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INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, intelligent and informed writing about comics, hitherto an endeavor with a long but often marginal history at the periphery of scholarly and intellectual worlds, has flourished as never before. Both the quantity and quality of scholarly writing on comics has increased enormously. More importantly, there is a sufficient accumulation of well-crafted work to inspire a sense of shared purpose and momentum among comics-minded scholars, essayists, and critics. The study of comics has become a lively field of inquiry and is no longer merely a topic area.

The burgeoning of comics studies is testified to by a wide array of evidence: impressive new biographies and monographs; the construction of a scholarly infrastructure (archives, conferences, journals, listserv groups, and so on); greater theoretical ambition and sophistication; the internationalization of comics scholarship (facilitated by the web); the recovery of lost classics; and the growing audience for talks, books, and articles on the history, aesthetics, craft, and politics of comics. Scholars interested in comics enjoy access to an expanding range of reference works, specialized terminology, and research opportunities. While the best of the new comics scholarship is eclectic, in approach and foci, it consistently returns to certain core themes: the history and genealogy of comics, the inner workings of comics, the social significance of comics, and the close scrutiny and evaluation of comics. Not coincidently, these are the four themes we highlight in this book.

The rise of comics studies is concomitant with the increased status and awareness of comics as an expressive medium and as part of the historical record. This revaluation is testified to by the commercial and critical success of the graphic novel; the greater attention comics are receiving in museums, galleries, and libraries; and the growing interest in teaching comics in the classroom. A cohort of graphic novels, including Maus, Persepolis, Jimmy Corrigan, American Born Chinese, and Fun Home, have become standard items on college and university syllabi for courses on memoir, cultural history, postmodern literature, and area studies. The notion that comics are unworthy of serious investigation has given way to a widening curiosity about comics as artifacts, commodities, codes, devices, mirrors, polemics, puzzles, and pedagogical tools. Comics are no longer a byword for banality; they have captured the interest of growing numbers of scholars working across the humanities and historically oriented social sciences.

The study of comics has benefited from what our contributor W. J. T. Mitchell has termed the “pictorial turn” and an awakened interest in a broader range of visual articulation than has traditionally been embraced by the academy. The emergence of cultural studies in the postwar period opened up space for studying popular culture in general and comics in particular. The more recent near-canonization of specific works and cartoonists by critics and scholars has also helped legitimize comics studies. As a field concerned with a medium that simultaneously manufactures genre and facilitates self-expression, comics studies embraces both mass entertainment and the avant-garde. The phrase “teaching comics” itself has a dual connotation. An increasing number of faculty are integrating graphic literature into their existing courses. At the same time, more and more courses are being introduced on different aspects of comics. While the present collection is designed for use in courses on comics, it is also aimed at readers who are curious about where comics sit in relation to other kinds of materials that might usefully be assigned in art history, communication arts, design, history, literature, political science, and sociology.

The burgeoning of comics scholarship is an exciting and much belated development. If we accept the emerging consensus that Rodolphe Töpffer’s work from the 1830s and 1840s provides a paradigmatic example of the form, comics have been around for well over 150 years. Over the intervening decades there has been an outpouring of writing about comics, starting with Töpffer’s meditations on his craft. Yet much of this literature, while filled with insights that warrant revisiting, is improvised and impressionistic in its approach. Some of it is deeply polemical. The emergence of a research-driven scholarly corpus, informed by the regular exchange of ideas, information, and findings, is a relatively recent occurrence. By contrast, the secondary literature on film, a younger art form, has been from the early twentieth century onwards much larger, more systematic, and more culturally respectable and prominent.

Given the energy and ferment of contemporary writing on comics, this strikes us an ideal moment to step back and survey the terrain. Our anthology is intended as a starting point for defining comics studies as well as a springboard for further investigation. The book features twenty-eight noteworthy contributions to an expanding and intrinsically interdisciplinary field. It is aimed at students, faculty, curators, librarians, and general readers. Our interest is in addressing readers who are engaged by comics of all kinds and from multiple vantage points, whether as product, construct, language, argument, or aesthetic.

In preparing this volume, we have kept three broad goals in mind: first, to highlight the rich diversity of approaches to the investigation of comics; second, to locate comics in a multiplicity of contexts (historical, artistic, spatial, commercial); third, to showcase the remarkable new wave of comics scholarship. Taken together, the essays map the major approaches to the history, form, impact, and assessment of comics. Rather than privileging any single genre, framework, or style, the volume is informed by an appreciation for the diversity of forms and roles that comics inhabit, as well as for the divergent roads that scholars, critics, and essayists have taken in thinking and writing about comics.

The collection introduces readers to the debates, fault lines, and points of reference that continue to shape the field. The fact that the volume has pieces on Carl Barks, Superman, EC Comics, Chris Ware, Art Spiegelman, Alan Moore, and Charlie Brown is hardly accidental, given their cartooning landmark status. Similarly, certain lines of demarcation are reflected in the book’s very organization, with some scholars focusing on the history of the medium, others concerned with the form’s inner logic, and still others using comics as a social-historical mirror. These differences both reflect and influence choices about methodology and subject matter. Disciplinary and institutional locations, area studies interests, and theoretical commitments can also inspire and reinforce lines of demarcation in comics studies. Individual authors may work across as well as within various intellectual tendencies, but the camps themselves lend depth and coherence to scholarly deliberations.

At the heart of comics studies are a series of questions that are both historical and theoretical in nature:

• What are the definitional boundaries of comics? What is distinctive or unique about comics?

• What constitutes excellence, and how is it measured? (And is this the right question?) Should comics scholars establish canons, jettison the concept, or deconstruct the canon-making impulse?

• How do comics figure in the history of printing, reading, and mass entertainment? How have creators, publishers, consumers, and anti-comics campaigners influenced the development of the medium?

• What is the relationship of reading comics to other forms of literacy? Are comics primarily a literary medium (to be read), a visual medium (to be viewed), or a hybrid medium that requires distinctive reading strategies on the part of the reader?

• How does the experience of producing, distributing, and consuming comics vary from country to country, region to region, and across time?

• How do the combination and juxtaposition of words and pictures work? How do comics achieve meaning, for readers, subcultures, and societies?

As these questions suggest, the term “comics” is itself filled with ambiguity. In everyday language the term can refer to comic strips (“I was reading today’s comics”), comic books (“I store my comics in the attic”), or even people who tell jokes. The term suggests a humorous intent that is inconsistent with the actual content of many, perhaps most, comic strips, comic books, and graphic novels. Comics scholars have consequently devised a variety of labels, from graphic narrative, graphic storytelling, the ninth art, and bande dessinée, to capture their target. They have wrestled with the surprisingly difficult task of defining comics, as well as tracing their genesis and excavating their antecedents. Just as importantly, scholars have sought to distinguish comics from (and to connect them to) neighboring phenomena, such as animation, caricature, children’s books, posters, and illustration. The pieces reprinted here adopt divergent stances on how to talk about comics and whether the term itself is useful or valid.

It will quickly be evident that we have applied a broad rather than narrow interpretation of “comics.” For our purposes, the term most often refers to comic strips, comic books, manga, and graphic novels, but also encompasses gag cartoons, editorial cartoons, and New Yorker-style cartoons. While web comics are beginning to stimulate informed criticism, our emphasis is on illustrated print. Our collection showcases a full range of methods and disciplinary influences, from historical survey, biography, and empirical investigation, to theoretical exegesis, comparative study, and formal analysis. Most but by no means all of our contributors are academics. Freelance critics, amateur historians, and cartoonists have produced outstanding comics scholarship, a fact that is reflected in this reader.

Aside from the pioneering writings of Rodolphe Töpffer, the earliest writing on comics mainly emanated from journalists and book critics who used the topic as a jumping off point for larger cultural concerns. Our collection Arguing Comics: Literary Masters on a Popular Medium (University Press of Mississippi, 2004), features essays from the late nineteenth century and the early-to-mid twentieth century that castigate illustrated storytelling on behalf of established literary values. We also included works by more sympathetic voices, such as Thomas Mann and Dorothy Parker, as well as Gilbert Seldes, who vigorously championed Krazy Kat and other comic strips. For Seldes, comics were part of a distinctively American vernacular that deserved respect rather than approbation. Seldes’ cultural tolerance was challenged by mid-century authors such as Irving Howe, Gershon Legman, and the psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, who all invoked comics to illustrate the deleterious effects of mass culture. The history of the medium is marked by recurrent backlashes against comics as well as by the efforts of creators and publishers to reinvent existing genres, tap new markets, expand artistic boundaries, and/or satisfy the expectations of core audiences.

The mid-century campaign against comics helped catalyze a counter-reaction that was marshaled by fans and cartoonists rather than academics. Provoked in part by Wertham’s best-selling critique, a small bookshelf’s worth of insider studies emerged that was rich in anecdotes and craft lore. The superhero and horror genres provided a special locus for fan criticism and creator memoirs. Fan culture continues to generate in-depth interviews, comics business journalism, and statistical data, and remains an underrated resource for research-driven knowledge-building in comics studies.

In the academy, pioneering comics scholarship by such authors as Arthur Asa Berger, Thomas Inge, Donald Ault, and Umberto Eco found inspiration in literary studies, film theory, and semiotics. (Eco’s incisive 1962 essay on Superman provides the final chapter of our Arguing Comics volume.) These writers often paid close attention to the textual elements of comics and, in particular, their storytelling conventions and narrative devices. The most recent generation of comics scholarship, which coalesced in the 1990s, has benefited substantially from the research and mentorship of this generation. It has also had the advantage of greater resources, numbers, and academic respectability. Significant innovations include the establishment of the International Comics Art Forum (ICAF) in 1995, the launching of the International Journal of Comic Art (IJCA) in 1999, the founding of the Comic Art and Comics area of the Popular Culture Association in 1992, and the more recent emergence of online journals, including Image and Narrative, ImageText, and Signs: Studies in Graphical Narratives.

The new comics scholarship has pursued multiple lines of inquiry, from business history and poststructural theory to oral history and the rediscovery of primary texts. It has paid special attention to the formal aspects of comics. Will Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art (1985), and Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993), are touchstones for this formalist turn, as are the contemporaneous essays by cartoonist Art Spiegelman and essayist/cartoonist R. C. Harvey. One feature in particular distinguishes the current wave: a fresh appreciation for the distinctive properties that set comics apart from other mediums. Previously, comics had been sometimes treated as an offshoot of other art forms (usually literature or film). Recent scholarship on comics has helped demarcate what is distinctive to comics as against other expressive media. However, valuable work continues to be undertaken on the full range of research questions identified earlier, from definitional boundaries and evaluative criteria, to national cultures and periodical history.

A Comics Studies Reader is divided into four main sections: Historical Considerations; Craft, Art, Form; Culture, Narrative, Identity; and Scrutiny and Evaluation. Each section is prefaced by a short overview that situates the individual essays in a broader context. The first section explores the prehistory of comics, the genesis and development of the comic strip and comic book, and the anti-comics campaigns of the 1950s. Rather than imposing a single narrative, this section provides room for nuanced scholarship, informed essays, biography, and historically resonate polemics. The following section takes up the language, constituent elements (panels, gutters, word balloons, and so on), and vocabulary of comics—its rules, tools, shortcuts, and hidden logic(s). Also addressed are definitional issues and the boundaries that comics may or may not respect.

The third section shifts the discussion away from formal mechanisms and devices to fictional stories and personal histories. It includes pieces on autobiographical comics, the cultural meaning of comic book heroes, the nexus of biography and storytelling, and readers’ responses to individual comics. Once again, rather than attempting to manufacture a synthetic account of comics as a cultural and (inter-) subjective phenomena, we have created space for diverse voices. Not all of these voices sing in harmony. The concluding section provides a sampling of scholarship on individual creative works and comics phenomena. The artists highlighted in this section are associated with very different styles, agendas, and audiences. Yet all of them enjoy an impact on cartooning that transcends any single story, title, or character.

A Comics Studies Reader speaks to the major research questions that are shaping the field. It also spotlights the intellectual richness that characterizes the field of comics studies.

JH
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A COMICS STUDIES READER


Why Are Comics Still in Search of Cultural Legitimization?

THIERRY GROENSTEEN

Although comics have been in existence for over a century and a half, they suffer from a considerable lack of legitimacy.

To those who know and love it, the art that has given us Rodolphe Töpffer and Wilhelm Busch, Hergé and Tardi, Winsor McCay and George Herriman, Barks and Gottfredson, Franquin and Moebius, Segar and Spiegelman, Gotlib and Bretécher, Crumb and Mattotti, Hugo Pratt and Alberto Breccia, not to mention The Spirit, Peanuts or Asterix … in short, comic art, has nothing left to prove. If its validity as an art form appears self-evident, it is curious that the legitimizing authorities (universities, museums, the media) still regularly charge it with being infantile, vulgar, or insignificant. This as if the whole of the genre were to be lowered to the level of its most mediocre products—and its most remarkable incarnations ignored. Comic art suffers from an extraordinarily narrow image, given the richness and diversity of its manifestations. Furthermore, its globally bad reputation jeopardizes the acknowledgment of its most talented creators. Comic art’s continuing inability to reap the symbolic benefits of its most accomplished achievements is particularly striking and merits elucidation. This is the subject I would like to reflect upon today. Some of the points I will make concern the specific history and situation of French comics and cannot be applied to other national situations without some adaptation.

I will start by evoking some of the paradoxes of the history of the 9th art.

Modern (printed) comics appeared in the 1830s—in the form of Rodolphe Töpffer’s pioneering work1—which makes them more or less contemporary with the invention of photography. And yet, it was not until the 1960s that the French language found a permanent name for this mode of expression—that was, by then, over a hundred years old. During this long period, comics were known, not as bandes dessinées (literally strips that have been drawn) but, successively or indiscriminately, as histoires en estampes, which is Töpffer’s own term (stories told in prints), histoires en images (picture stories), récits illustrés (illustrated tales), films dessinés (films made of drawings) and of course, comics.



