, of course, the merits of the strip itself. The funnies page had featured talking animal strips in the past, but none so effectively combined cute, anthropomorphized characters with resonant content and humor. Thanks to Kelly’s training as an animator, his characters stood out on the comics page because they were dynamic, had heft, and were drawn with an eye-arresting, dark and fluid brush stroke. His huge cast of hilarious, nuanced characters (more than 150), moreover, looked funny and real at the same time, and their vaudevillian style verbal and physical slapstick melded nicely with their graphic solidity (see Figure 1.1). In addition, the strip’s broad comedy and complex misadventures made it consistently entertaining to read. Finally, Kelly was able to wed a coherent, humanistic vision of human nature and society to an allegorical and often sharp-edged, brand of topical satire. There was something in the strip for adults and kids, and even critics and the cultural intelligentsia (such as Carl Sandburg and Edward R. Murrow) became enamored with Pogo’s world (Marschall, America’s Great 263).
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Figure 1.1: Walt Kelly, “You stop kissin’ me!” Pogo, 6 February 1953.

Post-Hall was effective in courting new papers during these early years of the strip, but Kelly deserves credit for winning over many editors. He was a relentless self-promoter, continually doing favors for editors, writing letters to fans, sending free books, posing for publicity photos with local folk, doing impromptu chalk-talks, and hitting the lecture circuit. His jovial, self-deprecating persona and easygoing, generous manner helped to sell the strip as much as did the comedy and art. On a side note, this willingness to accommodate editors and bend over backwards helped his career take off quickly, but later in his career became a bit of a stumbling block, leading him occasionally to compromise his art and satire.

Kelly as Cult Hero and Auteur

In 1952, Kelly accelerated the pace of his promotions, forwarding Pogo as a mock presidential candidate on college campuses. The huge success of this campaign—with 150 colleges endorsing Pogo as their candidate—cemented Kelly’s status as a comedic guru for the rising youth generation. Many of the students on the Pogo bandwagon seemed to be sincere fans of Kelly’s satire, but there was also probably a certain faddish hype in so many students embracing the cartoon marsupial as a hero. Kelly capitalized on the craze by mounting a cross-country tour of campuses, giving funny stump speeches and mingling with students. Before visiting campuses, he effectively built enthusiasm among the student body by sending out free buttons and giving the school newspaper and student governments guides on how to run the campaign and prepare for his arrival (“Pogo Campaign Memorabilia,” 183). By the next election in 1956, Kelly had further refined his Pogo campaign promotional materials—he sent along packages to newspaper editors containing official certificates designating them as “honorary chairmen” of the Pogo campaign in their area, offered to do promotional drawings that could be placed prominently in another part of the paper, and promised to send mock-news release updates on the Pogo campaign.

The free publicity and excitement generated by Kelly’s aggressive campaigning, sharp promotionals, and speeches to college students and community clubs, helped to establish Pogo as the most critically acclaimed comic strip of its day. This success also brought with it some of the complications of celebrity. Kelly related in 1956 that he was overwhelmed and fatigued from speaking to over fifty civic and college groups each year, and that “mail from enthusiastic readers [was] a major problem, albeit a flattering one.” Two stenographers had to work continually at answering mail, clipping drawings, and sending off books (Kelly “Memo to Post-Hall Syndicate, 1954” 1). Still, the relentless schedule paid off, and Kelly was embraced by hip college students and intellectuals, while winning over mainstream editors. The enthusiasm and goodwill generated by these efforts in turn trickled down to the average reader through glowing endorsements by editors, word-of-mouth recommendations from college students, and free books and personalized letters sent by Kelly to fans.

The joviality and generosity in Kelly’s character seemed to be a core personal trait rather than just a mercenary promotional strategy. By all accounts Kelly was “gregarious, fun-loving, open, friendly, and best of all, a first rate conversationalist.” He also put people ahead of money and belongings. One friend recalled that “Kelly probably made a lot of money over the years, but he didn’t care about money, he just gave it away” (Lockwood 48–49). He could get along with people from all social levels and economic backgrounds. A lack of formal college education, coupled with a substantial knowledge gained from self-study, allowed him to go comfortably from lecturing to college students, to chumming with local Rotarians, to bar-hopping with working-class friends. In addition to his generosity with editors and fans, he quietly gave gifts of money to those in need, and fulfilled numerous favors to close friends with sketches, letters, and tributes within the strip. Most famously, he continually renamed the strip’s swamp skiff after different friends or special readers.

