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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON
COMICS SCHOLARSHIP

Introduction
This chapter is divided into two main sections, the first of which offers a review of
the literature within comics scholarship. Within this review key issues are discussed and
their relationship to the dissertation. The review is followed by an introduction to
dissertation, its structure and the overall goal ofthe project. A brief discussion ofthe nature
and origin of combining words and pictures acts as a segue into the major concerns of
comics scholarship.
Early Australian pictographs, Mayan paintings, Egyptian hieroglyphics, Japanese
scrolls, and other combinations of pictures and words have embellished human
communication and story telling long before the printing press. With the advent ofthe
printing press, combining words and pictures (e.g., illustrated books and political cartoons)
continued this tradition. Some comics scholars (e.g., Scott McCloud and James Steranko)
recognize these pre-printing press examples as a type of proto-comics. Sol Davidson
includes Upper Paleolithic art parietal (Davidson 2-9) and Lancelot Hogben traces an
equally early origin for comics and visual communication (Hogben). These assertions
appear to stretch the definition ofthe medium and look more like an attempt at giving
comics an ancient and reputable past as opposed to providing a true understanding ofthe
medium and its beginnings, a point echoed by Wolfgang Fuchs (Fuchs 8). David Kunzle's
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histories offer a more serious and inteUigent approach. His examples and analysis of early
types of "comics" begin with 15th Century broadsheets (Kunzle, History ofthe Comic Strip
12,16), and Roger Sabin also traces the earUest history of comics to the broadsheets (Sabin,
Adult 11).
The origin debate centers on issues of taxonomy, legitimization and ethnocentrism.
Those scholars most interested in establishing the American origin for the comic strip
include Maurice Horn and Bill Blackbeard, while Kunzle leads the way for a European
origin. These issues remain unresolved, and at times hotly argued, within comics
scholarship.
The above inherent points hinge on each other. The claim that hieroglyphs, cave
paintings, or medieval tapestries embody early examples of comics depends upon the
definition and classification of what constitutes a comic strip or comic book, whether or not
an ideological agenda exists to raise comics to a high art status and whether an ideological
agenda exists to claim comics as an original American art form. What follows is an outline
of these debates and an introduction to the key players, beginning with the differing
definitions ofthe medium.

Definitions
Most scholars ofthe comics medium have offered various definitions of it (e.g..
Will Eisner, Robert C. Harvey, Inge, Kunzle, McCloud, and Sabin). The more detailed
definitions come from Coulton Waugh and Kunzle. Waugh, a cartoonist who began his
career in the 1930s and in 1947 authored the first book on comics, defines comics as a form
2

of cartooning; "comics usually have (1) a continuing character who becomes the reader's
dear fiiend... (2) a sequence of pictures, which may be fimny or thrilling, complete in
themselves or part of a longer story; (3) speech in the drawing, usually in blocks of lettering
surrounded by "'balloon lines'" (Waugh 14). Kunzle, a noted art historian who is working
on a multi-volume history of comics, offers a definition of comics based on his extensive
research: "1), There must be a sequence of separate images; 2). There must be a
preponderance of image over text; 3). The medium in which the strip appears and for which
it is originally intended must be reproductive, that is, in printed form, a mass medium; 4).
The sequence must tell a story which is both moral and topical" (Kunzle, History ofthe
Comic Strip 2). Kunzle fiuther qualifies this notion of what constitutes moral and topical:
"whether it is considered morally harmfiil or morally usefiil, progressive or reactionary, the
modem comic strip has undeniably strong moral content" (3), Based on this statement,
morality indicates any strong or overriding message.
More recent definitions lack the explicitness ofthe above and thus allow for broader
interpretations and, in some cases, greater flexibility. Will Eisner, a cartoonist, who began
his career in the 1940s, and a noted comics scholar, defines comics as sequential art:
The format ofthe comic book presents a montage of both word and
image, and the reader is thus required to exercise both visual and verbal
interpretive skills.... In its most economical state, comics employ a series of
repetitive images and recognizable symbols. When these are used again and
again to convey similar ideas, they become a language a literary form, if you
will. And it is this disciplined application that creates the 'grammar' of
Sequential Art. (Eisner, Comics 8)