Translated by Shirley Smolderen. Reprinted by permission from Anne Magnussen and Hans-Christian Christiansen, eds., Comics and Culture: Analytical and Theoretical Approaches to Comics (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2000), 29–41.



Since coming into existence, comics have twice changed their readership and their form. Readership first. During the nineteenth century comics were intended for adults, only to be relegated, at the beginning of the twentieth century, to the pages of the children’s press. So it is in the illustrated youth magazines that France first discovered the great American series (Brick Bradford, Flash Gordon, Mandrake, Popeye, and so many others), whereas on the other side of the Atlantic, they were originally published in the daily newspapers. The re-conquest of the adult readership—begun in the 1960s by France Soir, Pilote, Hara-Kiri, Charlie hebdo, Chouchou, and Charlie mensuel, as well as by the innovating publisher Eric Losfeld—is finally accomplished in 1972 when Gotlib, Bretécher and Mandryka launch L’Echo des Savanes, the first “adults only” comics magazine, so putting an end to an historical parenthesis of almost three quarters of a century.

Concerning the form given to comics, after having originally appeared in book form (Töpffer’s, Cham’s, Doré’s and other founders’ albums), comics in the 1870s had become a press phenomenon. For more or less a century, only the most popular works were given the honor of being released as albums after pre-publication in the press. Tens of thousands of other pages (often mediocre, but sometimes by undeniably talented artists) were to fall into oblivion after having been “consumed” in the press. But in the 1970s, the production of albums suddenly increases exponentially and in the next decade stabilizes at a very high level: around six hundred new albums are printed in French every year. At the same time, the illustrated press goes into decline, many “historic” magazines cease to exist (Tintin, Pif, Pilote, Charlie, Metal Hurlant …). In this way, a second loop is formed: after having won back its adult readership, comic art operates a return to its original form, the book.

The history of comics that I have just roughly sketched needs to be written in more detail and is still widely misunderstood, even, in my opinion, by self-proclaimed “specialists.” By celebrating the so-called Centenary of Comics in 1996, some of these have simply chosen to ignore everything that was published between 1833—when Töpffer printed Monsieur Jabot—and the release of the Yellow Kid. Over half a century of French, English, German, Dutch, Spanish, and even American comics denied existence because they weren’t mass-produced!

The fact that the birth of comics is still a subject of discussion and disagreement shows just how retarded the study of the 9th art is. As a cultural phenomenon and art form, comics (until the 1960s) were surrounded by a quite deafening silence. They simply were not regarded as such; there was a complete absence of critical, archivistic, and academic attention. After the Essai de Physiognomonie in 1845, in which Töpffer proposes the foundations for a theory of comics, a hundred and ten years passed before another book in French appeared on the subject—Le Petit Monde de Pif le chien by Barthélémy Amengual, in 1955. In this long interval books on cinema and photography were published by the dozen!

However, when comics turned to a readership of teenagers and children, they began to draw attention from one particular sector of society, the educators. For decades, they held the monopoly of discourse on the subject—a genre suspected of having a great influence on the morality of young people. Because they were the first to comment on comics, their ideas, of course, pervaded future thought on the matter. As late as 1964, the most widely read French dictionary, the Petit Larousse illustré, gave the following phrase as an example of the use of the verb salir (to dirty, to soil): ces illustrés salissent l’imagination de nos enfants … (“these comics soil the imagination of our children”).

You might say all this was a sort of double punishment for comics: deprived of their adult audience, comics were confined to the ghetto of youth magazines and reserved for children, but comics’ massive introduction into these magazines provoked the hostility of educators, who untiringly denounced them as “bad for children.” Comics are thus blacklisted for corrupting their already restricted audience.

In her study of the years 1919 to 1931, the art historian Annie Renonciat declares that “as soon as they appeared, these publications alarmed educationalists”2 and prints various quotes to illustrate this prompt mobilization. As early as 1907, Marcel Braunschwig, author of an essay on esthetic education, wrote: “At the present time, we are engulfed by popular magazines for the use of children, against which it is high time to undertake a vigorous campaign in the name of the common sense and good taste they offend with impunity.”3

Paul Winskler, who published the Journal de Mickey, Robinson, and Hop-là, was to become the main target of these attacks in the second half of the 1930s, but before that the Offenstadt brothers’ publications were in the line of fire: L’Epatant (where the adventures of the famous trio “les Pieds Nickelés” were printed), Fillette, L’Intrépide, Cri-Cri, and Lili. The general “vulgarity” and “insanity” of these popular and cheap publications was constantly denounced and the characters that appeared in them presented as bad examples. For Alphonse de Parvillez (working for l’Union Morale, the Revue des Lectures, and the Revue des Jeunes), L’Espiègle Lili (Lili the Imp) is “the perfect handbook for rotten kids,” and Abbé Bethléem, a sort of conscience for the Revue des lectures (Journal of Reading), denounces the use of “excessive caricature, filthy slang, the language of prisons and sleazy bars …”4 in L’Epatant.

The vague fears inspired by comics can be explained in part, by the fact that they belong to a new culture that is on the rise. The sociologist Irene Pennacchioni explains: “In France, a cultural ‘resistance’ is growing up against the barbarous invasion of nickelodeons, cinema, tabloids (Paris Soir), radio (Radio-Cite), American funny characters. This new … mass culture reaches France in the thirties.”5

Opinions on upbringing and education and society’s understanding of children were not the same between the two wars as they are today. There was no talk of the rights of children but only of their protection. There was an absence of teenage culture; even the age group was hardly recognized in its specificity. Lastly, a concept inherited from the nineteenth century meant that children were usually assimilated to the least educated strata of society—the lower classes, “people of primitive intelligence, whose knowledge is sparse if not inexistant, in whom imagination is stronger than reason.”6 For the educators of the first half of the twentieth century, that which is popular is necessarily vulgar. Comics are seen as intrinsically bad because they tend to take the place of “real books,” an attitude which crystalizes a double confrontation: between the written word and the world of images, on the one hand; between educational literature and pure entertainment on the other.

Children’s books and magazines had always been intended to educate and moralize; to support and complete the work of parents and teachers. But the illustrated press, comic albums, and popular serialized novels turn their backs on this mission; their sole aim is to amuse and entertain. This was, not surprisingly, disturbing for specialists in education. Their conviction was that children have feeble minds and naturally bad instincts that need rectifying. These specialists aimed their attacks at the image. The more attractive it was, the more harmful it would be to children.

The following quote is representative of many others and is taken from a special issue of the Communist Party magazine Enfance (childhood) printed in 1954: “All the effects (of comics) are extremely excessive, in verbal expression as in graphic representation. These flashy colors, wry faces, twisted in hate or terror, this sensuality, these longing embraces, everything speaks to the imagination in the most brutal manner, all is suggestive and evocative …”7

An anthology of what was written about comics between the beginning of the century and the sixties would be extremely boring. From the thirties on, the arguments are always the same, and are often singularly lacking in perspicacity. It is rather surprising, for example, that the aesthetics of comic art should be systematically condemned as a whole, as if they were a single entity! From the point of view of morality, magazines were frequently labeled either “good” or “bad,” whereas no distinctions were made on the artistic level between the different authors. Among the American comics that were most popular in France were works such as Flash Gordon, Terry and the Pirates, Popeye, Bringing up Father, Tarzan, and Dick Tracy, whose artists—who are all very different from one another—are now placed among the most respected masters of the 9th art. Blinded, no doubt by the urgency of their mission, the censors of the period did not differentiate between these masters and the more obscure drudges who worked for the same sort of magazines. Comics as a whole were indiscriminately written off as aggressively ugly.

From the thirties on, the speech balloon, which gradually replaced text located under the image, was a central target for educators and for those taking sides with the written word. The procedure was thought to be of American origin, which would have sufficed, if not to disqualify it, at least to make it an object of suspicion. Apparently, no one remembered that the balloon had been used in medieval times, and, more recently, in eighteenth-century European caricatures. It is true that, at that time, balloons were particularly popular in England, and already held in low esteem by the French.

As Annie Renonciat points out, “for the French, the balloon presents … various disadvantages: first, they place the text inside the image, thus imprisoning the verbal content within the visual system; then—most importantly—they limit the text to simple dialogues and direct enunciation, drastically reducing the amount of description and ‘literary’ expression.” The same author goes on to say: “It also appears that publishers—and even some authors—thought a child could not properly understand a story in pictures without the help of words. This is confirmed by the presence of numerous redundancies in the captions to their pictures.…”8

A work whose verbal content is confined to “simple” dialogues is nothing scandalous in itself: it is the case of movies and the theatre. But films and live shows present them aurally, whereas in comics they must be read. Because they are printed, comics seem to be more closely related to literature; furthermore, in addressing children, they are expected to make a contribution to their education by helping them learn to read, encouraging them to love “beautiful texts” and “great authors.” The imprisonment of verbal expression in the visual system—to use Annie Renonciat’s words—constitutes a symbolic revolution, a complete reversal of the commonly accepted hierarchy between semiotic systems. The champions of a culture which postulates the supremacy of the written word over all other forms of expression could only take this inversion as an attack.

The two last complaints most frequently made against comics by educators concern their violence and escapism. This quote is from the communist critic Georges Sadoul: “Everywhere, at every page, we found exaltation of brute force, assassination, violence, war, spying, banditism, and, at the same time, escape into the most stupid irreality.”9

I will not talk in length about violence, which is not specific to comics. The violence inherent in adventure stories has always been condemned in the name of the protection of children—wherever it is found. The arguments used against comics in the twenties, thirties, and forties hardly differ from those brandished against television, video games and manga in more recent times. What has been, and still is, targeted by these critics is the corrupting power of the image, always capable of “striking the imagination.” An image, they believe, invites the spectator to project onto the characters represented and identify with them.

More interesting—to me—is the fact that the “irreality” of comics was for a long time considered intrinsically stupid. Animals that speak, imaginary machines, time travel, supermen, and other fantasies have been blamed for cutting a child off from reality and making him or her lose all notion of it. Once again it is the power of the image that is feared, especially its capacity to abuse the credulity of young readers. La Fontaine, Lewis Carroll, and Jules Verne had not been victims of such censorship of the imagination. But Tarzan, king of the jungle, living half-naked among the animals was often singled out as one of the most harmful incarnations of this irrealism.

Previously blamed for all the sins of the world, comics would finally gain acceptance by educators. A book by Antoine Roux, for example, was published by Editions de l’Ecole in 1970 under the “slogan”: “Comics can be educational.” In time, some child specialists came to rely on comics as the last stand against illiteracy and a teacher’s best aid in the teaching of reading (now threatened mainly by television).

From then on, the debate could focus on aesthetic and cultural questions. Comics were no longer accused of harmfulness, but the stigma of artistic mediocrity would stick—and has been reactivated in the context of the debate on the “confusion of artistic values” supposedly characteristic of the end of this century. To illustrate this, it will suffice to mention the title of a French television program presented in 1984 by Michel Polac in the series Droit de réponse (Right to reply): “Asterix versus the Mona Lisa.”

Rather than entering into the details of this conventional debate over “high” and “low” art, I would like to propose a more general explanation of the fact that comics appear to be condemned to artistic insignificance. It seems to me that comic art suffers from a four-fold symbolic handicap. 1) It is a hybrid, the result of crossbreeding between text and image; 2) Its storytelling ambitions seem to remain on the level of a sub-literature; 3) It has connections to a common and inferior branch of visual art, that of caricature; 4) Even though they are now frequently intended for adults, comics propose nothing other than a return to childhood.

No doubt prejudice against comics cannot be reduced to these four charges. But it seems to me that these four form a basis for all the others. Even though they may not always be spelt out as such, they inform and guide the opinions of the cultural referees who are invested with the power to judge artistic merit.

However, when examined one by one, the 9th art’s four original sins quickly reveal the academic preconceptions they are based on. Let us look at each one in turn.

Almost eight hundred years after the golden age of illuminated manuscripts, the juxtaposition of text and image on a printed page continues to be seen by some as an unnatural alliance. I will not go back to the subject of the balloon and the fact that the image appears to “swallow” the text. The origins of the scandal go deeper, to the mix of text and image itself.

Here is the opinion of one of our “great French writers,” Monsieur Pascal Quignard: “Literature and the image are incompatible.… The two forms of expression cannot be juxtaposed. They are never apprehended together.… When one is readable, the other is not seen. When one is visible the other is not read. Whatever the proximity imposed upon them, the two media remain parallel, and it must be said, that these two worlds are, for eternity, impenetrable to one another. … The reader and the spectator will never be the same man at the same moment, leaning forward in the same light to discover the same page.”10

This objection, which comics readers’ experience apparently refutes, must be taken into consideration, as it is an integral part of occidental culture. “To show and to name; to represent and to describe; to reproduce and to articulate; to imitate and to signify; to look at and to read”: such, according to Michel Foucault, are “the oldest oppositions in our alphabetical civilization.”11 Forgetting that for the ancient Greeks a single word, graphein, meant “to write” and “to paint,” our alphabetical culture quickly became logocentric, subordinating visual forms of expression to language. Philosophers continually repeat that the image tricks and troubles us, acting on our senses and exciting our emotions, and that reason is on the side of the word.

Yet, our culture is the only one that harbors this opposition and hierarchy. They must therefore be relativized. They do not exist, for example, in China and Japan, where the stroke of the brush unites writing and drawing: calligraphic signs and representative lines are executed by the same hand with the same instrument. East Asian painters often insert whole poems in their images.

Moreover, it is virtually certain that western civilization itself is in the process of changing its conception of the relation between text and image. In the day of multimedia, the age-old opposition is somewhat obsolete. Modern humans, to whom the computer transmits text, sound, still and animated images, are subjected to an unprecedented range of sensory stimulations, and learn—from a very early age—to coordinate them.