Kelly was also adept at putting people at ease through easy banter and poking fun at himself; indeed, he was a master of witty self-deprecation. He preferred sharing mock insults with friends rather than receiving praise from admirers, and his most common self-description was that he was “an imposingly flabby man” (Kelly, “Aesop Takes to the Swamp” 113). In personal correspondence and relationships, he combined these character traits with a penchant for absurdist free-association and playful language, creating a loopy, stream-of-consciousness form of discourse that endeared him to colleagues, fans, and editors. Kelly displays this inspired silliness in the following nonsense letter written to Herbert Block (“Herblock”), an editorial cartoonist also working for the Post-Hall syndicate; in it, Kelly parodies the common requests famous artists receive to contribute a drawing for an event or show:

Mr. Herblack

… We’d like this in oil, 18” by 56” at once. We’ll display it in the lobby where you will get some very favorable, I guess, notices. Also if you can make it up here, most of us would be glad to see you. There’s a bus that leaves from Ithaca, overnight, getting here just in time for the evening services. We intend to serve sponge-cake and prunes at about 11:06 p.m. so it will pay you to “stick around.” Please do come.

Naturally there will be no pay for this job, but in the interest of being fair, we have arranged with the Playhouse Proprietors that they will not charge you anything for the display.

If you’d like to stay on for the entire convention (it ends in March), we would like to squeeze you in somewhere to say a few words. I am sure that a number of us will be up at that time of the morning and will be on hand to hear your interesting remarks. In the event that there is nobody about at your scheduled speaking time perhaps you could speak rather loudly and awaken your neighboring tent mates. They will be happy to give you some attentions I am sure … PS: Many of us here have some other good ideas for you. (Block 216)

On both the inherent strengths of his work and these self-promotional skills, Kelly’s strip became deeply rooted in the comics page within just a few short years. Whereas some of the “intellectual” or satiric strips that had preceded Pogo, such as George Herriman’s Krazy Kat, had achieved only a limited cult following, Kelly’s strip was truly popular. Polls in 1956 and 1963 showed that his most devoted fans were members of a “media-conscious, college-educated set,” but Kelly also received thousands of letters from children and everyday comics fans. In addition, the breadth of his syndication gave him over 50 million regular readers and his book collections sold millions of copies (Candee 332). With so many demographics embracing the strip and editors developing a personal attachment to its creator, it was almost completely safe from threats of cancellation. Those few poor editors who tried to discontinue the strip, such as a fellow in Vancouver, Canada, in 1956, were met with a barrage of phone calls, picketing, reports of wakes in which fans dressed all in black, or complaints by parents who claimed that their teenage children had become “unbearably sullen” after the strip’s cancellation (“Possum Attack,” 118). A cancellation in Boston elicited a similarly fervid reaction: “We’d never seen anything like it. The switchboard was clogged with Pogo protests all day so that we could hardly get a line into the city room. Several of the wives of staff members stopped speaking to them” (Kelly, “Unpublished Autobiographical Sketch 21).

Given the monumental success of Kelly’s work and its place as the cornerstone of the Post-Hall syndicate’s finances, it is no wonder that by 1955 Kelly was in a position to radically renegotiate an already generally favorable contract. In these contract renegotiations, which Kelly instigated three years before the agreement was due for renewal, he essentially took legal ownership and control of the strip, and ensured that the freedom he had enjoyed as a satirist could continue under a more formal, binding arrangement. It is clear in reading between the lines in the contract that Kelly, by this time, was earning over $150,000 a year and was guaranteed that over the course of his contract his yearly earnings could never go below $100,000, regardless of the performance of the strip. Given that the syndicate readily agreed to this, it is clear that Kelly’s star was continuing to rise, and that the syndicate anticipated that the strip’s syndication numbers would continue to grow. In effect, the rights asserted in the second contract ensured that Kelly could continue to pursue his genre of comic strip commentary that mixed “cute” characters, slapstick comedy, and pointed satire, without fear of heavy mediation or censorship. Kelly’s bold moves in these negotiations also offers a model of how an artist can control and limit the merchandising and commercialization of his work—an example followed recently by iconoclastic cartoonists like Garry Trudeau, Berke Breathed, and Bill Watterson.
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Figure 1.2: Walt Kelly, “Don’t fight facts …,” Pogo, 13 May 1953.

Kelly and McCarthy

The beginnings of Pogo’s prime as a work of pointed and sometimes controversial satire can be traced to 1 May 1953, when the swamp was disturbed by an ax-wielding bobcat bent on taking over the place and rooting out all “Reds,” or subversives. In the three previous years the strip had included trenchant parodies of other cultural texts and sharp caricatures of identifiable political and social types, but this character—Simple J. Malarkey, an obvious caricature of Senator Joseph McCarthy—was Kelly’s most blatant foray into the territory of topical satire. Although this storyline—and a later cameo appearance by Malarkey—only lasted for weeks and months at a time—it made an immense cultural splash, energizing college students and everyday readers eager for a way to respond to the paranoid and divisive spirit that the senator had introduced into the political and cultural rhetoric of the time.