In addition to works marketed as "comic books," instmctional pamphlets (e.g., the ones on
airplanes that explain safety operations), some advertisements, and certain educational
materials fit this definition, but labeling these comics is debatable.
Two other definitions deserve mention. McCloud offers a short concise definition:
"juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey
information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer" (McCloud 8). And
according to Harvey, "Comics are a blend of word and picture not a simple coupling ofthe
verbal and the visual, but a blend, a tme mixture" (Harvey, Art ofthe Comic 9). He asserts
that, "the technical halbnarks ofthe comic strip are speech balloons and narrative
breakdown. Speech balloons breathe into comic strips their peculiar life.... If speech
balloons give comics their life, then breaking the narrative into successive panels gives that
Hfe duration, an existence beyond a moment..." (Harvey, Art ofthe Comic 8).
From the above definitions, some common elements emerge: (1) comics contain
images, either in a collage format like the early broadsheets or the first series of The Yellow
Kid, or in a sequence; (2) some form of juxtaposition between word and image exists;
(3) there is a narrative of some sort; (4) comics are mass produced on some level.' Even
when the various definitions are distilled to a set of common denominators, differing

' In relative terms, compared with comics' extreme popularity during the first half
ofthe twentieth century, calling comics a mass-produced medium today is questionable.
The most widely distributed format continues to be the syndicated newspaper comic strip
(though, these reach a smaller percentage ofthe population than formerly). To a lesser
degree the large print runs from DC or Marvel could be considered mass-produced.
Though the very marginal print runs ofthe mini-comics and web-based comics have a
limited audience, they are, even on a minimal level, "mass-produced."

opinions abound when examining past and present comics, and this fact illustrates the
elusiveness and difficulty of pinpointing a definition pleasing to all scholars.
Even though comics must contain images, single panel cartoons and many political
cartoons contain but one image. Harvey and the others mentioned above, along with
various scholars and aficionados on email discussion lists devoted to comics
(e.g., CDmix(gindra.com and comixschl-list(gsocolow.com), do not consider single panel
cartoons comics, and yet political cartoons and such cartoons as The Far Side and Non
Sequitur convey a message and/or messages. Such "comics" are a genre or type ofthe
larger medium and at the same time do not fit neatly into the definitions offered.
The arrangement of images also varies. Some panels (as seen in the works of Paul
Grist, Jimmy Gownley, and James A. Owen) form a single picture. Collages of random
images or meta-panels (Eisner, Comics 63-79) and splash pages (62) exist as well and bend
the meaning of sequence. And the artwork of Bill Sienkiewicz, at times, borders on the
abstract.
Another contradiction to established definitions lies in the second component, text
and images. Most comics, even the single panel cartoons and earlier broadsheets, contain
text, but wordless comics exist and have a history as old as other types of comics. Early
creators include Wilhehn Busch, Milton Gross, Franz Masereel, Otto Nuckel and Lynd
Ward. More contemporary creators of wordless comics include Stephen Bissette, Ricardo
Delgado, Eric Drooker, Peter Kuper, and Jim Woodring.
In all probability, no comic exists that fails to tell a story or convey a message. And
all comics exist as a mass medium, unless one wants to consider some examples of pop art

(e.g., Roy Lichtenstein) or the limited print runs of mini-comics, which often make up
fewer than one hundred.
The comics used in this work do not stretch any ofthe established definitions and
the issue of defining comics is not raised, though some ofthe historical contextualizations
trace the respective genres into the past. The following study does align itself with
Kunzle's reckoning on the beginnings of comics and the theory that comics began in
Europe, migrated to the US and then back to Europe (Kunzle "Precursors"). It is important
to outline these issues, however, and realize that comics are a medium consisting of many
genres. The definition issue proves that terminology within comics scholarship, like other
scholarly areas, falls victim to semantics; it also demonstrates a need for a detailed
taxonomy and analysis ofthe intemal workings ofthe comics medium.

Taxonomies and Narratology
Aside from establishing a definition, some scholars have concemed themselves with
developing a taxonomy and rhetoric for comics (e.g., Eisner, McCloud, and Harvey). The
development of a comics taxonomy and rhetoric matures slowly, but steady progress exists.
The major scholars in this area also practice the art of cartooning or drawing for comics
(e.g., Eisner, Comics, Graphic; Harvey, Art ofthe Funnies, Art ofthe Comic, and
McCloud). McCloud's Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art marks the most noted
attempt, even though previous efforts exist. McCloud's work, in part, examines panel to
panel transitions in terms of how much time and space exist in the gutters (the space
between panels). He claims that the real action in comics takes place in the gutters and this
6