But this theoretical objection is often accompanied by an aesthetic condemnation. If the marriage of text and image is not impossible, it would at least inevitably distort and weaken both of them. To illustrate this attitude, I will quote the former curator of the Prints department of the National Library of France. According to Michel Melot, the comics artist “produces illustrated literature more than narrative images. Current output is distressing poor, and so monotonous, that I doubt a solution exists. There is nothing in it for either literature or images, and no new, original genre emerges.”12 The same author points out, further on, that the sin of comic art is that of schematization: “For the sake of readability, comics artists are drawn into an involuntary regression which explains the mediocrity of most of their work.”

It is difficult to refute the aesthetic argument without showing that the criteria for appreciation of drawing in comics are not quite the same as those used for art drawings. They are, unlike other drawings, narrative and not illustrative, executed on a very small surface and destined to be reproduced. Are Hergé, Crumb, and Moebius mediocre artists? Most certainly not, but artists whose excellence in their domain cannot be compared to that of Da Vinci, Rembrandt, or Picasso in theirs.

The question is: why should two of the most respected forms of human expression, literature (the model for all narrative arts) and drawing (the foundation of all fine arts), be dethroned and debased as soon as they are side by side in a mixed media…? Some will answer that comics have taken from literature and drawing their least noble parts: from the former stereotyped plots and over-referenced genres, and from the latter caricature and schematization. Founded or not, these complaints seem to be secondary to the fundamental aesthetic question: is it not the very fact of using text and image together that reputedly taints and discredits both of them?

In effect, comic art, just like the cinema, which is also a hybrid genre, goes against the “ideology of purity” that has dominated the West’s approach to aesthetics since Lessing. In art, our modernity has never ceased preaching the deepening, by each discipline, of its own specificity. Music, literature, painting have turned inwards to their own domains. This means that they have eliminated or marginalized melody, subject, representation, narration, and signification, in favor of working on form and basic materials (sound, color … etc.) in their search for pure music, pure poetry, pure painting. It is conceivable that this ideology of purification has led contemporary art to a dead end. That however, is another story. I only wish to show the extent to which comics (where text and drawings contribute to the same narrative project) dispute the validity of the dominant trend of thought and therefore could not do otherwise than to provoke the disdain and contempt of the defenders of official culture. Moreover, the ideology of purity has given rise to an ever-increasing gulf between erudite culture and popular culture, the latter being naturally dedicated to fiction and entertainment.

In fact, the second sin attributed to comics is, precisely, their lack of narrative ambition. Comics are supposed to be easy literature because they are based on repetitions, and therefore more readable. They are also constantly being assimilated with what is known as paraliterature, a badly defined set of popular genres that includes adventure stories, historical novels, fantasy and science-fiction, detective novels, erotica, and so on.

The first important French seminar on paraliterature took place in Cerisy, in September 1967. The attendees (among whom were Francis Lacassin and Evelyne Sullerot) treated comics as a “category” of paraliterature on the same footing as spy novels or science fiction.13 Thirty years later, this conception is still active. There exists in Belgium, for instance, a “Centre for Paraliterature, Comics and Cinema” (in Chaudfontaine). The radio program Mauvais genres on France Culture looks at detective novels, fantasy, and … comics. The Monde des Livres (literary supplement of the daily newspaper Le Monde) has a column which treats comics, science fiction, and detective novels in turn.

This placing of comics on the same plane as the various genres of paraliterature needs examining. It is evident that comics cannot be considered a genre in that sense, as they englobe and traverse many different genres: there are science-fiction comics, sentimental, erotic or autobiographical comics, detective stories, and westerns in the form of comics. … Comic art is an autonomous and original medium. The only things it has in common with literature are: that it is printed and sold in bookshops, and that it contains linguistic statements. But why should it be systematically lowered to the level of para- or sub-literature?

That it is, is mainly due to the fact that the comics market obeys the rules of commerce. The saleability of the product seems to be more important than the intrinsic worth of the art. Comics, like paraliterature, operate on a system of series, that orchestrates the constant revival of the same characters, who accumulate adventures ad libitum. The interchangeability of artists, who, one after the other, perpetuate the career of the most popular heroes reinforces the sentiment that comic art is an industrial form of literature.

How can we defend comic art against this accusation which disqualifies it as an art? Remind the accusers that serialization has its nobility? Evoke Little Nemo or Tintin—fine examples of how tremendous a series can be when handled by a creative genius? Encourage a wider diffusion of works by true authors, of comics free of commercial constraints, and of avant-garde comic art? My opinion is, that here, once again, defense of comics depends on recognition of the fact that they cannot be judged by the same criteria as are generally applied to literature.

In his diary, the writer Renaud Camus made this comment: “Certain films would make poor books, even though they are good, or even excellent films. This superiority is due to the actors—that by definition, we wouldn’t have in the books.”14 In the same vein, many comics would make poor novels, though they are acceptable comics, and in this case, the difference is due to the drawings. The reader of comics not only enjoys a story-related pleasure but also an art-related pleasure, an aesthetic emotion founded on the appreciation of the exactness and expressivity of a composition, pose, or line. There also exists, in my opinion, a medium-related pleasure. It cannot be reduced to the sum of the other two, but is related to the rhythmic organization in space and time of a multiplicity of small images. Comic art is the art of details, and as such encourages a fetishistic relationship.15

Comics’ third symbolic handicap is their relationship with humor, caricature, and satire. Since Ancient Greece, humor has been regarded as the opposite of harmony and of the sublime. It is not compatible with beauty and constitutes an inferior genre, barely legitimate. Humor is negative, it depreciates, renders ugly; satire belittles instead of glorifying. The French Romanticists, mainly in the shape of Jules Champfieury, attempted to rehabilitate caricature, but academic prejudice was never totally dispelled. Without going so far as to recall that for the Nazis, “degenerate art” was the art that put caricature in the place of ideals, it will suffice to note the rarity of studies on humor and comical effects—at least in France—in order to verify that the seriousness of critics and teachers excludes any playful or funny contribution to artistic creation.

Lastly, the fourth symbolic handicap is the link between comics and childhood. Far from trying to combat or contradict this objection, I am inclined to lay claim to it. I recalled earlier that between the start of the twentieth century and the sixties, comics had been captured by the children’s press. Most modern commentators were not aware of the earlier history of picture stories (in the nineteenth century) and genuinely thought they were originally intended for children. They took them for a variety of illustrated children’s books which was belatedly trying to gain its autonomy by taking advantage of a promising trend: pop-culture—or of what we call, in France, contre-culture (counter culture).

But these considerations on the birth and growth of the medium are hardly relevant today. Comics still have a privileged relationship with childhood because it is in childhood that each of us discovered them and learnt to love them. In a certain sense, we can agree with the sociologist Irene Pennacchioni when she says that “pictures are for the illiterate, as they correspond to ‘naive’ pleasures from before learning to read, before culture.”16 Many adults, in particular those who occupy a dominant position in the world of culture, take themselves very seriously … many adults have forgotten or rejected childhood pleasures in favor of more sophisticated, supposedly more noble, pleasures. Now, comics have a way of giving rise to some strongly nostalgic emotions. Psychoanalysts have shown that our attitude to drawings has a certain similarity to our relationship with our mother. Roland Barthes spoke somewhere of the “childhood passion for huts and tents: shut yourself in and settle down.”17 It is a reminiscence of this “existential dream” that a reader experiences when he plunges into the world of small pictures. One cannot avoid seeing that so many of our paper heroes prolong the little boy’s fantasies of freedom and omnipotence, and offer us the chance to act them out … vicariously.

Yes, why not admit it? All of us here in Copenhagen, delivering our clever papers, are probably doing nothing more than holding out our hands to the kids we used to be.
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HISTORICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The writing of the history of comics has been plagued by questions of definition and continuity: what constitutes a comic and what is the relationship between the protocomics of the past (everything from Egyptian hieroglyphics and the Bayeux Tapestry to the sequential prints of William Hogarth) and subsequent comics. In this section, as through the rest of the book, the selected essays emphasize the diversity of both the scholarly literature and also the comics being studied. “Comics,” as these essays make clear is very much an umbrella term which brings together a cluster of related forms: nineteenth-century illustrated stories, gag cartoons, comic strips, comic books, and many other branches of the same family tree. Because comics come in a wide variety, historians often have to address formalist questions as much as theorists do.

Early histories of comics tended to be popularly written books rich in enthusiasm and anecdote but lacking in primary scholarship based on archival research. The pioneering studies of the tireless art historian David Kunzle changed all that by going well past twentieth-century North American sources. Following in the footsteps of his teacher, the polymathic intellectual E. H. Gombrich, Kunzle authored a massively researched and encyclopedic two-volume History of the Comic Strip (1973, 1990), which covered countless European artists who did sequential visual stories from the end of the Middle Ages to the end of the nineteenth century. The upshot of Kunzle’s work was to emphasize the pivotal role of Swiss writer and artist Rodolphe Töpffer (1799–1846) as both an artist and theorist. Much more so than his precursors, Töpffer integrated the element of time into his stories; equally important, he wrote extensively on how sequential images work and how they differ from other art forms.

In this section, we excerpt from Kunzle’s Father of the Comic Strip, where attention is given to Töpffer’s aesthetic theories as precursors to modernist thought. According to Kunzle, the Swiss cartoonist “rebutted the fundamental (traditional, classical) idea that the function of art is to imitate and idealize nature” and “anticipated the modernist idea that art transform nature, does nature over, transcends and bypasses it, and that it obeys its own laws independent of nature.” This challenge to classical ideas, deepened by Töpffer’s theory of caricature which emphasized the expressive richness of pictorial language, allows us to see comics as a distinctly modern art form, one that came of age in the era of mass printing and broke from traditional aesthetic norms.

R. C. Harvey, a gifted historian of comics with a formalist bent, takes the story from Töpffer to the early twentieth century, showing how the illustrated cartoons that appeared in nineteenth-century magazines evolved into twentieth-century gag cartoons and comic strips. As a theorist of comics, Harvey’s great contribution has been to emphasize the importance of the “verbal-visual blend” as a characteristic feature of comics. In this essay, he carefully shows that a major artistic innovation of early twentieth-century comics involved a smoother fusion of words and pictures. In emphasizing the importance of words, Harvey’s essay is pointedly challenging a famous definition of comics articulated by the cartoonist Scott McCloud, who wrote in his book Understanding Comics (1993) that comics are “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer.”

As Harvey shows, the newspaper comic strip in North America emerged as a popular form in the late nineteenth century, borrowing from techniques developed by European artists working in the tradition of Töpffer but bringing a new populist vitality to comics. Harvey tells the story of the origin of these early comics strips, which first appeared in newspapers owned by Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst, the most disreputable of American publishers. Eventually, comic strips became a respectable feature in most North American daily newspapers and inspired the birth of the newer form of the comic book (pamphlet-form publications that reprinted newspaper strips as well as original material). Paralleling the development of the comic strip and comic book is the more upscale form of the gag cartoon, which flourished in magazines.

Harvey’s essay offers a crisp survey of nearly a century of history but no less than Kunzle, this work is guided by a concern for aesthetic theory. In tracing the history of the gag cartoon, the comic strip, and the comic book, Harvey is carefully to emphasize the role of words as well as pictures. As Harvey writes, “It seems to me that the essential characteristic of ‘comics’—the thing that distinguishes it from other kinds of pictorial narrative—is the incorporation of verbal content.”

To the extent that intellectuals noticed comic strips at all, they tended to dismiss them as typical products of the yellow press. The writer who did the most to break this tradition of genteel disdain was Gilbert Seldes (1893–1970), a pioneering modernist. While other intellectuals feared comic strips as a threat to established cultural hierarchies, Seldes, writing in the 1920s, celebrated the form for its liveliness and ability to mimic modern life and speech patterns. In effect, Seldes was arguing that comics were modern and American, an effective strategy in gaining a level of acceptance for the form. A metropolitan intellectual with a passion for movies and popular music, Seldes celebrated those cartoonists who depicted the sporting life, that early twentieth-century masculine milieu of gambling, boxing, horseracing, and pool playing. The cartoonists to whom he is most favorably inclined (Bud Fisher, Clare Briggs, Tad Dorgan) all celebrated the sporting life in their work. By contrast, Seldes is much less favorably disposed to those cartoonists whose work centers on domestic life, notably Frank King and Sidney Smith.

As comic strips became more respectable, a new form of comics became a source of cultural anxiety: comic books—periodicals sold at the newsstand, often to children, and featuring lurid stories influenced by pulp literature. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the moral panic was fueled in part by the work of psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, who argued that the violent content of comics contributed to a deadening of moral sensibility in children.

Wertham’s book not only shaped popular and elite perception of comics. It also had a real historical impact in North America (and to a lesser degree in Europe and Asia). Although Wertham himself was no believer in censorship, as a result of his writing, comic publishers in the United States instigated a stringent self-regulatory code limiting the contents of comics. The anti-comics movements of the postwar years have been the subject of much mythmaking among comic book fans. In their careful articles, Amy Kiste Nyberg and John A. Lent carefully document how multifaceted the anticomics debate was. Nyberg provides a detailed history of the battle over the controversial EC horror comics, which were criticized not just by Wertham but also from within the comic book industry. While comics were being criticized by outside forces like Wertham and politicians in the U.S. Senate, the push for self-regulation also came from within the industry itself, both to placate the critics and also to limit competition from smaller publishers. By emphasizing the role of publishers, Nyberg complicates a story that has often been rendered in melodramatic terms as a battle between free speech and censorship.

Lent surveys the global terrain and demonstrates how international the anti-comics movements were. The move to restrict comes took place in nations as far flung as Britain, Canada, Australia, Japan, the Philippines, and Taiwan. While the debate in each nation followed a local trajectory, certain common themes recur: a focus on the dangers comics pose to kids, the reliance on experts like Wertham, and the calls for an increased role by the state to either regulate comics publishers or encourage them to self-regulate.