Malarkey’s tactics in Pogo—intimidation, subversive-hunting, elimination of rights and constitutions, and so on—were never countered with direct opposition or organized rebellion from the other characters in the strip. As one scholar put it, “The liberal Pogo never defeated Wiley Cat [a predator similar to Malarkey] and the other goons nor mobilized his friends into action … the forces of liberalism merely survived—in an optimistic hope, we might say” (Berry 196). It was the innate tolerance and self-mocking humor built into the swamp community that served as a passive but resistant antidote to the Malarkey virus. In cartoons within the Malarkey storyline, for example, Kelly articulated an ethic of good-humored resistance and critical self-examination that contrasted sharply with McCarthy’s tack of xenophobic scapegoating (figures 1.3 and 1.4). This non-violent response and goal of mere survival may seem somewhat cowardly as far as political rebellions go, but it was perhaps an accurate reflection of effective real-world strategies. At a time when reactionary politics dominated the cultural discourse and people could be attacked or blacklisted for dissenting political views, a strategy of flying under the radar with one’s principles intact was wisely pragmatic. In addition, because Cold War liberals were loathe to forward any kind of equally shrill or dogmatic ideologies of their own—based on lessons learned from earlier brands of leftist radicalism that had failed—it made sense that Pogo the character would not take up arms or engage in direct debate.
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Figure 1.3: Walt Kelly, “Phoo! Deacon …,” Pogo, 30 May 1953.
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Figure 1.4: Walt Kelly, “Makin’ dern fools of ourselves …,” Pogo, 2 June 1953.

A year later, on 18 August 1954, Malarkey resurfaced again and attempted to reintroduce his campaign of terror into the swamp. This cameo lasted for two months and included some especially vivid images of the bobcat running through the swamp with a fish-sack on his head, making him resemble a member of the Ku Klux Klan. In 1954, Kelly also lampooned the senator in a short graphic novel based on the Lewis Carroll’s court-room scene from Alice in Wonderland; this allowed Kelly to satirize McCarthy’s antics in front of the Senate committees. Finally, Kelly appeared on Edward R. Murrow’s Person to Person in 1954, using this venue to elaborate on his critique of McCarthy, and after McCarthy’s fall in 1955, Kelly continued to denounce the senator’s politics in interviews and written editorials (Horn 46).

The featuring of a recognizable political figure on the comics page produced a voluble response among many newspaper editors and cultural critics for two primary reasons. First, Senator McCarthy was widely feared, and this was one of the few negative commentaries on his behavior at a time when a large majority of cartoonists, reporters, and “editorial pages were notoriously silent” (Denney 61).1 And second, a backlash occurred because most editors, comics readers, and even a number of fellow cartoonists did not see the comic strip page as the proper place for political commentary.

The editor of the Newark Star Ledger, for example, removed Pogo from the comics page after the McCarthy parodies and placed it on the editorial page, arguing that politics did not belong with the entertaining funnies (Crouch, “George Ward,” 79). Although there is no accurate documentation of how many other editors protested, Kelly and his assistant, George Ward, reported that one Rhode Island paper pulled the strip. At least a half dozen editors complained that Kelly had trespassed “on the editorial writer’s preserve” or that this was “improper” treatment of a United States Senator; and, strangely, one editor simply made the decision to have an artist paint white over Malarkey’s heavy beard (Kelly, “Walt Kelly Views the Press,” 194; Turberville 94). After a Rhode Island paper threatened to drop the strip if Pogo featured McCarthy’s face on the comics page again, Kelly cleverly responded by placing the sack over Malarkey’s head in the second run, evoking the additional reference to the KKK (Kercher 71).

In typically self-effacing fashion, Kelly downplayed his own role in challenging or “bringing down” McCarthy. He later argued that the hype surrounding his heroism as a cultural critic was blown out of proportion, and that his satire of the senator was over-analyzed (Kelly, Ten Ever-Lovin’ 87). Nevertheless, the fact that Kelly became emboldened by this melding of political cartooning with comic strips and made it a regular facet of his satire ensured a reputation among editors and some conservative cultural guardians as a dangerous subversive. Kelly’s third wife, Selby, for example, reported that over the years Kelly received a number of threats “with the removal of his livelihood” and that his phone was tapped. It was also later revealed that at the time, a government agency “was corresponding with a civilian reporter who was sure that the ‘lingo’ used in Pogo was a secret Russian code” (Beiman, “Walt and Selby Kelly Interview” 30).