is why McCloud calls comics the invisible art, the unseen in the spaces between the panels
determines, to some extent, the comic's success or failure. McCloud defines six types of
transitions and then examines comics genres and Westem versus Eastem comics in terms of
frequency ofthe given transition types (McCloud 60-93). In addition to panel transitions,
McCloud addresses the history and vocabulary of comics^ as well as their iconography,
time, emotion, creativity, and color.
Eisner's Comics and Sequential Art marks an earlier attempt at defining a rhetoric of
comics and together with McCloud's book forms a foundation forfixtureendeavors. Both of
these works represent serious reflections on the part of practitioners as opposed to critics,
and in Eisner's case, his work arises out of pedagogical concems. Eisner teaches comics art
and needed to define and develop a taxonomy in order to make his instmctions clearer
(Eisner 5-6). Eisner's book focuses on timing, expressiveness, imagery, frames (now
commonly referred to as panels) and writing in comics. He concludes his work with
discussions on teaching and learning. Eisner followed up on his previous work with
Graphic Storytelling. Where the first book concems itself primarily with taxonomic issues,
the second book examines narratology general and, specifically, how it relates to comics.
Combining both history and aesthetics, Harvey's The Art ofthe Comic Book: An
Aesthetic History represents a third level in this particular scholarly arena. According to
Harvey, blending (the interaction between words and pictures), breakdown, composition,
layout, and style create the narrative within the comics art medium (Harvey 3-15). Harvey
engages in his own t3^e of blending by foregrounding and backgrounding aesthetic
concepts with histories and commentaries on the comics industry and biographical

information of noted comics cartoonists such as Jack Kirby, Will Eisner, Gil Kane, and
Harvey Kmtzman (29-49, 66-99,100-25, 126-51). Harvey provides examples of his
aesthetics through cogent readings of comics covering an historical period from the 1930s
to the 1990s that encompasses genres from Westems and Adventure stories to the
undergrounds and Art Spiegehnan's most noted comic, the Pulitzer Prize winning Maus.
In fact. Art Spiegelman, who began as an underground cartoonist in the 1960s, has
written scholarship examining comics narratology. Spiegelman, in "Commix: An
Idiosyncratic Historical and Aesthetic Overview," offers semiotic guidelines to the art of
reading comics and incorporates a history of comics that begins with the works of
Roldolphe Topffer and continues through the works of such noted underground artists as
Robert Crumb, S. Clay Wilson, and Justin Green. Spiegelman demonstrates how comics
incorporated "cinematic" techniques before the advent of fibn (62). Other techniques
discussed include visual point view, how imagery, panel size and shape enhance the
narrative, the use ofthe grotesque, and the incorporation of art styles such as German
Expressionism. Spiegelman also examines aspects ofthe comics industry and how changes
in the economics of comics play a role in the medium's evolution (69).
Lewis Davies, who did free-lance cartoon work in high school and college, offers a
rigorous, well-defined approach to cartoon analysis in "The multidimensional language of
the cartoon: A study in aesthetics, popular culture, and symbolic interaction." Though
focusing primarily on the single panel cartoon and short comic strips, Davies' work is easily
applicable to extended comic books and graphic novels. According to Davies, cartoons
contain a unique language embedded in its pictorial stmcture and a link exists "between
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cartoon communication and symbolic interactionism" (Davies 165). Davies makes a
distinction between two aspects ofthe cartoon, graphics and semiotics (165).
Within this framework, Davies details a classification of cartoon types, examines
the cartoon's graphic elements, defining types of linear delineation, and analyzes cartoon
semiotics through its seven modes of "lino-signification" (Davies 179-207). He enumerates
these modes with sub-types and detailed discussion. The article uses many examples,
consisting of single panel cartoons, political cartoons, short strips, and Davies' own artwork.
In many ways, Davies' work represents the most thorough analysis ofthe comics as an art
medium.
Non-practioners ofthe comics art have also entered into the academic discourse
about the narrative stmctures of comics. Narratives in Popular Culture, Media, and
Everyday Life by Arthur Asa Berger devotes a brief chapter to comics. In "The Comics,"
Berger utilizes a definition by Inge and concepts from Marshall McLuhan. The analysis
lacks the detail and scholarly rigor found in the above endeavors. Lawrence Abbott
provides a more cogent and investigative work in "Comic Art: Characteristics and
Potentialities of a Narrative Medium." Abbott's examination contributes to the field and
utilizes discourse from Fuchs, Harvey, and European scholars (Abbott 156). He takes a
stmcturalist approach and dissects the medium beginning with single panel art by
Liechtenstein, and ending with comparisons and examples of strips and comic book
segments.
Typical of a European tendency to take comics more seriously than Americans do,
Eco, a noted semiotician, discusses comics from a narrative and cultural perspective