From the first appearance of Superman in 1938, the superhero genre has been a key component of the North American comic book industry. Peter Coogan provides an internal history of the genre, one that is attuned to the rules and conventions that govern superhero comics. Coogan argues “for a definition of the superhero comprising mission, powers, identity, and generic distinction.” Coogan’s internalist approach can be usefully compared to the externalist approach taken by Nyberg and Lent. Whereas Coogan emphasizes the narrative innovations found in comics, Nyberg and Lent are much more concerned with the social context in which comics are produced. Coogan’s approach to superhero history is rooted in the tradition of fan scholarship, which is alert to the storytelling conventions and narrative traditions of various genres. As such, it offers a useful alternative to Nyberg and Lent.

As a form of historical analysis, the biographical approach has only recently come into maturity among comics scholars. Early biographies of cartoonists tended to be anecdotal and heavily dependent on recycled newspaper clippings. In the last two decades, however, the field has been enriched by heavily researched and wide-ranging biographies of Winsor McCay, Milton Caniff, and Charles Schulz. M. Thomas Inge’s “Two Boys from the Twin Cities” is a pioneering and provocative application of biographical analysis to the life of Peanuts creator Schulz, juxtaposing the cartoonist’s life with the sometimes parallel career of novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald. In situating Schulz and Fitzgerald as both sons of the Twin Cities of St. Paul and Minneapolis, Inge helps explain Schulz’s lifelong fascination with Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. The comparisons and contrasts that Inge draws serve to link Schulz’s distinct achievement with the wider currents of American culture. As Inge notes, “If Gatsby is the supreme romantic American hero, tainted by his tragic flaws, Charlie Brown belongs to another tradition in our culture—the figure of the lost soul, the little man, or what Charlie Chaplin called the Little Fellow.”

The strength of the historical approach is that it is valuable in and of itself but also lays the foundation for other modes of inquiry. With these historical essays as a background, readers can understand the main issues that comics scholars will confront in other sections of the book: what are the formal properties of comics, how do comics relate to social conditions, and what aesthetics can we use to evaluate the work of cartoonists.


Rodolphe Töpffer’s Aesthetic Revolution

DAVID KUNZLE

The graphic and aesthetic revolution that Rodolphe Töpffer (1766–1847) pioneered and argued for was to be won in the twentieth century. His Essai de physiognomonie and his numerous essays on art, written serially over a dozen years beginning in the 1830s and gathered by Dubochet under the title Reflexions et menus-pro pos d’un peintre genevois (Reflections and Small Talk of a Genevan Painter, first edition 1848, constantly republished since), contain many of the seeds of aesthetic theory that have flowered in our own times. A modern critic has called them “the finest essays on aesthetics in French.”1 Charles Baudelaire, who fails to mention Töpffer in his printed essays on caricature, knew of the Swiss,2 probably through Theophile Gautier, the friend he called his master. Gautier’s careful appreciation of Töpffer’s Reflexions in the Revue des deux mondes3 begins with a strenuous correction of Sainte-Beuve’s disparagement of the comic albums, published six years before in the same magazine, and must have aroused attention.

The aesthetic ideas of Töpffer and Baudelaire have much in common, notably in rebutting the fundamental (traditional, classical) idea that the function of art is to imitate and idealize nature. Both anticipated the modernist idea that art transforms nature, does nature over, transcends and bypasses it, and that art obeys its own laws independent of nature. The Swiss does not go as far as to claim, with Baudelaire, that art may contradict nature. But art, being independant of nature, obeys its own laws. “Le beau de l’art est absolument indépendant du beau de la nature,” was Töpffer’s lapidary pronouncement.4 But never for a moment, for Töpffer, still the Calvinist Swiss, was art to be independent of morality, that is social morality, and here Baudelaire parted company from him. While Töpffer took a polemical stand against the idea of “art for art’s sake” (l’art pour l’art, of which Gautier’s preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin [1835] is the manifesto), he and Baudelaire shared the aesthetic of negligence, of spontaneity—and particularly of flánerie, which may be translated, in Töpfferian terms, as casual mental zigzagging around. This is attested by the very form of Töpffer’s meandering, digressive art criticism, as well as of the dreamlike flow of the picture stories and the “zigzag” philosophizing in the Voyages en Zigzag, themselves conducted in reality, as far as was practical, as semi-organized flânerie. Töpffer is the Montaigne of aesthetic reverie.



Reprinted by permission and adapted from David Kunzle, Father of the Comic Strip: Rodolphe Töpffer (University Press of Mississippi, 2007), 113–19.



Töpffer’s ideas were rooted, more than he would have cared to admit, in Romantic attitudes. The notions of caprice, chance, instinct, and the unconscious which inform both theory and comic album; the insistence that all artistic signs are conventional rather than more or less close approximations of nature; the special expressive value attached to naïve, crude, childish, and incomplete but “essential” forms, harking back (and over) to non-Western “primitive” art; the law by which any doodled face, “unable to exist without having an expression, must indeed have one” (“Töpffer’s Law”)—these ideas, although familiar now, were new then. Couched in a casual flow that seemed to resist being taken seriously, they have found a central place in E. H. Gombrich’s analysis of physiognomic perception as a fundamental aspect of artistic illusion and representation.5 The idea of the doodle as it were an act of nature herself may be traced back to Töpffer’s discovery as a boy watching a cockchafer (hanneton) that had dipped its terebra in ink crawl magically about the page of an exercise book. In a famous passage from his partly autobiographical Bibliotheque de mon Oncle, he watched it make delicate traceries of lines, and taught it, with guidance from a wisp of straw, over a period of two hours, to write his name “a masterpiece.”

Töpffer is bubbling with theories that he cannot take seriously. He cannot, above all, imagine the reader taking him seriously for long. Like Goethe having to read Cryptogame bit by bit, he fears getting an indigestion of ideas, and losing the reader who may have wandered off on his own by now, or gone to sleep. The essays, which ramble on for three hundred pages, are wonderfully self-indulgent. Yes, Töpffer wrote and drew primarily to amuse himself. He will not attempt to define Beauty. Book 7, chapter 1 of the Reflexions declares that to require him to do so would be to deny him liberty, and “try to strangle in my scrap of string this proteus of infinite transformations.”6

The ugly, the monstrous are aesthetic criteria, after all. In his chapter entitled “Where we deal with doodles” (Où il est question de petits bonhommes), he praises, as he did elsewhere, graffiti ancient and modern. He then goes on to evaluate the effect of statuary that very few people had ever seen, and was very little known: that of Easter Island, only discovered and reproduced in engravings in the late eighteenth century. He calls the statues “misshapen grotesques which in their rough breadth and deformed proportion hardly resemble anything but themselves, which resemble nothing … [they show] cruel, hard, superior creatures, brutal divinities, but divinities after all, of grandeur and beauty. They live, they speak, they proclaim.”7

The preference for the primitive, to use the title of Gombrich’s last book, is deeply embedded in the rise of modernism, and is surely linked closely to Töpffer’s theories, probably more indirectly than directly. The loose, incomplete touch became that of Impressionism; the appropriation of the childish, crude, and ugly became a norm of twentieth-century art; the rejection of the academic, the systematic, of rules became the rule. Caricature, and comic strip as its narrative form that gave this style of draughtsmanship unheard-of popularity, blended into modernism, as did the fantastic, the surreal, the dreamlike. The tenuous line of social theory in the Reflexions purports to serve as justification for Töpffer’s “graphic follies.” Being reproducible, they have a large potential audience, being simple-looking—and thus aside from their sophisticate content—they appeal to the “simple man,” the masses of unlettered folk; conceived like Hogarth’s engravings with a moral purpose, even if that is not always as clear as with the great English precursor, they serve social improvement. Unlike Salon painting, which is for the rich, and unlike l’art pour l’art, an absurdism leading to amoralism and anarchy,8 Töpffer’s “engraved literature” serves the people. While the citizen militates against it, the artist, malgré lui, speaks for democracy.
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Essai de Physiognomonie, title page, 1845.

ESSAI DE PHYSIOGNOMONIE

Published, with Albert, in January 1845, handwritten and drawn in auto-lithography, the Essai de Physiognomonie is as methodical, systemic, and rigorously logical as the Reflexions and Small Talk of a Genevan Painter is randomly discursive, playful, and anti-systemic. The tone is also simply more serious, even solemn, scientific—as if his thoughts and theories about an essentially whimsical and entirely original invention demanded it, in a way his aesthetic theory in general did not. The fundamental importance of the Essai as an analysis of the very language or semiotics of art was first recognized by Gombrich in his pioneering Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psychology of Pictorial Representation (1960), in several pages of the chapter on “The Experiment of Caricature.” Töpffer thereby took his proper place in the history of art theory, but unlike the often reprinted Small Talk, the Essai was not reprinted until our own times.9
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William Hogarth, Characters and Caricatures, 1743.

The point of departure was a polemical one recurrent in his thinking about narrative art: the moral usefulness of the hybrid form of pictorial literature which, practiced in the right, Hogarthian way, could act as a moral counterbalance to all the vicious literature of the Romantic school, of Sand, Balzac, and Sue. Töpffer himself, disingenuously, wishes (thinking back to the mild criticism of Goethe, perhaps), that his own picture stories had been more directed to serious moral concerns. He wants a picture story in praise, for instance, of marriage, to counterbalance all the immoral seductions offered by the French writers named. Töpffer was too much the Calvinist to find adultery matter for artistic entertainment, although he must have recognized that Hogarth did just this in his six-part Marriage A-la-mode, which he mentions by name (and enlarges to “ten to twelve plates”). Töpffer imagines that Hogarth really spoke to the lower classes, as he believed the moralizing picture story should, to inoculate them against the poisons of Sue and company; his own clearly did not.

There is a final irony here. The very method that Töpffer proposes depended on an auto-lithographic technique excluded from popular imagery, which for economic reasons relied on woodcut. Töpffer’s Essai is, moreover, written on a high intellectual level and is not the kind of text read by the simple makers of imagerie populaire. They were moreover under strict surveillance of a censorship quick to suppress anything politically untoward. Töpffer’s stories really bear no relationship to the tepid folktales peddled to the masses.

The Physiognomonie booklet is, like the Essai d’Autographie, a how-to-do-it treatise, an appeal to the amateur who does not need to know how to draw in order to be able to draw. Simple contours allow for easy development and recognition of forms; artistic signs are conventional and need not depend upon nature, especially when linear (there are no lines in nature). Expressions may be arrived at by doodling, that is, allowing the free-flowing pencil, accident, and chance (we would say the unconscious) to take over, and interrogating random scribbles for expressive effects. Hogarth insisted he was in the business of drawing credible characters and not grotesque caricatures. But Hogarth is also, in this plate, doodling and varying like Töpffer, but in his own, more finished way, while Töpffer allows himself the barest signifiers, flicks of the pen. Broken lines are sufficient to render expression and character, and have the advantage of inviting what Gombrich called “the beholder’s share.” We supply character or feeling, be the face never so crude, for merely by existing in lines on paper, a face must have an expression; it cannot indeed not speak to us, if only we listen. This is what Gombrich brightly codified into “Töpffer’s law.”

In a series of demonstration drawings Töpffer shows and explains how doodled faces can be systematically varied to suggest an infinite range of moods and characters, how changing proportions of different parts of the face relate to each other, and to a part of the face kept constant, which thereby itself changes; proving that we react to a gestalt, a pattern. Expressive facial types may be contradictory and incomplete. The artist distinguishes between the permanent and nonpermanent signs, the former being variable and fallible indices of character, the latter revealing reliable evidence of the emotions of the moment—what was called pathognomics. Here Töpffer returns to the critique he made in Crépin of phrenology, which is based on the assumption that the shape of the skull, particularly the upper part surrounding the brain, infallibly reveals character and even destiny. Physiognomics, the science of reading character and feeling from the signs, fixed or mobile, inscribed on the face, is “profound, subtle and mysterious;” phrenology, in theory and practice, was totally fallible, not even the beginnings of the science it set itself up to be. Töpffer skirts the fact that Lavater’s Physiognomic Fragments, published in German, French, and English over the last quarter of the eighteenth century (and in a new French edition the year Töpffer’s Physiognomonie came out), and deploying phrenological and physiognomic theory as it were divine truth, became a treasure trove of examples and stimuli for caricaturists and artists generally.

The face of Crépin, as we have seen, happened by chance, and was then briefly interrogated until a character and future blossomed forth. The doodled face thus allowed for the unfolding of a destiny—such a face on such a man was bound to give him wife—and children—trouble. Can we not add here that the physiognomic broken line which encouraged the beholder’s share found its counterpart in the narrative broken line, with open space for a succession of accidents and unpredictables—the share of the artist himself as beholder, or that of a boy observing him at work, the share of the artist’s unconscious? Töpffer does not say what I intuit here as the logical consequence of his graphic method, which, drawn out into the time dimension, creates unpredictable patterns of incident and non sequitur. Or, like temporary physiognomic marks on the permanent signs of character, the pattern may be varied by circling back to “permanent” comic refrains such as Albert getting kicked in the pants, or Vieux Bois changing his shirt, or the dunking of the Rival on the waterwheel.
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“And note well that the least practiced eye supplies the gaps in imitation, with a facility and above all truthfulness which turn entirely to the advantage of the artist. There they are, heads, a gentleman and a lady who present broken lines in the highest degree, discontinuities of contour not a little monstrous …” (Essai de Physiognomonie, 1845).

FRAMES AND CAPTIONS

The only place where Töpffer mentions his method of framing is in letters to Dubochet wanting the filets tremblotants (the trembling frame lines) introduced into the album edition of Cryptogame. This kind of frame actually complements the perfect unity of text and drawing design. Philosophically, Töpffer was averse to the straight line, to rules and rulers. When hiking, too: he disliked the “ribbons” (rubans) carved straight through the Alps to facilitate the horse-drawn vehicles; they were boring and unnatural.