Kelly’s alternative, liberal philosophy achieved a powerful distillation early in his career through his famous maxim, “We have met the enemy and he is us.”2 This pithy slogan was first coined in an introduction written for the strip collection, The Pogo Papers, in 1953, at the height of the McCarthy dramas; it originally read, “… we shall meet the enemy, and not only may he be ours, he may be us.” The core concept was malleable enough to be rephrased and applied over the ensuing years to various cultural ills beyond McCarthyism such as a resistance to Civil Rights, a societal penchant for warfare, and the pollution of the environment.

Another outgrowth of the McCarthy brouhaha was Kelly’s emergence as an advocate for the comics page as a venue that could feature challenging “intellectual” strips with social and political satire. For example, Kelly became a sharp critic of comic strip popularity polls that conspired against niche-appeal strips or gave too much weight to the most outspoken, conservative readers (Kelly, Ten Ever Lovin’ 135). Kelly chastised editors who still believed “that the comics page is the playpen of the newspaper, or a sort of inert baby sitter for the brain.” He asserted that “it could be just the reverse. It could be the most stimulating section of the paper” (Ibid. 135). This advocation for a better comics page led Kelly to criticize, at times, brands of satire or comedy that he considered opportunistic of irresponsible. In 1957, for example, he argued that “good cartoonists are subversive—they are against things,” and he deplored what had passed for satire in the early years of the medium: the scapegoating of immigrants or facile attacks on “whatever everyone is against” at a specific cultural moment (O’Sullivan 93; Kelly, “Pogo Looks,” 291).

Kelly and the Profession of Cartooning

A more complicated and sometimes less progressive side to Kelly’s professional life can be observed, however, beginning in 1955, when he was elected president of the National Cartoonists Society. Although he was well liked as the leader of this professional organization and generally did an admirable job of elevating the profession to new levels of legitimacy, at times he seemed more interested in partying, resting on laurels, or keeping things peaceful and profitable. Kelly seemed to especially enjoy the clubby, hard-drinking, and sometimes sexist aspects of this organization. He relished the society’s dinners, for example, because it gave him opportunities to perform roasts, give jokey speeches, and put on vaudeville-style musical and comedy acts. This was the same theatre-loving kid and Disney prankster with a bigger stage and an enthusiastic audience of like-minded newspapermen.

The organization’s festivities featured a deep-seeded sexism, however, that Kelly sometimes failed to challenge. His peers were notoriously slow to treat women cartoonists as equals, for example, and regularly included sexist themes in their shows and created drawings of nude women printed in their program booklets. Kelly was also content, moreover, to see the organization continue on as a sort of exclusive drinking club for successful cartoonists rather than to transform it into something more progressive and union-like.

To be fair, Kelly could not have made radical changes in the organization without causing serious discontent among many of the most powerful founding members of the club. He also had the misfortune of having to lead the society through some especially difficult situations. For instance, Kelly had to keep secret an embarrassing battle between Al Capp and Ham Fisher that included charges of obscene drawings hidden in comic strips, falsified documents, ugly legal wranglings, and a suicide. He also had to represent the field of comic strips at the Senate hearings on the alleged connection between juvenile delinquency and comics. In the first case, the Capp and Fisher feud, Kelly effectively buried the story, preventing it from reaching the public eye and maintaining the professional façade of the organization. At the Senate hearings, Kelly also put the financial welfare and public reputation of his field ahead of any heroic defense of embattled peers. He flattered senators with drawings, trumpeted the family-friendly aspects of comic strips, and denounced the horror comics that were under investigation.

Depending on one’s level of sympathy towards the challenges Kelly faced as an industry leader, this behavior could either be cast on the one hand as hypocritical and inconsistent (the opportunism of a successful cartoonist who could have done more to reform his profession); or, on the other hand, it could be perceived as the pragmatic, real-world compromises a mid-century artist in this highly commercialized field might have to make in order to survive and thrive. Indeed, it could be that one key to the success and longevity of Kelly’s career was his talent for compromise and flexibility—a willingness to wear different hats to accommodate shifting audiences or expectations. For example, when in the presence of other newspapermen or conservative editors, Kelly would often adopt the pragmatic persona of a working-class businessman—he was just a “good ol’ boy” trying to entertain and make a quick buck. But then, if asked to do an interview or speak to a college audience the next day, he could easily modify the rhetoric and embody the roles of folksy, liberal satirist, and high-minded social critic.

One can identify, nevertheless, aspects of Kelly’s work and worldview that did not shift according to the moment or the audience. His left-leaning political views, for example, were consistent beyond his satire, as was clear in his advocation of desegregation, civil rights, and a variety of other liberal causes. And by extension, his core convictions as a principled social critic (his adamant opposition to McCarthyism, for instance) were clearly not opportunistic choices adopted simply to please a particular audience. Evidence of this core stability can be seen when he admitted in private to friends such as Herblock, that he detested certain aspects of the business side of his profession such as flattering or socializing with editors who might be touchy about his satire (Block 121). The schmoozing and conciliatory poses, in other words, were sometimes necessary strategies for one utilizing the channels of an inherently conservative entertainment industry for forward-thinking political and social satire.