through several articles. The best of these analyses, which linguistically decode images,
occurs in "A Reading of Steve Canyon." While the segment, "Fortress of Solitude," in
"Travels in Hyper Reahty," provides an example of culturally decoding concepts from the
Superman mythology. Eco also analyzes the nature and aesthetics of serials and includes
cartoons and later Mad magazine in connection with intertextuality (Eco, Limits 84, 88-89);
Another work which incorporates cultural semiotics and other theoretical positions (a la
Derrida and Foucault) is "ArtifLr]acture: Vimlent Pictures, Graphic Narrative and the
Ideology ofthe Visual," by William Anthony Nericcio. These later endeavors exhibit
theoretical approach superior to the McCloud and Eisner projects. And as investigations
and analyses progress in comics narrative, the two approaches from the practitioner and
theoretician will form a solid foundation for fiiture studies and the growth of comic art
scholarship. Once this aspect of comics scholarship develops fiirther, a clearer picture of
the nature of comics will emerge along with a better understanding of its history and origin.
These works on the taxonomy and rhetoric of comics inform much ofthe readings
and discussions of comics in the following chapters, but no attempt is made to establish new
ground in this area. The current project explores postmodemist ideas in comics and leaves
the stmcturalist/formalist approach to others. The current project also explores ways in
which the language of current literary theory is already sufficient to discuss comics, without
the addition of a comics specific lexicon, except for a few widely terms, such as panel,
gutter, and balloon.
Equally important to the characteristics of comic art in terms of defining elements,
taxonomy, and narratology is the cultural context. One differing aspect ofthe Eco and
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Nericcio articles lies in the focus on cultural interpretations and how visual imagery offers
insights into society's political stmctures. Visual imagery acts as anthropological artifacts
and tools for studying and interpreting social constmcts. Cultural Studies analyzes these
issues, but from a political perspective that can only be understood in terms of that
approach's history.

Cultural Studies
Many excellent histories and analyses ofthe diversity and trends within cultural
studies appear in the works of such noted scholars as Ben Agger, Philip Gaunt, Stuart Hall,
and Richard Johnson. This interdisciplinary problematic emerged from the discourse of
three foundational works, Richard Hoggart's The Uses of Literacy, which studies working
class culture in England, E. P. Thompson's The Making ofthe English Working Class, and
Raymond WilHams' Culture and Society: 1780-1950 (Hall 57-58).
The middle 1950s marks the modest birth of cultural studies, and since then, this
discipline has undergone various transformations (Gaunt 91, Hall 57). Several works
reflect these transformations and focus of cultural studies (e.g., Norman Cantor, John Fiske,
Marshall McLuhan, and Robin Ridless). Gaunt, along with Hall, offers an insightfiil history
of cultural studies and the three major divisions that have developed over the years (Gaunt,
Hall).
The Birmingham School emerges as the most important of these divisions for the
purpose of this work. According to Vincent B. Leitch, "[t]he object of study typical of
Birmingham cultural studies include[s] such popular, low, and mass cultural forms as
11

advertisements, everyday architectural spaces, cartoons, conversations, product designs,
fashions, youth subcultures, popular literary genres" (75), etc. Modes of inquiry and
theoretical approaches include "ethnographic descriptions, 'textual' explications, field
interviews, group surveys... commodification, cooption, hegemony, and resistance" (75).
The works of Althusser, Foucault, Gramsci, and Williams become the lens throu^ which
these cultural artifacts are examined. Recently, however, cultural studies has expanded and
includes an interdisciplinary approach where gender criticism, reader response, new
historicism, psychoanalysis, deconstmction, and other postmodem theories come into play
and apply their respective lenses in examining contemporary culture.
Through this approach, the high/low distinction disappears and culture becomes the
"sum ofthe available descriptions through which societies make sense of and reflect their
common experiences" (Hall 57-59). Herbert J. Gans adds to the discourse and offers an
excellent analysis in Popular Culture and High Culture. Popular culture and its artifacts
and "texts" become the objects of study and analysis, and comics make a perfect medium
for this study. In spite of this attunement, few studies, or mention of comics, find its way
into the cultural studies scholarship. Even though analysis of such popular culture artifacts
as advertisements, videos, shopping malls, television, newspapers, magazines, film, and
popular fiction find space in the pages of The Decline of Discourse: Reading, Writing and
Resistance in Postmodem Capitalism by Ben Agger, Reading the Popular by John Fiske,
and Cultural Studies and the Study of Popular Culture by John Storey, comics fail to receive
any attention. Roland Barthes gives brief mention of comics in footnotes in the "Rhetoric
ofthe Image," and "The Third Meaning," (38, 66), but his emphasis is on print
12

advertisements and silent film. Most works on semiotics ignore comics analysis, though
Robert Hodge's Social Semiotics devotes ten to fifteen pages to discussion of visual
modality.
Other works, as well, tip a hat to mentioning comics in a cultural studies context.
Johan Fomas' Youth Culture in Late Modernity makes meager mention. But some solid
work exists as well. Rejuvenating the Humanities, edited by Ray Browne and Marshall
Fishwick contains Joseph Witek's article, "From Genre to Medium: Comics and
Contemporary American Culture. " Martin Barker's book, Comics: ideology, power and the
critics, offers an excellent cultural studies approach, as well as Inge's Comics as Culture,
and Sabin's Adult Comics: An Introduction Even though a group exists who concem
themselves with analyzing comics within an historical and cultural studies perspective (e.g.,
Fuchs, Ian Gordon, Inge, and Sabin), in the final analysis, a glaring omission of comics
scholarship exists in cultural studies literature, and one purpose of this work is to rectify, in
part, this omission.