In his first sketched versions, Töpffer drew the vertical lines between scenes and horizontal ones to separate the captions freehand. In the lithographic versions, I would guess, he used a ruler as a rough guide for the maintenance of vertical and horizontal, but ran his pen loosely beside it, and often cast aside the ruler to allow for in- and out-dents necessitated by the overrunning caption, or letters like p or j that dropped below the line. He allowed the frames, like his characters, to take on a spontaneous life of their own, in squiggles, curlicues, and faces. Like his use of handwriting instead of typeface, the trembling, quirky frame line establishes continuity between image and word: in Crépin, the frame grows a skull in sympathy with those being thrown at the phrenologist in the picture above, while in Vieux Bois 44 the bottom frame line seems to vocalize the squealing of a cat just above, as it sees Vieux Bois’s dog appearing in the chimney. The frame becomes pictorial, and in so doing suggests a fluidity of time between scenes.

In another view, Töpffer’s peculiar frame lines, in denying the convention that multiple vignettes in a print should be boxed on a page as pictures are on a wall, aspire to the convention that paintings, when exhibited to the public, had a right to individualized framing. The squiggles become sighs and twitchings of discomfort and protest. At other times, Töpffer seems to be imitating the effect of a manuscript torn at the edges—as if in preemption of his schoolboy readers’ mistreatment in handling the pages.

Playing with the frame has become a hallmark of avant-garde art today. Comic strip art has long been aware that the convention of the tight grid of boxes is only a convention, observed to be sure for much of the twentieth century, but now something to be varied, ignored, and joked with. This is part of the maturation of the genre. The mathematical regularity of the grid is satisfying, especially, it seem to children. This may or may not have something to do with the custom of cutting out scenes and pasting them in to a book or on a screen, or it may respond to the feeling of the psychoanalyst and comic strip author Serge Tisseron, who as a child found happiness and safety in “space and time solidly partitioned: to every image, its frame, to every text, its balloon; each panel caught in the double embrace of its line and column.”10

“Which comes first, text or picture?” is the question always asked of makers of comic strips. The answer is, as a rule, text, as in medieval illuminated manuscripts. But with Töpffer the captions were evidently composed or written after the drawing was done, with their overruns, crowding, blank spaces, and awkward word breaks, despite the many signs revealed by the sketchbooks of careful plotting of the scenario in advance. The pictures drive the narrative. If the round table at which the Crépin family sit in the valedictory scene impedes the normal rectangularity of caption frame, well, let the caption curve to table, and to rotundity of toast.

All this adds to the impression of spontaneity. It is not contrived; the author is letting us in on his creative process, where he himself does not know what will happen next. There are many small, easily correctable errors (notably the “Jaques” for “Albert,” 25), and Töpffer makes no attempt to normalize his idiosyncratic handling of diacriticals. There is even a significant omission in a picture that it was left to plagiarist Aubert to make good: the missing hole in the roof in Vieux Bois (39). Rodolphe’s son François, when he came to copy, by tracing, his father’s designs for Gamier in 1860, is able to make the caption boxes look less crowded by writing them slightly smaller; he also smoothes out irregularities, corrects poorly defined accents, and generally enlarges the scenes sideways to equalize proportions, for which he adds bits of wall, furniture, architecture, and foliage where necessary. But he does not alter the eccentricity of the frame lines. The imposition of black boxes in certain German Töpffer editions (Nef 1887, and, even less excusable, Meizer 1975, copying Nef) condemns them outright.

Throughout the history of the nineteenth-century comic strip we find a deliberate, comic discordance between caption and drawing. This discordance reaches its apogee in Doré’s 1854 History of Holy Russia, where the “straight,” official historiography (caption) is made to collide with and contradict the cruel and cynical reality (drawing). Töpffer too plays on a discordance between the often stiff, solemn, banal, formal (and even archaic) phrasing of the caption (as it were, the official version of the mini-epic) against the spontaneous absurdity of the drawings (visualization of the imagined truth). It is the difference between what should be and what might be. The balance is perfect. There is here—as has been said of Wilhelm Busch, whose solemn moral platitudes in the verse highlight and contradict the author’s evident delight in the mischief of the pictures—duel as well as duet.
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How Comics Came to Be

Through the Juncture of Word and Image from Magazine Gag Cartoons to Newspaper Strips, Tools for Critical Appreciation plus Rare Seldom Witnessed Historical Facts

ROBERT C. HARVEY

In our stampede to elevate Scott McCloud’s definition of comics to the status of holy writ, we may have overlooked the most conspicuous shortcoming of his concoction. While “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence” can include verbiage (those “other images” can be written words), McCloud maintains that comics do not have to contain words to be comics (McCloud, 8). But words are clearly an integral part of what we think of when we think of comics: words as well as pictures. McCloud’s definition is simply too broad to be useful as anything except as a springboard to discussion (which is one of the chief purposes he hoped it would serve). By his definition, the Bayeux Tapestry and Mexican codices are comics. So is written Chinese. McCloud’s definition includes what we call comics just as “quadruped” includes horses. But dogs are not exactly horses even though dogs also have four legs. A more accurate definition of each contains other distinguishing characteristics that make it possible for us to tell a dog from a horse. Clearly, when we think about “comics,” an image of the Bayeux Tapestry is not the first that leaps up before the mind’s eye, and we need a definition that acknowledges this commonplace quirk of the mental process.

It seems to me that the essential characteristic of “comics”—the thing that distinguishes it from other kinds of pictorial narratives—is the incorporation of verbal content. I even go so far as to say that in the best examples of the art form, words and pictures blend to achieve a meaning that neither conveys alone without the other. To McCloud, “sequence” is at the heart of the functioning of comics; to me, “blending” verbal and visual content is. And the history of cartooning—of “comics”—seems to me more supportive of my contention than of his. Moreover, the evolution of the modern so-called “gag cartoon” (the humorously intended single-panel drawing with verbal caption beneath) contains within itself the most vivid demonstration of the reason for that evolution—namely, the emergence of a superior humorous effect that is realized only with the economy of expression achieved by verbal-visual interdependence.



Part of this essay is adapted from Robert C. Harvey, “Comedy at the Juncture of Word and Image,” in Robin Varnum and Christina T. Gibbons, eds., The Language of Comics (University Press of Mississippi, 2001), 75–96.



I realize that the gag cartoon falls outside McCloud’s definition because it is not a sequence of pictures. In fact, gag cartoons fall outside most definitions of comics. But not mine. In my view, comics consist of pictorial narratives or expositions in which words (often lettered into the picture area within speech balloons) usually contribute to the meaning of the pictures and vice versa. A pictorial narrative uses a sequence of juxtaposed pictures (i.e., a “strip” of pictures); pictorial exposition may do the same—or may not (as in single-panel cartoons—political cartoons as well as gag cartoons). My definition is not a leak-proof formulation. It conveniently excludes some non-comics artifacts that McCloud’s includes (a rebus, for instance); but it probably permits the inclusion of other non-comics. Comics, after all, are sometimes four-legged and sometimes two-legged and sometimes fly and sometimes don’t—and, to employ a metaphor as mixed as the medium itself is, defining comics entails cutting a Gordian-knotted enigma wrapped in a mystery, a task somewhat beyond our present scope. But leak-proof or not, this proffer of a definition sets some boundaries within which we can find most of the artistic endeavors we call “comics.” Even pantomime, or “wordless,” cartoon strips—which, guided by this definition, we can see are pictorial narratives that dispense with the “usual” practice of using words as well as pictures. But that doesn’t make the usual practice any the less usual. Pantomime cartoon strips are exceptional rather than usual. Usually, the interdependence of words and pictures is vital (if not essential) to comics, and the vitality of that yoking is readily apparent (and handily exhibited) in an examination of the history of the gag cartoon.

In tracing the history of cartooning, we don’t need to go very far back. Humans doubtless began scrawling pictures on cave walls before the dawn of history as we know it, but we need go no further into the dim recesses of the past than the emergence of the modern use of the term “cartoon.” Gag cartooning probably began in the eighteenth century with the publishing of broadsides, single-sheet publications displaying caricatures or vignettes of moral import—the work of such irrepressible British wags as William Hogarth (1697–1764), James Gillray (1756–1815), and Thomas Rowlandson (1756–1827) and the Spanish painter Francisco Goya (1746–1828), to mention a few. This custom was perpetuated and refined in weekly and monthly humor magazines in the nineteenth century. In France, gadfly caricaturist Charles Philipon (1806–1862) started a thoroughly political weekly, La Caricature, in 1830, adding the more literary Le Charivari to his productions two years later and employing the work of such satirical artists as Honoré Daumier (1808–1879) and Jean Grandeville (1803–1847). In England, Punch (subtitled “The London Charivari”) was launched in 1841, and “cartoon” was first employed in the modern sense in this magazine.

“Cartoon” comes from the Italian cartone, meaning “card.” Italian tapestry designers and fresco painters and the like drew their designs on sheets of cardboard at full scale before transferring those designs to the cloth or walls they were intended for. These designs were called by the name of the material upon which they were drawn—cartones, or “cartoons.” Later, the word “cartoon” was applied to any preliminary study for a final work, and it is here that we meet the modern usage of the term.
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John Leech, Substance and Shadow, 1843.

The modern usage of “cartoon” began in London in the 1840s. The Houses of Parliament had been all but destroyed in a fire in 1834. The building that took the place of the gutted relic was called the New Palace of Westminster and was built over the next decade. By the early 1840s, it had been determined that the New Palace would contain various murals on patriotic themes, and a competitive exhibition was held to display the cartoons (in the ancient sense) submitted as candidates for these decorations. Punch, then only a couple years old, entered the competition on its own, publishing in its pages a series of five satirical drawings about government and calling them “Mr. Punch’s cartoons.” The first of these appeared in the weekly issue dated July 15, 1843, and was greeted (we are told) with howls of joyous appreciation (Thompson, 116).

Identified in the magazine as “Cartoon No. 1,” the drawing by John Leech depicts a motley collection of London’s downtrodden and threadbare street folk who are viewing the exhibition of the cartoons submitted to the Parliamentary competition, an array of portraits of regal personages. Entitled “Substance and Shadow,” the irony gains additional impact from a caption: “The Poor Ask for Bread, and the Philanthropy of the State Accords—an Exhibition.” Even in this, the first modern example of “cartoon,” the words give meaning to the picture and vice versa.

At first, Punch called its humorous drawings “pencilings.” Eventually, it applied the term “cartoon” to any full-page politically satirical drawing (and most “cartoons”—but not all—in these earliest years were what we would term “political cartoons” rather than simply humorous). But to the man in the street, any funny drawing in the magazine after the summer of 1843 was termed one of “Punch’s cartoons,” and by this route, the word came into use for any comical drawing, of which, as time went on, there were more and more of the apolitical kind. By the time Americans launched their imitations of Punch in the mid-1800s, “cartoon” was well on its way to being established in the modern sense. And so was “cartoonist.”

Punch inspired many imitators on this side of the Atlantic—Wild Oats, Phunny Phellow, and others, most of which failed after a few issues or months. Among those that lasted were the weekly humor magazines Puck, Judge, and Life, all introduced in the 1880s.

By this time, magazine cartooning had branched into the two categories to which I’ve already alluded—the political and the purely comic (the latter, eventually termed “gag cartoons” by cartoonists). Typically, the political cartoons were given the greater play: they appeared on the covers (front and back) and sprawled across the double-truck of the center spread. Other cartoons often honed a political axe or two, but they, and the strictly humorous cartoons, were spotted throughout the magazines amid paragraphs of light-hearted prose and verse. Some of the drawings were half-page in size; others, quite small. Virtually all of these efforts were captioned with several lines of text in type. Usually the text was itself comedic and self-contained: the reader didn’t need the picture to understand the joke.

Until the 1920s, magazine gag cartoons were mostly illustrations of this sort. Lee Lorenz, long-time cartoon editor at the New Yorker, calls the earliest of these specimens “illustrated anecdotes” because the captions were sometimes two or three paragraphs in length (48); the drawings did no more than illustrate the situation to which the text applied. The text was gradually refined: first, it was transformed into a sort of conversation among the several persons depicted in the drawing; soon, the dialogue was reduced to a verbal exchange between two persons. These are the “multiple-speaker captioned cartoons” (the fondly recalled “he-she” cartoons in which He says something; then She responds with something funny—or vice versa). Here’s a sample:

Wife: How many cigars a day are you smoking now?

Husband: Oh, just enough to show the doctor his advice was wrong.

In cartoons like these (of which there were millions from about 1880 until 1920), the pictures contributed almost nothing to the joke. We don’t need the picture in order to see the humor in the dialogue. Cartoonists of the day called these specimens “illustrated jokes,” betraying their belief that the humor was contained in the prose not the pictures (Kunkel, Letters, 70). In some cartoons, however, the pictures provide the setting that makes sense of the caption—for instance:

Uncle: Poor girls, so few get their wages.

Flapper: So few get their sin, darn it.

They are walking along a street in front of a theatre on the door of which is a sign advertising the latest film: “The Wages of Sin.” Without the scene-setting picture, the cartoon isn’t very funny. (This cartoon, incidentally, was published in the first issue of the New Yorker.) But most cartoons of the earliest vintage are essentially verbal witticisms that are funny without their accompanying illustrations.
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Ethel Plummer, The Wages of Sin, 1925.