In the end, there were only a few areas in which Kelly truly seemed to be conflicted in his beliefs and practices, or out of alignment with what one might expect of such a progressive-minded satirist. These flaws included eschewing brands of collective bargaining that might have transformed some of the more backwards aspects of his profession, his penchant for bar-hopping and hard-living that took a toll on his work and personal life, and occasionally his perception and treatment of women. Kelly’s retreat from the most radical, union-like strategies for reforming his profession can be explained in part through his impoverished background. As someone without a college degree who experienced the deprivations of the Great Depression, he was loath to challenge his own welfare and security as a star cartoonist. He also loved the bourgeois trappings of that success too much to feel compelled to fully challenge the rules and hierarchies of his field.

The hard-drinking lifestyle, womanizing, and health problems seemed to be interrelated issues. Among fellow cartoonists, Kelly was notorious for his over-indulgent drinking and eating habits. Milton Caniff, a close friend and the creator of Terry and the Pirates and Steve Canyon, described him as a “Falstaffian character” who struggled with his weight and loved hanging out with newspaper hotshots at bars like Moriarty’s, Bleek’s, Costello’s, and the Pen & Pencil. He would hold court at these saloons, attracting large crowds as he spent many hours eating and drinking, talking shop, and often generously covering his dining companions’ tabs (Crouch, “Milton Caniff” 108). Longtime Kelly assistant George Ward remembered fondly that Kelly had “a following of good friends from all walks of life. They always counted it their good fortune to be sitting with him when Walt was in rare form. That is when everybody would just have to break up at Kelly’s keen sense of humor and his amusing stories” (Crouch “George Ward Talks” 79).

Close colleagues and friends like Ward focused on the positive aspects of Kelly’s excesses—the pranks, the lively conversations, and the entertaining anecdotes, but the late-night carousing and drinking also exacerbated Kelly’s health problems. As one friend put it, although Kelly was incredibly fun and generous, he “took care of everybody but himself—that he wouldn’t do” (Lockwood 49). Indeed, because of the hard-drinking and overeating, Kelly struggled throughout his career with his weight, developed diabetes, and showed signs of alcoholism. His compromised health forced him to curtail his lecturing and promotional tours at the height of his career and eventually led to a premature death in 1973 from complications related to diabetes.

The drinking and partying lifestyle may have also contributed to what Bill Crouch described as a “wild roll” of romantic flirtations or indiscretions during the 1950s that might have negatively impacted his family life (Crouch, “George Ward Talks,” 79; Crouch, “Milton Caniff Talks About Walt Kelly” 108). Like many of the older members of the National Cartoonists Society, Kelly openly enjoyed admiring other women, unapologetically flirted with female dining companions, and occasionally became smitten with a severe case of extramarital infatuation. There is no evidence his behavior went to the extremes of someone like Al Capp (who at one point in his career chased and entrapped coeds while visiting college campuses), but Kelly seemed to possess a libido that became more active the more alcohol he consumed (Anderson 1). For example, Caniff related a story of Kelly developing an embarrassing infatuation with a female dining companion during one evening’s carousing. Over the course of a dinner he made his friends uncomfortable with his semi-drunken, maudlin attempts to court the affections of this particular woman. At other times, according to Caniff, Kelly became “desperately avid for a couple of completely unapproachable women. He made no bones that he lusted after them,” Caniff continued, suggesting that many of them were flattered by these advances and loved him “for his mind” (Crouch, “Milton Caniff,” 108).

None of this behavior was public knowledge during Kelly’s life. One would think his opposition to McCarthy would have made him a prime target for the FBI or a reporter intent on revealing a hard-hitting social critic’s less-than-upstanding morals and behavior. Kelly’s indiscretions, however, were perhaps never bizarre or egregious enough to attract much attention, and it is likely that the old-boy network of cartoonists and journalists protected Kelly from rumors and revelations. Indeed, among traditional cartooning and newspaper men, this type of rowdy lifestyle was perhaps winked at because it was so common in the legend and lore of the journalistic trade. Kelly even joked openly about his carousing habits, claiming in a mid-1950s promotional piece that “When he [Kelly] does stir abroad it is usually with a high school leer and a yen to outdo Carrie Nation in destroying innocent booze” (Kelly, “Promotional” 24).