The Evolution of Comics Scholarship
Some ofthe earhest articles about comics date from the late 1800s and were more
often critical than ftill of praise (Fried 14-15). From about 1910, articles (e.g., M.
Chapman, and W. Johnston) appeared regularly in various joumals through the late 1950s.
Articles about comics appeared in education joumals and the popular press and centered
around social and educational issues. Most of these articles attacked comics, but many
discussed drawing techniques, cultural significance, and biographical information on
13

cartoonists. Two ofthe earUest academic works appeared as Master's theses in 1938 and
1939, Lewis C. Smith's "Comics as Literature for Children," and Elizabeth M. Munger's
"Preferences for Various Newspaper Comic Strips as Related to Age and Sex Differences in
School Children." A review of these early works and later dissertations from the mid 1940s
(Florence Anna Heisler) through the 1950s (Davidson and Etta E. Karp) shows a trend to
analyze comics in cultural, educational, psychological, and social contexts. The university
departments generating the bulk of academic studies included Communication Studies,
Education and Psychology.
The early 1960s through the early 1970s marked a quiet period in comics
scholarship, articles and academic studies in the US were almost non-existent. Since the
mid 1970s, however, focus on comics re-emerges and an exponential increase in academic
attention continues through the present. In 1974, a comics joumal devoted to serious
scholarship was published out of Harvard. The joumal was short Hved, but The Harvard
Joumal of Pictorial Fiction published articles from Gil Kane and Charles Wooley and
contained interviews with famous cartoonists, such as Bume Hogarth, Tarzan illustrator,
and Paul Szep, Boston Globe editorial cartoonist and 1974 Pulitzer Prize winner. The
joumal changed its name to Crimmer's in 1975 and soon ceased publications.
Though most ofthe attention still remains in the Mass Communication, Education,
Psychology, and Sociology departments, it is not uncommon to see academic work on
comics from Business and English departments. The Modem Language Association
Newsletter advertised three comics related panels for the 1998 annual conference, the
Popular Culture Association has had a comics and comic art area for years, and ahnost
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every issue ofthe Joumal of Popular Culture contains at least one article on comics.
Comics scholarship has also generated several joumals, the most noted is The Comics
Joumal, which began publishing in July 1976 (Groth ix) and the most scholarly. Inks:
Cartoon and Comic Art Studies.^ Hogan's Alley: the magazine ofthe cartoon arts combines
the industry news focus of The Comics Joumal and the scholarship of Inks with a greater
concentration on comic strips.
The majority of pubhcations on comics fall into five categories: fan targeted
material (which is not considered here), bibliographies, histories, intemational studies,
critical studies, and interviews. Many ofthe bibliographies contain popular press
references, scholarly references, and at times primary sources. Hom's encyclopedic works
are one ofthe most extensive information sources for cartoonists and primary material.
John A Lent offers an excellent well-rounded bibliography. Though Genaro Perez's
"Selected Bibliography of Comic Book Criticism in English, Spanish, and Portuguese,"
appears limited compared to Lent's, it is worthy of mention. A somewhat minor, but useftil,
bibliographical source, "Comics in the Academy: A Bibliographical Essay" (Williams),
focuses on pedagogical issues in terms of using comics for instmctional and research
purposes. Inge's Comics as Culture offers a varied and usefiil bibliography, while John
Bullough and Michael Rhode have compiled one ofthe most extensive and up-to-date
bibhographies. The Bullough bibliography is Web based, constantly updated, and includes