When, at the close of the nineteenth century, the great metropolitan daily newspapers (particularly in New York) sought to increase circulation by publishing Sunday supplements that included imitations of the comic weekly magazines, cartooning evolved in a second direction. In newspapers, cartoonists started creating short narratives by arraying their pictures in storytelling sequences (“comic strips”)—to which we’ll return for more anon. In magazines meanwhile, cartoonists continued pretty much as before, but in striving for ways of creating comedy, they also exploited the capacity of the medium for visual puns. Visual punning emphasized the importance of the pictures to the comedy in single-panel cartoons. Perhaps from this development—sporadic and occasional as it was amid the usual array of “illustrated anecdotes”—cartoonists began to realize that the comedic impact of their work would be much enhanced if the meaning or significance of the words under their pictures could be understood only by comprehending the role of the picture. And vice versa.

Whatever the cause, by the 1920s, a new style of gag cartoon was evolving. Cartoonists had discovered that all cartoons—not just visual puns—were funnier if the humor arose from joining picture to words in such a way that the one “explained” the other. In this form, gag cartooning achieves its apotheosis when neither the picture nor the words have humorous meaning alone. The picture sidles into a reader’s consciousness as a kind of visual puzzle, meaningless until reading the caption “explains” it. The picture likewise “explains” the caption. Either way, as comprehension dawns—in the flash of an instant—the humor is revealed, and the revelation, coming, as it does, suddenly, gives comic impact to the combined “meaning” of the visual-verbal blend. In effect, the joke’s impact derives from the “surprise” that is sprung upon the reader when he or she understands the full import of the picture or the caption. The hilarity is further enhanced if only one of the characters in the picture is speaking: this maneuver effectively heightens the importance of blending picture to words to achieve an economy in expression that increases the “surprise” inherent in the blend—and, hence, the humor of the joke. And so emerged the “single-speaker captioned cartoon,” the modern gag cartoon.
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Ellison Hoover, He Burned His Britches Behind Him, 1920s.

Because the modern gag cartoon is more economical in the deployment of verbal and visual resources, it is more focused and therefore has greater impact. Employing the same economy, cartoonists achieve similar impact in comic strips, too, and the best funny book artists also strive to yoke pictures and words in tandem for narrative sense. But the blend is more demonstrably evident in the relatively simple gag cartoon.

A classic cartoon of this breed is one by Peter Arno for the New Yorker. The picture shows several military personnel aghast at viewing, in the distance, the crash of an airplane, obviously one of theirs. A parachute hovering over the crashing plane reassures us that no lives have been lost in the tragedy. Emerging from the crowd and coming toward us is a mousy-looking man who is grinning and rubbing his hands and saying, “Well, back to the old drawing board.”

The picture makes absolutely no comedic sense without the caption; and the caption is not at all humorous without the picture. It may be debated whether there is any humor in the grim situation depicted, but the expression on the face of the mousy man shifts our orientation from a possible tragedy to the comedy that always lurks at the edge of ordinary human self-absorption.

My choice, here, of a New Yorker cartoon is not altogether casual. In his New Yorker article celebrating the magazine’s seventieth anniversary, Charles McGrath says flatly that Harold Ross invented the modern single-speaker gag cartoon (184). Well, yes and no.

Without a doubt, no history of gag cartooning could overlook Harold Ross, the world’s most unlikely candidate for editor-founder of the nation’s most sophisticated magazine of humor and urbanity. A frontier kid with only a tenth-grade education, he was born November 6, 1892, in Aspen, Colorado, then a mining camp. When he left town as a teenager, he became a slovenly tramp newspaperman who spent his years before World War I roving from one newspaper to another, a common type in those years. During the war, he worked on Stars and Stripes, the armed forces newspaper, and he fell in with a convivial crew, and after the war, they all landed in New York, where they encouraged Ross to launch, after a false start or two, the New Yorker.
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Peter Arno, Well, Back to the Old Drawing Board, 1941.

The magazine struggled in fiscal red ink for years, but Ross never wavered in pursuit of his vision. He couldn’t articulate it, but he knew what he wanted. Slowly, he assembled writers (E. B. White, James Thurber, Janet Flanner, Katharine Angell White, Frank Sullivan) and cartoonists (Arno, Rea Irvin, Helen Hokinson, Charles Addams, George Price) who gave the publication its distinctive flavor.

But Ross remained throughout his life the same—a rowdy, gangly, mussed-up hick-looking wight with a gap-toothed grin, a droll sense of humor, and a profane vocabulary. In his uncouth eccentricity and sheer doggedness, Ross was without equal in American journalism. And his magazine became a beacon to cartoonists, beckoning to modern times. It became a showcase for gag cartoonists, but the single-speaker captioned cartoon wasn’t invented there, whatever the oft uttered claims of cartoon mythology.

The single-speaker gag cartoon was in fairly widespread use in the old humor magazines Life and Judge (not to mention that child of the 1920s, College Humor) long before Ross launched the New Yorker in 1925. Cartoonists still did mostly multiple-speaker cartoons, but single-speaker cartoons were not hard to find.

Peter Arno was often credited with inventing the single-speaker cartoon at the New Yorker, but he specifically denied it (in his introduction to Peter Arno’s Ladies and Gentlemen).

“I like to think that I did,” Arno wrote, “and I have been given credit for it; but nothing so basically simple could be ‘invented.’ It must be as old as Confucius, or older. It was just lying there all the time, waiting to be picked up. I gravitated toward it naturally, and was one of the first to use it consistently, so that it became more or less a trademark. … I suppose it appealed to me because my English grandfather, who was the light of my boyhood years, had taught me that brevity was the soul of wit. … As with a smoking-room story, the shortest caption, if it hits with a wallop, brings the loudest guffaw; the kind that warms my heart” (7).

Clearly, one person did not invent the notion of the single-speaker cartoon. Not Peter Arno. Not Harold Ross. But Ross gets the credit because his magazine lasted; the others that used cartoons did not. If Life and Judge had lasted (both, for all practical purposes, expired in the 1930s), they would doubtless have used the single-speaker cartoon as consistently as the New Yorker did. And then not any one of them would be able to claim the invention of the genre. But Ross’s magazine outlasted its rivals. And because the gag cartoon had evolved into a single-speaker captioned cartoon in which the words and the pictures (in the best of them) were “interdependent” (to use Arno’s phrase [2]) and because the New Yorker used lots of gag cartoons, Ross and his cartoonists are credited with having invented the form.

Doubtless Ross’s eccentric literalism contributed to the evolution of the modern gag cartoon. He insisted, for instance, that he, as a reader, should be able to tell at a glance which of the persons in the drawing was speaking. Here, he was rebelling against the old multiple-speaker illustration: depicting several speakers, the old time cartoonists didn’t have to worry about which of the persons had his or her mouth open. Either they all did; or none of them did. But when there is only a single speaker, the reader must know which of the persons in the picture is that speaker.

Ross’s insistence on this seemingly trivial matter doubtless helped to focus his cartoonists’ efforts in the direction of the single-speaker cartoon because only in such cartoons did you need to discern which of the people depicted was speaking. And so by such indirections might Ross be said to have nudged the magazine cartoon into its modern manifestation. But Ross also realized that the kind of cartoon he wanted in the New Yorker was different from the “illustrated joke” of the previous generation of humor magazines. He had difficulty, however, in translating his notions into very precise guidance. In the summer of 1925, an advisory letter to contributors called for cartoons that were “illustrative of ideas” (Lee, 165) rather than of situations. In her book Defining New Yorker Humor, Judith Yaross Lee argues that this vague notion soon evolved into the “idea drawing,” the “key discovery” of which was “the ironic relations between image and text” (202)—in other words, a cartoon in which the words and pictures blend to achieve a meaning neither is capable of alone without the other.

By 1932, Ross had a pretty firm grasp of what he was after in cartoons. Writing to cartoonist Alice Harvey, he discussed his convictions:

Before The New Yorker came into existence … the editors [of humor magazines] bought jokes, or gags, or whatever you want to call them, for five dollars or ten dollars, [and] mailed these out to artists. … The result was completely wooden art. The artists’ attitude toward a joke was exactly that of a short story illustrator’s attitude toward a short story. … Now, this practice led to all humorous drawings being “illustrations.” It also resulted in their being wooden, run-of-the-mill products. The artists never thought for themselves and never learned to think. They weren’t humorous artists; they were dull-witted illustrators. A humorous artist is a creative person, an illustrator isn’t. At least they’re not creative so far as the idea is concerned, and in humor, the idea is the thing. … Unless an artist takes a hold of an idea and does more than “illustrate” it, he’s (she’s) not going to make a humorous drawing. …

I judge from your letter that you apparently don’t realize that you are one of the three or four pathfinders in what is called the new school of American humor [in cartooning]. Your stuff in Life before The New Yorker started might well be considered the first notes of this new humor. I remember seeing it and being encouraged by it when I was thinking of starting The New Yorker (Kunkel, Letters, 70).
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Edward Winsor Kemble, No Sense Timin’ it Pa, 1922.

But Alice Harvey didn’t invent the single-speaker caption cartoon any more than Ross did. The canny editor was doing what he often did to cajole performance from his contributors: he was flattering her into submission. As I’ve said, other cartoonists were doing the same thing earlier than Harvey’s work appeared. And they were producing such cartoons long before the New Yorker debuted. But Ross’s magazine established the form as the most effective for the single panel cartoon.

In his history of cartooning at the magazine, Lorenz edges up to the question of the invention of the single-speaker gag cartoon, but, understandably, he cannot identify any single person as the inventor. He reports that William Steig and George Price among others told him that they realized that the single-speaker captioned cartoon as it emerged was a different kind of cartoon.

“Just how it came about seems impossible to establish sixty-five years after the fact,” Lorenz continues. “I suspect it was the result of the increasing sophistication of the gag writers rather than the cartoonists themselves.” But he also says that “the single-line caption required a new subtlety on the part of the artist: the less told in the caption, the more one had to tell in the drawing” (49).

I think the cartoonists themselves saw the enhanced comedic impact of a picture and its caption when the drawing and the words were inextricably linked in the most economical way possible—with the caption being the utterance of a single speaker. Cartoonists (almost by definition in my book) create in visual-verbal terms. Through the first three decades of this century, they became more and more accustomed to contriving comedy that arose from the blend of words and pictures. It would be natural in the normal progression of things for cartoonists to realize the superiority of the comedy inherent in the economy of single-speaker cartoons. And I think those who wrote or polished captions saw the same thing. They all worked to create better cartoons in this new mode. And Ross with his eccentricities and cloudy comprehension of what he was looking for elbowed them along in the same direction.

The gag cartoon proliferated and evolved a little more, continuing to establish verbal-visual blending as the vital aspect of the form. Following the New Yorker’s lead, such magazines as the Saturday Evening Post, Collier’s, and Look began using more and more cartoons, and the cartoons were soon exclusively of the “single speaker” type. In less than a half-dozen years after the New Yorker’s launch, the venerable “he-she” cartoon disappeared from the landscape of magazine cartooning.

In the fall of 1933, Esquire was launched, inaugurating the next phase in the evolution of the magazine cartoon: the full-color full-page cartoon. Judge and Life had occasionally published a cartoon in color, but Esquire made it a regular practice. (Collier’s also eventually published cartoons in color but not as full pages.) At the New Yorker, Ross continued printing cartoons in black-and-white, and when he was urged to consider doing color cartoons, he responded with a typical Ross-ism: “What’s funny about red?” (Kramer, 287).

During the heyday of magazine cartooning, which lasted, by my calculation, from the mid-1930s until the 1960s, the major weekly magazines used over two hundred cartoons a month. Adding in such monthly magazines as True and Argosy, the monthly market probably devoured more than five hundred cartoons. And when Playboy appeared on the newsstands, the market expanded by another dozen or so a month.

The last step in the evolution of the gag cartoon was taken by Virgil Franklin Partch II. Born in 1916, Partch signed his cartoons VIP (a distortion of his initials which he began affixing to his work while in high school) and may have single-handedly jolted the genre of the gag cartoon out of its verbal complacency in the 1930s and into its most imaginative era, roughly the 1940s and 1950s.
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Virgil Partch, He’s Almost Human, late 1940s.

Partch began working at Disney Studios in the early thirties, but by the dawn of the next decade, some of his cohorts there had convinced him to try freelancing cartoons to magazines (Ketcham, 54). He sold his first to Collier’s (which published it February 14, 1942) and gave up animation. His work was distinguished by its highly visual content: the joke usually depended upon a bizarre picture which made the caption comic. At a restaurant, a woman is shown with a fork-full of spaghetti on her head as she asks her male companion across the table, “How do you like me as a blonde?” In a hotel lobby, a score of identical men are milling around and one accosts another, saying, “Your face is familiar, but I don’t recall your name.” His reliance upon his pictures to do more than simply set the scene demonstrated vividly the narrative value of the visual element of a cartoon.

As celebrated as his wacky sense of humor was his zany rendering style that displayed a certain nonchalance about ordinary anatomy. A frequent objection was made to his unabashed disregard for the number of fingers that are customarily issued with each human hand. To this carping criticism, Partch responded patiently: “I draw a stock hand when it is doing something, such as pointing, but when the hand is hanging by some guy’s side, those old fingers go in by the dozens. And why not? At Disney, I spent four years drawing three fingers and a thumb. I’m just making up for that anatomical crime” (“Partch”). When the magazine market began drying up in the late 1950s, Partch turned to newspaper syndication with Big George, a panel cartoon (1960–1989).

With the virtual collapse of the great general interest weekly magazines in the sixties, an enormous market for magazine gag cartoons evaporated. Or, rather, dissipated into sundry special interest magazines. There, the gag cartoon continues to flourish, a verbal-visual blend combining brevity and clarity in order to precipitate an abrupt arrival of complete comprehension—and a laugh. A vivid demonstration of the mutual importance of words and pictures in the art form, the modern gag cartoon is the haiku of cartooning, and no definition of the medium can be complete without embracing it.