For the most part Kelly’s carousing lifestyle seems to have had little serious impact on his home life. His children recall that their dad was perhaps absent too often—always traveling or at work in the city—but he always treated them with generosity and good humor. His first marriage, nevertheless, may have been a casualty to Kelly’s roving eyes. It appears that Kelly divorced his first wife Helen in 1950 after falling in love with his secretary, Stephanie. For several years in the early 1950s Kelly had an unusual set of family relations in which he kept up a home in Connecticut with Helen—giving his children and many neighbors the impression that nothing had changed there—while maintaining a separate household with his new wife, Stephanie in New York City (Block 216). It was only when Kelly was interviewed on Face to Face with Ed R. Murrow, and Stephanie was introduced as “Mrs. Kelly,” that many friends and acquaintances discovered the reality of Kelly’s marital arrangements.

Despite ongoing flirtations with other women, Kelly’s marriage to Stephanie appears to have been fairly happy and stable—though marked by tragedy (with two children dying in infancy and one receiving brain damage as a newborn during a difficult delivery). George Ward, Kelly’s assistant, suggested that Stephanie and Walt’s spats generally amounted to a young wife’s inability to understand the mind and habits of a quirky, headstrong “genius” (Crouch “George Ward Talks” 83). The fact that Kelly based his most attractive female character, Mam’selle Hepzibah, on his second wife, also attests to his affection for her. But because Hepzibah was such a two-dimensional shell—possessing only superficial traits of female desirability—one has few additional clues about how Kelly might have cherished Stephanie differently from other women. Indeed, Hepzibah’s “va-vavoom” appeal to the male characters in the strip also tends to reinforce the notion that Kelly perceived all attractive women, well beyond the domestic sphere, through an idealizing, libidinous gaze. Stephanie passed away in 1970, and Kelly married for a third time in 1972 to Selby Daley, a fellow artist who had a fiery and independent character. Despite the brevity of their marriage (Kelly died just one year later, in 1973), Selby took charge of his immediate legacy, working to keep his strip going and helping to cement his reputation through book anthologies in subsequent years.

In addition to hiding effectively his personal troubles behind a jovial public façade, Kelly seemed to mask throughout his career a degree of depression that sometimes curdled into misanthropy. Caniff, for example, said, “I always remember him being concerned about something. I never saw him in a state of total happiness.” Caniff continued, suggesting that one could always detect a void or degree of unhappiness beneath Kelly’s partying: “If you ran into Walt it was his party from then on. There was a certain loneliness about this. He had friends on all levels of society … [but] … he was expert at letting you see only that portion of his life he wanted you to see” (Crouch, “Milton Caniff,” 108). That angst could also manifest itself through Twain-like acerbity or belligerent incivility. Selby reported that later in life Kelly often responded poorly to adoring fans:

[He] never small-talked and particularly didn’t like anyone to fawn over him. When anybody came up and said, ‘Oh, Mr. Kelly, I think you’re marvelous!’ he would just withdraw completely and wilt back down inside himself. As a result, he’d be gruff toward these people because he was embarrassed and ill-at-ease with them, and wanted them to just go away and leave him alone. (Crouch “An Interview with Selby Kelly” 192)

Even among friends Kelly’s moods could be unpredictable. Caniff, again, reported that if Kelly were drinking heavily, his mood could become volatile: “You never knew what would happen and you’d better either go along with him or go home” (Crouch, “Milton Caniff Talks” 108). Additional evidence of that grouchiness can be seen in some of the internal communications of the National Cartoonists Society where he shoots down some political/professional concerns of junior members (Kelly, “NCS Newsletter 1953,” 2). These occasional jabs could emerge in informal settings as well; younger cartoonists, for example, feared Kelly because he had a notorious, Algonquin roundtable-style “sardonic wit” that he could unleash on dinner companions or advice-seekers (Crouch, “Milton Caniff Talks” 108).

It is possible this mildly depressive misanthropy and low-boiling contempt for less-experienced colleagues also reflected some of Kelly’s deeper, philosophical convictions about the incorrigibility of human nature. A vaguely pessimistic view of his fellow man emerged in interviews and in the most broad, cosmic aspects of his satire—in particular, in his view that not only have we met the enemy (us), but that there is little we can do to reform that enemy. He stated, for example, “that very little we do will actually change the kind of people we are … we shouldn’t ever expect too much of ourselves because we’re frail and we’re inclined to break very easily” (Kelly “London Calling” 94). That generosity in withholding judgment (or pessimistic lowering of high expectations?) appears to be both a reflection of Kelly’s complex and sympathetic view of man’s fallibility, as well as a direct acknowledgment of his own firsthand awareness of how difficult it is to rein in human appetites, infatuations, and ungenerous impulses.