^ Inks ceased publication with the November 1997 issue (volume 4 issue 3).
However, a new joumal. The Intemational Joumal of Comic Art, began publication in
Spring/Summer 1999.
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references to the industry and business aspects of comics. Randall W. Scott has put
together a very usefiil bibliography for the comics scholar and includes books, periodicals,
and library collections. Scott also discusses the need for such bibliographies and the
scarcity of research (vii-viii).
The earlier sections on the current debated issues within comics scholarship
referenced the historical works of Kunzle and others, but additional sources deserve
mention. Les Daniels, Jules Feiffer, Harvey Kurtzman, Richard Lupoff, William Savage,
and Don Thompson provide good early histories ofthe comic book in America. Mark
James Estren and Trina Robbins write about specific areas, the underground comics ofthe
1960s and women in comics, respectively. Steranko began an extended series that has
reached two volumes, with possible plans for foiu* more. Though Sabin's works center
around British comics, his second book. Comics, Comix, and Graphic Novels: A History of
Comic Art, is more equally balanced and mentions manga (Japanese comics) and other
intemational comics.
During the last fifteen years, increasing attention has been directed towards
intemational studies. Lent's bibliography deserves a second mention as it references
intemational scholarship. The French, especially, and other European and Scandinavian
scholars have worked with and analyzed comics with more enthusiasm and greater
academic acceptance and Lent's work lists some of this scholarship. Wolfgang Kempkes
also references intemational scholarship on comics, with a strong emphasis on German
language articles. The countries and regions that have generated the most studies include
Asia, Britain, Japan, Latin America, Mexico, and the Middle East, with Julia F. Andrews,
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Barker, Allen Douglas and Fedwa Malti-Douglas, David William Foster, Harold Hinds,
Lent, Perez, Sabin, and Fredrik Schodt comprising the major scholars.
Related to the intemational focus on comics scholarship are general critical studies.
Some of these works have also received previous mention (e.g., Inge, Witek, and Barker).
Among the critical works not previously mentioned are two specific works; one analyzes
the mythological aspects ofthe superhero (Reynolds) and the other, a well researched and
scholarly work, examines the religious and psychological nature of graphic literature from
William Blake to the current comics ofthe mid 1980s (Whiflark). In addition to these
works, several interviews and analyses of changes within the industry exist and add an extra
dimension to comics scholarship (e.g., Gary Groth, Greg S. McCue, and Stanley Wiater).
Comics studies have been neglected, in part, because ofthe current marginal status
ofthe medium, even within popular culture, and also in part to a lack of accessibility in
terms of pubhshed histories and availabihty in libraries. This is also the case with other
areas of cultural studies. Modem technology has assisted in these studies and without such
modem research tools as the Intemet, Wide World Web, and Email, the current study could
not have been done. The new technologies allowed for the location and purchase of
obscure comics, and on-line interviews with creators, publishers, retailers, etc. The new
technologies also allowed for valuable feedback and intellectual exchanges with other
scholars in field from around the globe.
A close look at the development of comics scholarship reveals an academic area
with a long history which continues to move toward greater diversity in focus, attracting
many serious scholars from interdisciplinary backgrounds. The scholarship and demands
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on comics scholars increase in terms of methodology and tighter and more thorough
research. The following work reflects, to some degree, the academic level that comic art
studies are capable of obtaining and fills a void that exists in the current scholarship.
Critical literary approaches, using current literary theories to interpret comics and the
complexity of comics narrative, do not exist to any great degree. This approach could prove
usefiil in giving comics scholars a ready made language to discuss comics and thereby
avoid re-inventing the wheel. Comics themselves, because ofthe visual nature ofthe
medium, may also illuminate aspects ofthe literary theories, making them more accessible
to a broader audience.

Comics and Literary Theory
The overall design of this project is pedagogical in nature; it is an attempt to conjoin
academic scholarship with pedagogy. Literary theory has an established history which has
evolved over the years and played an important role in the teaching of literature. With the
advent of postmodem theories, it has become necessary to teach the theory in addition to
the text, and so this work, in part, is conceived as a way to teach literary theory. For this
reason, the chapters contain an overview ofthe particular theoretical framework for that
chapter and outlines information that is common knowledge within the academic
community, but necessary as an introduction for undergraduate students.
Postmodem critical theories are primarily based in psychology and linguistics, and
both of these fields have an affinity with the visual (psychology because of emphasis on the
symbolic and linguistics through semiotics) and the use of these theories to interpret comics
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is very appropriate. Application of these theories can analyze the picture/word relationship
through vary perspectives; within this work, Bakhtin, Gramsci, Feminist/Queer studies, and
New Joumalism (with Deconstmction, Narratology, and New Historicist grounding) were
used. The basic stmcture used for each chapter came from a published article by the author
("Comics: A Tool of Subversion?"), which also formed the working thesis for Chapter III.
In addition to background information on theory and the close reading of comics
using the theory, a brief historical context for the comics genre and /or issue selected
prefaces the analysis. This creates a three-tiered stmcture for each chapter. The chapter
begins with some theoretical background and proceeds to a brief history on some aspect of
comics and then analyzes the comics. In some cases the order ofthe first two sections are
reversed depending on whether the theory informs the history or if the history informs the
theory. For example, in Chapter II, an understanding ofthe notions within Bakhtin's
writings assists in understanding the history of talking animals in that the discussion about
anthropomorphic animals uses terms from Bakhtin. Both of these summaries form a
foundation for analyzing Maus. This situation is reversed in Chapter III where the primary
focus rests on the censorship issue which raises questions about the meaning of subversive.
The discussion on Gramsci answers these questions and prepares the reader for a detailed
analysis ofthe range of Alan Moore's comics.
This stmcture also allows for the possibihty of this project working as a textbook for
three different courses. The focus on literary theory and practical application of said
theories makes the work usefiil for undergraduate introductory courses in literary theory. A
course in comics appreciation could use this material, not only for the obvious reason of
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presenting examples of a variety of comics, but also because ofthe brief histories presented
in the beginning sections. Another venue for this work is a course on Cultural Studies or
Popular Culture. The material demonstrates academic treatment of popular culture using a
specific cultural artifact, comics, but this treatment can point to ways that other popular
culture artifacts can be interpreted and analyzed in an academic manner.
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CHAPTER n
BAKHTINIAN CONCEPTS IN SPIEGELMAN'S MAUS