To conclude this anatomical analysis of the origins of comics by exploring the medium’s history, we now return to the aforementioned newspaper comic strip, which, like the modern gag cartoon, is a lineal descendant of the same humorous drawings that appeared in weekly humor magazines like Puck, Judge, and Life in the 1880s. Toward the end of the century, great metropolitan newspapers battled for readers, and, in the attempt to attract readers and build circulation, they began publishing extravagant Sunday supplements. The most famous of these circulation wars took place in New York, and comic drawings were on the frontlines of the battlefield.

The potential of the Sunday newspaper as a profitable venture was first demonstrated in New York by Joseph Pulitzer who invaded the city in 1883, purchasing the World with the profits from his St. Louis Post-Dispatch. Pulitzer fleshed out the Sunday supplement idea by concentrating entertainment features in the Sunday World—material for women and young readers and for sports enthusiasts, the offerings of literary syndicates, and humorous drawings and other illustrations. Pulitzer had run comics in the supplement as early as 1889, but when he acquired a four-color rotary press in 1893, new vistas opened. Morrill Goddard, who headed the Sunday staff, saw in the new technology a spur to circulation: he proposed to capitalize upon the popularity of the weekly humor magazines by imitating them but to improve upon the original by adding color. Goddard did just that and inadvertently perverted his native language forever.

Offering comical drawings and amusing short essays and droll verse, Life, Judge, and Puck were dubbed “comic weeklies” in common parlance—or, even, “comics.” So when the World launched its imitation “comic weekly” in November 1894, it was lumped together in the popular mind as another of the “comics.” And then, once the World had shown the way, papers in other cities began publishing humorous Sunday supplements full of funny drawings in color and risible essays and verse. In a relatively short time, obeying the dictates of demand, newspapers eliminated the essays and verse and concentrated on comical artwork, which was increasingly presented in the form of “strips” of pictures portraying hilarities in narrative sequence. It was but a short step to the use of comics to designate the art form (comic strips) as distinct from the vehicle in which they appeared (the Sunday supplement itself). Once that bridge was crossed, meaning deteriorated pretty rapidly. Storytelling (“continuity”) strips arrived soon after, and even when the stories they told were serious, they were called “comics” because they looked like the art form called comics and they appeared in newspapers with all the others of the breed.

The comic weekly that Goddard produced was intended, like the magazines that inspired it, for a general audience, adults—chiefly male, but also the rest of the family, women and children. Children alone were not the target readers. Never had been. Not on Sundays. Not on weekdays either. The compulsions and vacillating fortunes of Bud Fisher’s racetrack tout, A. Mutt, as we shall soon see, were scarcely of the sort that children would find amusing. But adults would. As the twentieth century dawned, various groups of concerned parents expressed alarm at the possible negative effect on their children of exposure to the vulgarity of the physical pranks of the Katzenjammer Kids and others of their ilk in the comics. Cartoonists subsequently kept juvenile readers in mind as well as adults when crafting their product and avoided material that might corrupt the youth of the nation. But comics, as a genre, were never aimed solely at youngsters.

Among Goddard’s comic artists was Richard F. Outcault, who, in his weekly drawings occasionally burlesqued city life by focusing on its slums. Outcault’s squalid tenements, bald-earth backyards, and cluttered alleys were infested with a manic assortment of raggedy urchins, juvenile street toughs, and enough stray dogs and cats to start a pound. In the midst of these nondescript ragamuffins, one waif stood out: he had a head as round and naked as a billiard ball, surmounted on either side by giant ears that could have been pitcher handles, and his only raiment was a long, dirty nightshirt on which Outcault often lettered some comment about the mayhem at hand. The kid, whose name was Mickey Dugan, began sporadic appearances on February 17, 1895, but soon after January 5, 1896, he became a full-time resident in the Sunday World. On that day, the kid’s nightshirt was colored yellow, and Mickey Dugan forthwith disappeared in the mists of journalistic time. Thereafter, he was known only as the Yellow Kid. He quickly became a star attraction of the World. No matter what the disturbance in Hogan’s Alley, the Yellow Kid was there, his vaguely Oriental visage baring its two teeth at the reader in a grin at the same time vacuous and knowing—the capstone above whatever irreverent commentary was emblazoned on the signal flare of his yellow billboard shirtfront. So popular was the Yellow Kid that he became the first merchandised comic character, appearing on buttons, cracker tins, cigarette packs, ladies’ fans, and a host of other artifacts of the age. His omnipresence could scarcely escape the notice of young William Randolph Hearst, who was just beginning to build his newspaper empire.

Hearst had arrived in New York in the fall of 1895, buying the Morning Journal and immediately inaugurating a price war with Pulitzer. The papers fought for readers with screaming headlines that sensationalized the news. Journalism became a shrieking, gaudy, sensation-mongering enterprise, distorting facts to provide howling newsboys with whatever hawked best at street corners. Seeing the popularity of the Yellow Kid, Hearst hired Outcault away from the World to draw the cartoon for his Journal. But Pulitzer at the World hired another artist to draw the Yellow Kid, and for quite some time, the most visible combatant in the circulation battle between the two press lords was the Yellow Kid: delivery wagons for both publishers took newspapers around the city with posters on their flanks bearing the grinning visage of the Yellow Kid. The World wagons had the Kid; and so did the Journal wagons.

Bemused observers on the sidelines of the conflict sometimes referred to the two papers as “the Yellow Kid journals.” Or just “the yellow journals.” From which usage, we derive that expression customarily used to denigrate the sensational newspapering practices of Hearst and Pulitzer—“yellow journalism.” This legacy of the Yellow Kid is a mixed blessing, a triumph whose tawdry connections tainted the future of the comics medium even while asserting its riveting appeal. That the first great character of American comics should have his chromatism appropriated by a journalistic movement was ample testimony to the powerful appeal of the comics. But because that movement was wholly commercial, embodying reprehensible ethics and questionable appeals to baser emotions, the new art form was associated with only the lower orders of rational endeavor—a circumstance that cast a shadow for a long time over any claims made for artistic merit and intellectual content in comics. How could anything that first surfaced in the jaundiced columns of the sensational press have any interest for respectable, thinking readers?

The Yellow Kid occupies his niche in the history of U.S. newspaper cartooning not because he was actually the first newspaper comic character (he wasn’t) but because he was the first newspaper comic character to prove he could sell newspapers. And the buyers were adults, as they have ever been. It was the man of the house who bought the paper. Everyone in the family read the paper that the pater familias brought home, but he had to be persuaded to buy it to begin with. The Yellow Kid was an effective persuader, and he established, beyond doubt, the commercial power of newspaper comics. And for that, he deserves the hallowed place he has in the history of the medium.

In the wake of the Yellow Kid’s success, the comics enjoyed a prized position in newspapering. They were an active ingredient in a newspaper’s circulation-building strategy for at least the next half-century. And the reason is not hard to discover. Most cities were served by several daily newspapers, and the only thing that distinguished one from another was its editorial point-of-view and its feature content. The most conspicuous of the features were the comics. For a time, the headlines and the lead stories from paper to paper were different. But as newspapers began to seek accuracy and comprehensiveness in their coverage of the events of the day and as national wire services began to supply much of the content of every issue, the news in one paper in a city was pretty much the same as the news in another. Only the features—and the comics—were different. And editors exploited that difference. As testament to the circulation building power of comics, the compendious Sunday editions of most metropolitan newspapers began to be wrapped in the comics section. The comics advertised the Sunday edition: they appeared as its distinctive, gaily colored cover on all newsstands.

The comics that proliferated in the Sunday supplements as the nineteenth century drew to a close were not always comic strips: some, like Outcault’s Hogan’s Alley, the title of the Yellow Kid’s domicile, were stand-alone humorous drawings. Although the Sunday comics sometimes displayed smaller drawings showing an action in sequence, the regular use of sequential panels was rare until Rudolph Dirks made it standard practice in his Katzenjammer Kids, beginning December 12, 1897. At first, words, when used, appeared under Dirks’ pictures, not within them. But by the turn of the century, the combination of elements that constitutes the comic strip form appeared regularly in various places. When Frederick Opper’s Happy Hooligan appeared in 1900, the comic strip had taken its definitive form: a narrative told by a sequence of pictures with the dialogue of the characters incorporated into the pictures in the form of speech balloons. Opper’s strip summed up all the previous experimentation and combined all the basic elements from its start.

The prototype of the comic strip—parades of pictures with text underneath—had appeared here and there throughout the nineteenth century. Perhaps the first of these prototypes was done by a Swiss artist, Rodolphe Töpffer, as early as 1827. Describing his new storytelling technique, Töpffer wrote: “The drawings without their text would have only a vague meaning; the text, without the drawings, would have no meaning at all. The combination of the two makes a kind of novel.” The modern comic strip emerged when the text beneath the pictures disappeared. From that point forward, most of the words in comics were confined to speech balloons. But the words and the pictures are still yoked in tandem to tell stories: the verbal and the visual blend to achieve a meaning that neither is capable of alone without the other. Indeed, in the best examples of the art, the words (or the pictures) taken by themselves are, as they were to Töpffer, virtually meaningless because the best comic strips exploit fully the dramatic economy of which the verbal-visual blend is capable.

The technical hallmarks of the comic strip art—the things about it that make it unique—are speech balloons and narrative breakdown. Speech balloons breathe into comic strips their peculiar life. In all other static graphic representations, characters are doomed to wordless pantomime. In comic strips, they speak. And they speak in the same mode as they appear—the visual not the audio mode. We see and read the words of the characters just as we see the characters themselves and “read” their actions. Films are made in a hybrid mode—audiovisual. Comic strips are all visual, a seamless optic engagement.

Moreover, including puffs of dialogue within the pictures gives the words and pictures concurrence—the lifelike illusion that the characters we see are speaking even as we see them, just as we simultaneously hear and see people in life. In my own cartooning efforts (sporadic and itinerant as they are), the inclusion of speech balloons in any drawing has always seemed to change substantially the nature of the drawing. I’ve probably drawn hundreds of pictures of characters posturing and cavorting about, but however animated and vivid those drawings may be, it isn’t until I join a speech balloon to one of the characters and make him or her talk that the drawing begins to live. Once a speech balloon points its “tail” to its speaker, that character seems more alive. Partly that’s because the words spoken begin to shape the character’s personality; but it is also the simultaneity and proximity of words and pictures—and their unified mode of presentation—that bring the characters uniquely to life for me.

If speech balloons give comics their life, then breaking the narrative into successive panels gives that life duration, an existence beyond a moment. Narrative breakdown is to a comic strip what time is to life. In fact, “timing”—pace as well as duration—is the result of the second of the unique ingredients of comic strip art. The sequential arrangement of panels cannot help but create time in some general way, but skillful manipulation of the sequencing can control time and use it to dramatic advantage. The sequencing of panels controls the amount and order of information divulged as well as the order and duration of events. Managing these aspects of a story creates pace, suspense, mood, and the like. Ordinary mainstream literary prose does all of this, too; comics differ in that the pictures as well as the words manipulate time. For instance, action can be slowed down by sequences of pictures that focus minutely on each aspect of a developing action in the manner of a slow motion camera.

During the new century’s first decade, the comic strip made the transition from the Sunday supplements to the newspaper’s daily pages, Bud Fisher leading the way with a strip that eventually became the famed Mutt and Jeff. This legendary strip attests to the visual power of the comic strip. The eponymous duo long ago ascended to the pantheon of American mythology: in common parlance, the names (seemingly forever linked) always denote a visually mismatched pair, a tall person and a short one. But as a comic strip, Mutt and Jeff enjoys another distinction: it established the appearance of the medium, its daily format.

Other cartoonists (Clare Briggs, George Herriman) may have strung their comic pictures together in single file across a newspaper page before Mutt and Jeff debuted on November 15, 1907, but Mutt and Jeff lasted. Its importance in the history of the medium is secured by what Coulton Waugh in his watershed history, The Comics, called “the Columbus Principle.” The Columbus Principle works like this: the Vikings may have been the first Europeans to tread the beaches in the Western hemisphere, but Columbus inspired others with his visit and thereby gets all the credit. Ditto the Yellow Kid. Ditto Mutt and Jeff. Its comic “strip” predecessors were flashes in the pan—here today, gone tomorrow. But Mutt and Jeff kept coming back every day, tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, seven days a week. The strip’s regular appearance and its continued popularity inspired imitation, thus establishing the daily “strip” form for a certain kind of newspaper cartoon.

Until Mutt and Jeff set the fashion, newspaper cartoons usually reached readers in one of two forms: on Sunday, in colored pages of tiered panels in sequence (some, like Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in Slumberland, intended chiefly for children to read); on weekdays, collections of comic drawings grouped almost haphazardly within the ruled border of a large single-frame panel (directed mostly to adult readers). The daily cartoons were often found in a paper’s sports section and featured graphic reportage and comic commentary on the doings of diamond, ring, track, and other arenas of athletic competition. Harry Conway “Bud” Fisher was a sports cartoonist on the San Francisco Chronicle, and so, not surprisingly, the comic strip he launched that became Mutt and Jeff focused on a preoccupation of the sporting crowd—namely, betting.

Most accounts of the cartoonist’s life report that Fisher was born in Chicago on April 3, 1884, but in a 1915 news release prepared by Wheeler Syndicate, Fisher is quoted as saying he was born in San Francisco, April 3, 1885, “… but I didn’t stay there long. We moved about rather rapidly on account of my father’s business. My mother and father lived in Portland, Oregon, and Chicago and Milwaukee before I was seven years old.” He was in Chicago by the time he was a teenager: he says he graduated from Hyde Park High School. Fisher attended the University of Chicago for a few months in 1903 and in 1904, but, according to the Wheeler release, “he did not remain in college, being too busy drawing.” The Wheeler report is based entirely upon Fisher’s testimony, quoting him extensively, and the cartoonist, by then world famous, reveals himself as a shameless embellisher and something of a blowhard. In a 1938 issue of Editor & Publisher (early February), an article by Stephen J. Monchak suggests that Fisher left Chicago (and, perhaps, the University of Chicago) because his family moved to Reno, Nevada, whereupon Fisher “kept right on traveling to San Francisco.”