Kelly in the 1960s

Despite the fatigue, health problems, and subsurface depression, Kelly kept up a whirlwind schedule into the early 1960s. His bad heart did cause him to occasionally scale back some of the chalk-talks and publicity tours, but he still accepted offers to write political commentary, visit troops overseas, and tour the globe as an ambassador and pundit for several newspapers. This social gregariousness and service-minded engagement with newspapers and organizations beyond the sphere of art and comedy, stood in stark contrast to a new breed of cartoonist typified by Charles Schulz (Peanuts) and, later by Bill Watterson (Calvin and Hobbes) and Garry Trudeau (Doonesbury)—artists who were more introspective and socially reclusive. Despite the exhausting toll of Kelly’s whirlwind social appearances, his high public profile probably served him well, prolonging his general popularity among comics readers at a time when his star was waning—and cementing his status as one of the most significant social critics of the day.

But even as Kelly’s general reputation as an important cultural critic remained secure in the mid to late 1960s, the quality of the strip declined in several respects. For one thing, that creeping grouchiness or misanthropy in Kelly’s personal life seemed to spill over into the strip from time to time. In some episodes, for example, Kelly asserted his political perspective with too much sober stridency, and the narratives lost some of their vaudeville innocence or trickster tale playfulness. During this later period, Pogo could sometimes come across as a superior scold rather than a wise fool, and Kelly’s caricatures of political figures such as Fidel Castro, Richard Nixon, J. Edgar Hoover, and Lyndon B. Johnson were at times too literal, specific, and heavy-handed. Finally, the layered political references of the strip began to overshadow its more comedic and entertaining aspects. This may have driven away many casual readers, or those who felt their partisan beliefs were in obvious conflict with Kelly’s worldview.

Interestingly, even as Kelly’s politics began to play a more prominent role in the strip, he made concessions to sensitive editors that have troubled some critics. Most prominently, he accommodated readers and editors that found his editorializing to be “too strong” by providing alternate strips—“bunny rabbit” strips that papers could print in the place of some of his weekly installments that were especially topical or too sharp in their satire (Kelly, “The Bunny Rabbit Strips,” 198) (see Figure 1.5). To Kelly’s credit, he seemed to mock the pressures that forced him into this arrangement by making these bunny strips simplistically bland and cute. It was as if he were saying, “What do you want, bunny rabbits? I’ll give you bunny rabbits…” Kelly also discontinued the practice in the final years of the strip, but one is still left with the general impression that the courteous, “professional” newspaperman edged out the principled satirist or iconoclastic social critic in this late episode of his career.

[image: image]

Figure 1.5: Walt Kelly, excerpt from “Trouble with Bunny Rabs,” Pogo, 14 October 1964.

The spirit of the mid to late 1960s was also a poor match for Kelly’s methods, politics, and persona. Although the strip had become more overtly and consistently political, Kelly’s brand of “elaborate whimsy” and layered satiric methods felt out of synch with a youth culture that valued direct protest and sometimes placed a utopian faith in alternative lifestyles and religions (Crinklaw 1). As Boyd Barry, a scholar at Virginia Commonwealth University observed, “From the point of view of the reforming activist, the gentleness, the veiled humor of Pogo … [made] the strip not tolerably intolerable, but intolerably tolerable and tolerant” (Barry 196).

Kelly’s cartooning aesthetic also began to feel out of touch with the times. For example, MAD magazine and its eclectic and zany cartooning styles—a complement to the juvenile and hyperbolic tone of the magazine’s parodies—seemed to capture better the cacophony of irreverent and dissenting voices of the 1960s. In addition, a new brand of minimalism emerged on the comics page and in animated shorts that stood in stark contrast to Kelly’s baroquely detailed swamp scenes, deft brushwork, and old-fashioned Disney cuteness and dynamism. Perhaps the best examples of that new aesthetic were Charles Schulz’ Peanuts and Johnny Hart’s B.C. on the comics page, and the modernistic and angular cartoons of UPA studio on the animated front.

In sum, although Kelly seemed perfectly positioned to act as a folksy guru for the emerging counterculture, his bourgeois persona, pragmatic business practices, and distaste for any brand of radicalism, prevented this from happening. In other words, Kelly appeared, perhaps only somewhat inaccurately, to belong to the “status quo” media crowd that the youth culture rejected. Interestingly, some of the underground cartoonists of the late 1960s—those who were actually more in touch with the spirit of the times such as Clay Geerdes—cited Kelly as a “pre-underground” radical who fought and confounded censors of all forms of aesthetic expression with “symbolism and complexity.” (Geerdes 91). Kelly might have appreciated the tribute and agreed with this description of his own methods, but the radical label would not have sat well with him. Indeed, Kelly, who preferred the traditional vices of alcohol and winking indiscretions, would have been slow to condone or sympathize with the anti-bourgeois ideologies, drugs, and free-love practices of these cartoonists and the hippie generation to which they belonged. Their methods, too, of “outraging … [the establishment] by creating blatantly sexual and anti-intellectual comix” would have offended his more temperate worldview and thoughtful satiric sensibilities (Ibid., 93).

Kelly’s Last Years

Kelly’s final years were punctuated with a series of disappointments and dramatic incidents related to his ill health. One significant trial was nursing his wife Stephanie through a bout with cancer in the late 1960s that eventually led to her passing in 1970. While taking care of Stephanie, Kelly was also preoccupied with working on a half-hour film version of Pogo—a “last hurrah” of sorts for his declining strip. Having been both a storyboard man and an animator, Kelly was aware of the pitfalls in trying to shepherd an idea through Hollywood. As a result, he insisted on writing the script himself, perfecting every detail of the storyboards, and overseeing as much of the production as possible. But sadly, the final work, titled “The Pogo Special Birthday Special,” was a disaster in Kelly’s eyes because the producers had cut too many corners in an effort to save money—and because of the way the director of the film, Chuck Jones (of Looney Tunes fame), attempted to place his own aesthetic stamp and comic sensibility on the work. Ward Kimball said that when Kelly went out to California to see the final product he was in a “towering rage” and wanted “to kill—if not sue—Chuck” because he had changed the story and short-circuited the satire of Pogo with “sweet, saccharine stuff” (Andrae and Blum 146).

While working on the animated film, Kelly was assigned Selby Daley as an assistant. Selby was an employee of the MGM animation studios and a former coworker at Disney. The two became fond of each other during this collaboration, and after Stephanie’s death, Selby began to accompany Kelly everywhere. Their marriage took place under odd circumstances: in 1972 Kelly was suffering from the ill effects of diabetes (swollen and infected legs), and was thus admitted to a hospital in New York City. There, in the intensive care ward, Kelly and Selby were married a half hour before he went into surgery to have one of his legs amputated.

It should be noted that although Kelly faced some incredibly horrific, health-related traumas in these final years—swollen, gangrenous feet, pathetic falls on the city streets, strokes, and debilitating comas—he always seemed to face them with an impish good humor. For example, there are stories of him plotting practical jokes on the nurses at the hospital and telling friends that he would get back to his salooning habits once his stub of a leg grew back. He also philosophized cheerfully that “There is talk that growing up is tough. If so, then perhaps I have not grown up at all” (“Bard of the Okefenokee” 93). This sentiment is especially poignant not only for its stoicism in the face of crippling illnesses, but also because it reflects, perhaps unintentionally, the fun-loving but sometimes devastatingly irresponsible boy that Kelly remained to the end of his life.

During Kelly’s final year, he and Selby worked on a new television special together—a work entitled, appropriately, “We Have Met the Enemy and He Is Us.” The film, which Kelly hoped would more accurately reflect his satiric vision and aesthetic sensibility, was never aired because he passed away in 1973 while visiting Hollywood to work on the project. Selby related that Kelly may have speeded his decline during these final days by indulging in alcohol against doctors’ strict orders (Crouch, “Interview With Selby Kelly” 220). After being in California for only a week, Kelly lapsed into a coma in his hotel room one morning, and died several days later, on 18 October 1973.

As early as 1972 a number of newspapers had begun to cancel the strip because of a general drop in quality and a displeasure at having to print reruns during the artist’s health struggles. Even after suffering a stroke, Kelly continued to draw the strip while propped up to the drawing board. Poignantly, during this final year, Kelly’s diminished state was reflected directly in the look of the strip: the characters shrunk in size and interacted with minimal movement in a featureless landscape; it was as if the once vibrant and busy world of Pogo was gradually fading into a newsprint void (Figure 1.6).

Attempts were made to keep the strip going after Kelly’s death, and in the early 1990s the strip was revived for a short time. Given the complexity of Kelly’s art and satire, it comes as no surprise that these efforts generally failed after a short time. Over the years other, more generic stand-by strips have been run in perpetuity by rotating stables of artists, but Pogo was too much of a direct extension of Kelly’s sensibility and worldview to mimic that easily. In fact, it was such an intricate construction of voices, genres, and influences—drawn from so many different sources and traditions, over so many years of Kelly’s life—that one has to study his career with both depth and breadth. The following chapters attempt this task, exploring the quirky genius of Kelly and the nuanced brilliance of his work through the help of a variety of sources including archival materials, personal letters, newspaper articles, colleague memoirs, the strip itself, and the ever jokey and “unreliable” voice of the artist himself.

[image: image]

Figure 1.6: “Okay now, stand back!” Pogo, 27 November 1972.
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