After some hand-to-mouth weeks drawing pictures for store windows, Fisher landed at the Chronicle, and soon thereafter, he, like most early cartoonists, was assigned to the sports department, where, for the next couple years, he did layouts and occasionally drew pictures celebrating in humorous imagery what proper society then regarded with disdain—the dubious prowess and feats of professional athletes, their trainers, managers, promoters, and hangers-on and other alleged riffraff. Then on that November day in 1907, Fisher made history by spreading his comic drawings in sequence across the width of the sports page. And when his editor consented to this departure from the usual practice, the daily comic strip format was on its way to becoming a fixture in daily newspapers.

Fisher scarcely imagined that he was establishing an art form. “In selecting the strip form for the picture,” he once wrote, “I thought I would get a prominent position across the top of the sporting page, which I did, and that pleased my vanity. I also thought the cartoon would be easy to read in this form. It was” (Fisher, 11). But Fisher’s editor had been a reluctant participant in the experiment. Two years earlier, John P. Young had turned down Fisher’s suggestion for a similar “strip” because, he is alleged (by Fisher) to have said, “it would take up too much room, and readers are used to reading down the page and not horizontally.”

By way of introducing and describing his cast, Fisher called his strip A. Mutt. “Mutt” was short for “muttonhead”—a fool (Eric Partridge in Slang Today and Yesterday even credits Fisher with inventing the clipped version of the term). And Augustus Mutt was indeed something of a fool: he was a compulsive horse-player, a “plunger.” And at first the strip concentrated almost exclusively on his daily quest for the right horse to bet on and for the wherewithal to place the wager. We saw Mutt’s wife every once in a while— and his young son, Cicero. But no Jeff. Jeff didn’t come along until later.

Fisher’s genius included business acumen: he had the foresight to copyright A. Mutt in his own name—and, later, to apply for a trademark on the title. The strip was his and no one else’s. And Fisher fought in court to establish his ownership beyond question.

In 1913, Wheeler Syndicate (later Bell) offered Fisher a better syndication deal than Hearst was giving him. Hearst was then paying Fisher $300 a week; Wheeler offered the cartoonist $1,000 a week or 60 percent of the revenue, whichever was greater. It was a staggering sum, and once persuaded that Wheeler could make the weekly guarantee, Fisher left Hearst. Hearst hired another cartoonist (either Ed Mack or Billy Liverpool; sources vary) to draw Mutt and Jeff. And Fisher sued, prosecuting the issue to a final legal resolution: the strip and its characters belonged to Fisher not to Hearst or his paper. After winning his case, Fisher hired Ed Mack as his assistant, and Mack drew the strip until he died in about 1932. Mack’s assistant, Al Smith, inherited the job and drew the strip until he retired, long after Fisher’s death in 1954.

The soaring popularity of Mutt and Jeff made Fisher rich beyond his most extravagant fantasies. By 1916, popular magazine articles were reporting that he earned $150,000 a year; five years later, Mutt and Jeff animated cartoons and merchandising as well as the constantly growing circulation of the strip had increased his annual income to about $250,000. Fisher was without a doubt the profession’s richest practitioner. He was also famous. And he quickly habituated himself to enjoying both wealth and renown.

The strip that made Fisher a wealthy celebrity graduated from pedestrian racetrack touting to classic comedy when the tall and gangling Mutt acquired his diminutive sidekick: Mutt had encountered Jeff among the inmates of an insane asylum in late March 1908, but it wasn’t until a year or so later that Fisher brought Jeff back into the strip as a regular cast member. The skinny tall man sort of adopted the short fellow, and the historic team was born. By then, the strip was appearing in Hearst’s New York American, well on its way to national distribution. Even before Jeff’s arrival, however, Fisher had pioneered another of the medium’s conventions—narrative that continues from one day to the next.

Fisher had recognized at once the potential of the daily comic strip for bringing readers back day after day after day. The central device of A. Mutt virtually forced the cartoonist into day-to-day continuity. Mutt places a bet one day; the outcome is reported the next day. And Mutt promptly places another bet. To learn whether Mutt won or lost, we must buy a paper every day. But Fisher soon began to bait his hook with other tidbits.

In early January 1908, Fisher insinuated another storyline into the daily ritual. Mutt’s wife divorces him, and Mutt begins paying court to another woman. Even in the throes of courtship, however, the plunger makes his daily dash to the betting window. Despite his addiction, he wins the lady’s hand—only to lose her once and for all when he deserts her at the altar in order to place a wager on a horse named Lazell running in the Third Race that day. Subsequently, Mutt’s wife takes him back, telling him that the divorce had been faked, a tactic she cooked up with a judge to jolt Mutt into dependable domesticity. The scheme, clearly, didn’t work. They resume their marriage, Mutt as devoted to the track as ever.

Obviously, Fisher’s strip was aimed at adult readership. Wagering is an adult diversion. Thus, when Fisher launched A. Mutt, he defined the new genre almost at birth. A. Mutt presented itself as a “strip” of pictures, its narrative was continued from day-to-day, and it was aimed deliberately at an adult audience. At this late date in the study of comic strips, it may come as a surprise that the first of the breed burst upon the pages of a San Francisco newspaper with virtually all of the medium’s conventions in place at the very onset. On reflection, though, it is not quite so astonishing. As Samuel Johnson said of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels, “When once you have thought of big men and little men, it is very easy to do the rest.” With newspaper cartoons, once the decision had been made to format them in “strips” and run them daily, the rest—continuity, even adult readership—follows logically. And these elements were not the last of Fisher’s innovations. He continued to play with the medium, and over the next two years, he explored many facets of the form—including political satire—that others would take up again in later years.

The political satire emerged during a February–March 1908 sequence in which Mutt is tried for stealing money in order to place bets. Fisher used characters in the legal and law enforcement professions that referenced actual San Francisco politicians lately caught in civic corruption.

The trial is of interest for yet another reason: it brought us to the immortal Jeff. Mutt’s sanity is brought into question during the proceedings, and as soon as he is released from jail, he finds himself committed to a local insane asylum. (Fisher skimps on the reasons for this development; and so, therefore, must we.) In the “bughouse,” Mutt meets such historic personages as Shakespeare, George Washington, the Czar of Russia, and assorted millionaires, poets, kings, and captains of industry. Among these deluded souls is a short bald fellow with mutton-chop whiskers who believes he is James Jeffries, the heavyweight boxing champion of contemporary notoriety (particularly on the sports pages where A. Mutt appeared). Little Jeff at last has arrived, wandering on stage March 27, 1908.

Jeff did not immediately become Mutt’s sidekick and comic factotum. He disappears from the strip until that summer when the 1908 Presidential campaign began heating up. Mutt is the Bughouse Party nominee for President, and Jeff is the other half of the ticket. This may be the first time a comic character ran for the U.S. Presidency (and Mutt and Jeff will do it again several times). Jeff makes periodic re-appearances over the next months, eventually proving himself the ideal foil for Mutt. By mid-1909, Jeff is a regular cast member, appearing frequently, and in July, according to historian Allan Holtz in The Early Years of Mutt and Jeff, the strip was officially entitled Mutt and Jeff. As if to confirm the christening, when a booklet reprinting a selection of 1910 strips was published that year, the booklet was called The Mutt and Jeff Cartoons.

With the emergence of Little Jeff as Mutt’s partner, the strip acquired the humane dimension that made it a classic: it ceased to be solely a daily chorus about crass money-grubbing and became a cautionary tale about the human condition. Mutt remained the scheming conniver that he’d always been as a horse-player: his role in the strip was to come up with ways to make a buck. Jeff’s seeming mental deficiency made him the perfect innocent, the ideal foil for Mutt the Materialist. And the strip’s comedy soon took its vintage form with Mutt’s avaricious aspirations perpetually frustrated by Jeff’s benign and well-intentioned ignorance. Foiled by the little man’s uncomprehending bumbling, Mutt often responds with classic vaudevillian exasperation: the strips’ punch lines are frequently precisely that, punches. In the best slapstick tradition of the stage, Mutt lets his pesky partner have it in the face with a pie, a dead chicken, a brick, or whatever object he happens to have in his hand when he realizes the little runt had scuttled yet another scheme with his literal-minded stupidity. Being beaned with a brick was a classic Mutt and Jeff finish long before George Herriman took the same device and turned it into poetry in Krazy Kat. But we always root for Jeff: visually, the short guy is the underdog, and most American readers cheer for the underdog out of cultural habit.

The comics could have been tailor-made for syndication: they were an entertaining feature that could easily be produced without topical or local references, making them ideal for distribution and sale to newspapers anywhere in the country. The market was clearly ready for syndicated comics. Over 5,000 new papers had started in the decade 1870–1880; and from 1880 until 1890, newspapers multiplied at the rate of two new publications a day. Many were small operations that could scarcely afford a staff artist let alone a cartoonist. But by paying a syndicate a modest weekly or monthly fee, these papers could publish comics just like the big city papers with their populous art departments. And the accumulation of hundreds of such small weekly or monthly fees netted huge financial rewards for the syndicates—and for the cartoonists whose work sold best.

Comics went into syndication almost as soon as they had demonstrated the kind of appeal that increased circulation. Comics were a part of the Hearst syndicate’s package at the beginning; in 1898, the World was selling its comics to other papers although it didn’t set up a separate syndication operation until 1905. By 1906, comics were in nationwide circulation: even small town papers were offering weekly comic supplements in full color. Syndication proved a bonanza for cartoonists, but—more importantly—it stimulated the growth and refinement of the comic strip medium.

Until the advent of syndication, a cartoonist’s earning power was limited to the salary his paper paid him. Whopping salaries were paid, naturally, to those cartoonists whose work was deemed vital to maintaining and building circulation. But the earning power of a syndicated cartoonist was, by comparison, nearly unlimited: over and above a guaranteed annual salary, cartoonists were paid according to the number of papers that bought his comic strip. Both the cartoonist and the syndicate stood to gain by increasing a feature’s circulation. In the usual arrangement, the syndicate fielded a sales force to sell the feature to papers across the country, and it also distributed the feature (supplying mats or proofs) and kept the books. After the costs of distribution were deducted, the syndicate split the profits—whatever amount exceeded the cartoonist’s salary—with the cartoonist.

In return for the financial commitment it made to sell and distribute a feature, a syndicate took ownership of the feature. This policy protected the syndicate’s interests: if the cartoonist of a popular strip died, say, or failed to produce his work on a deadline schedule, the syndicate could continue to supply the feature to its clients by installing another cartoonist. But the policy made the cartoonist, in some sense, a hired hand. Contractually, a syndicate could dismiss a cartoonist at whim. But few, if any, ever did: it was clearly in the best interests of the syndicate to retain the services of a cartoonist of a popular feature since it was his creative imagination that made the feature popular.

Syndication was mutually beneficial, but it pinched both parties to the arrangement. In the hope of great financial return, the syndicate risked its resources in a double gamble that a new strip would sell and, having sold, that the cartoonist would continue to produce; in order to reap the initial rewards, the creator of a comic strip had to give up all rights to his creation—including, usually, any share in revenue generated by merchandising his characters. Once the merchandising mill began to grind for a popular strip, this inequity grated more and more, leading ultimately to fairer contracts. (Today, most comic strips are copyrighted in the cartoonist’s name.) Uneasy though the relationship might have been, it was better for most cartoonists than working in a single newspaper’s art department, their niche before the era of syndication.

The compensation from syndication had other implications than the purely financial for a cartoonist and for the medium. Non-syndicated cartoonists in the early days of comics were usually required by their papers to produce a great variety of comic illustrations. They may have produced a regular full-page feature for the Sunday edition, but the rest of the week, they drew sports cartoons, editorial or political cartoons, column decorations, ads, and miscellaneous fillers and features of all kinds. Once syndicated, a cartoonist escaped this gamut of illustrative labors and could devote his whole energy to the feature that was syndicated. With his creative energy thus focused—even confined—in a single enterprise, the cartoonist was bound to improve the product: his imagination and invention had no other outlet.

Syndicates were the forcing bed, too, for the growth of the medium. The exclusive nature of the syndicate’s contracts with their client papers encouraged a proliferation of comic strips. Not only did a given syndicate need a variety of strips to satisfy the array of needs newspaper editors imagined for their readers, but syndicates had to have offerings similar to the most popular strips distributed by their rivals. When The Gumps proved so popular in the Chicago Tribune, for example, other syndicates came up with their own “family” strips to sell in Chicago to the Tribune’s competitors. Thus, we find The Nebbs offered by Bell Syndicate, beginning May 22, 1923; and The Bungle Family, by McNaught in 1925. Eventually, every major syndicate felt it had to have a science fiction strip (in imitation of Buck Rogers), a cops and robbers strip (Dick Tracy), a young marrieds gag strip (Blondie), and so on. Some of the imitations were but pale reflections of original conceptions that were, in the last analysis, inimitable. But a few—like Barney Google (which began as a strip about a racing tout, following in Fisher’s A. Mutt footsteps) and Flash Gordon (King Features’ answer to Buck Rogers)—were classics in themselves. Without the competition among syndicates, comic strips would never have multiplied as they did, and the art form wouldn’t be nearly as rich in invention and variety as it is.

To fully appreciate the importance of the comics in newspapers during the early days, we must imagine life without radio or television. Until the advent of the broadcast media, the newspaper was a family’s major source of outside information and amusement in the home. It was an anodyne: by informing, entertaining, and distracting its readers, it soothed and comforted. The daily newspaper gave people something to do between dinner and bedtime. And the voluminous Sunday editions furnished a leisure day’s amusement for the entire family. The comics were integral to the recreational function of the paper. Comics sections may have kept the kids from bothering their parents on their day of rest, but the humor in many of them would be lost on all but adult readers.
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