Bakhtin
Mikhail Bakhtin, the Russian philologist who wrote extensively on philosophical
and analytical aspects of literature and the nature of language, reached his most productive
period during the Stalinist era. Though he wrote during the critical literary periods of
formalism and stmcturalism, Bakhtin expressed criticisms of these and other current ideas,
including Marxism,
These criticisms, the existence of works that closely parallel Bakhtin's ideas but
contain pro-Marxist ideology by Pavel Medvedev and Valentin Voloshinov, and the
turbulent socio-political environment of Stalinist Russia combined to create a debate
concerning a group of "disputed texts." In this debate scholars are split in their views on the
tme authorship ofthe Medvedev and Voloshinov texts, asserting that these works were
actually written by Bakhtin while other scholars deny this assertion (Booker 103; Morson
and Emerson, "Bakhtin"; Vice 7-10). To avoid unnecessary confiisions and complications
due to contradictory interpretations and the disputed texts issue, this chapter utilizes those
texts with Bakhtin's name on the title page and the Bakhtinian discourse.
Bakhtin criticized various theoretical schools and resisted the development of
specific theories and terminology. His writings have gained respect and several scholars
(e.g., Michael Holquist, Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, and Tzvetan Todorov) place
Bakhtin as one ofthe preeminent thinkers ofthe twentieth century. Many camps within
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various literary theories claim him, and his works and ideas have been utilized in various
postmodemist theories (e.g.. Dale M. Bauer, D. J. Haynes, Julia Kristeva, Amy Mandelker,
and Robert Stam). The development of Bakhtin's various ideas and these differing
interpretations of his works have created an entire discourse where Bakhtin becomes one of
the "founders of discursivity."^
. Several concepts from the Bakhtinian discourse have been formulated to explain the
complexity of everyday social life and its reflection in literature. Seven major concepts,
used in the Maus analysis, constitute the main framework of Bakhtin's ideas: dialogism,
heteroglossia, polyphony, unfinalizability, prosaic, chronotope, and carnival. Dialogism or
the dialogic is the central concept in that it encapsulates the other concepts and has attracted
greater attention among Westem critics (Booker 104; Vice 5),
Dialogue constitutes one of Bakhtin's global concepts (Morson and Emerson,
"Bakhtin" 65). It comprises a scaffolding that supports and incorporates the dialogic and
dialogism, Dialogism defines consciousness and the relationship between dialogues within
literature; it describes two levels of consciousness, center and othemess, but this
relationship is not one of privilege, it is a relative term (Holquist 18). Center and othemess
demonstrate the relationship that each character has to the other as well as the relationship
between the author and the characters:

^ In "What is an Author," Foucault defines this new type of authorship using
Freud and Marx as the first examples where their works have produced "the possibilities
and the mles for the formation of other texts" (154).
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What unfolds in his [Dostoevsky's] works is not a multitude of
characters and fates in a single objective world, illuminated by a single
authorial consciousness; rather aplurality of consciousnesses, with equal
rights and each with its own world, combine but are not merged in the unity
ofthe event. (Bakhtin, Problems 6)
Each character is both center (in relation to itself), and other (in relation to other characters),
A character can reflect the author's consciousness (through its philosophy, world view, etc)
but a character also holds an independent position; it does not become the author
objectified, "[i]t possesses extraordinary independence in the stmcture ofthe work; it
sounds, as it were, alongside the author's word and in a special way combines both with it
and with the full and equally valid voices of other characters" (7). In addition to multiple
"consciousnesses," dialogism impHes many voices. This multi-voiced aspect of dialogism
gives rise to two related concepts: heteroglossia and polyphony.
Simply put, Bakhtin presents two notions of diversity, a diversity of speech types or
categories of language—^heteroglossia and a diversity of voices—and polyphony.
Heteroglossia refers to different meanings a word may take based on context, either socially
or historically (Holquist 69-70; Vice 18). In addition to differing meanings ofthe same
word, Bakhtin discusses categories of language or speech types which include slang or
generational language, professional language, and varying print languages (e.g.,
newspapers, joumals, etc); all in all Bakhtin differentiates five speech types (Bakhtin,
Dialogic 288-92; Todorov 57). Kristeva has extended this concept to include the voices of
other texts that appear and interact within novels and labeled this occurrence intertextuality
(Kristeva 15), Polyphony, on the other hand, refers to the character's voice and its
relationship to the other voices, A work is polyphonic when these different voices are
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autonomic. This sounds similar to dialogism and in fact Vice contends that "polyphony
makes dialogism possible" (Vice 132).
If the key elements of dialogue work together optimally to produce a polyphonic
novel then "unfinalizability," another global concept (Morson and Emerson, "Bakhtin" 65),
should exist. Potential highhghts the main idea behind "unfinalizability," "[a]n individual
cannot.be completely incamated into the flesh of existing sociohistorical categories,.,,
There always remains an unrealized surplus of humanness; there always remains a need for
the future, and a place for this future must be found" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 37),
It is the unrealized, the existence of potential that constitutes humanness. One genre
of novel that exhibits this capacity for becoming is the Bildungsroman, where "nothing
conclusive has yet taken place in the world, the ultimate word ofthe world and about the
world has not yet been spoken, the world is open and free, everything is still in the future
and will always be in the future" (Bakhtin, Problems 166). In the Bildungsroman the main
character is in a constant state of becoming, and even after the passage into adulthood or at
the end of his/her education, the future is unknown, a state of "unfinalizabihty" exists.
The Bildungsroman also exhibits traits and characteristics of another Bakhtinian
concept, prosaics. Prosaics, another one of Bakhtin's three global concepts, refers to the
importance ofthe everyday and world-views within the novel (Morson and Emerson,
"Bakhtin" 65), The organization of differing languages must exist in the novelistic plot.
These languages include descriptions of everyday life and/or travel, changing epochs or
socio-ideological worlds found in novel-memoirs, the Bildungsroman, or the historical
novel (Bakhtin, Dialogic 365), The importance of prosaics lies in the fact that "[w]hat is
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realized in the novel is the process of coming to know one's own language as it is perceived
in someone else's language, coming to know one's own horizon within someone else's
horizon" (365),
Aspects of becoming and stories about the every day situate themselves in varying
time space constmcts or the chronotope; "the intrinsic connectedness of temporal and
spatial relationships that are in literature" (Dialogic 84). In fact the chronotope describes
more than just one connectedness within literature. Holquist points out two other
relationships that incorporate time-space, one between plot and story and the other between
literature and Ufe (Holquist 109-18). The one element that brings all three relationships
together is the narrative: "[w]hat is the significance of all these chronotopes? What is most
obvious is their meaning for narrative. They are the organizing centers for the fundamental
narrative events ofthe novel. The chronotope is the place where the knots of narrative are
tied and untied" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 250).
When the above elements, Bakhtin's seven major categories, come together in a
parodic form and tum the world upside down, the potential for camivalizing literature exists
(Bakhtin, Problems 122-23), Holquist draws attention to the similarities or rather the
parallelism between the body and the novel and demonstrates that the "grotesque body," a
key concept within the camivalesque, contains the same interrelations and sense of
becoming seen in dialogism, "unfinalizability," and the prosaic (89-90), Bakhtin alludes to
the same conclusion in his comments from Rabelais and His World; the "grotesque body"
represents a state of continual becoming, "if we consider the grotesque image in its extreme
aspect, it never presents an individual body,., It is a point of transition in a life etemally
25

renewed, the inexhaustible vessel of death and conception" (Bakhtin, Rabelais 318),
Carnival includes parody, satire, comic popular culture, the combination of sacred and
profane, the high and low, the sage and fool, etc. Carnival also embodies social inversions,
death and renewal; it is a concept that deals in juxtaposing opposites (Bakhtin, Problems
122-34),

A Bakhtian History of "Funny Animals"
The use of anthropomorphized animals has existed in tales and fables for countless
centuries. Some ofthe oldest forms of humanizing animals, or depicting animals with
either physical human qualities or human personalities, include pre-Christian pantheons
and, perhaps the most famous, Aesop's fables. The appeal of anthropomorphized animals
extends itself to adults as well as children. Every tale ofthe Brothers Grimm or of Hans
Christian Andersen has its Swift or Orwell counterpart; these works and others, such as
Richard Adams' Watership Down appeal to all ages (Rovin v), and this attraction and
appeal continues into modem day popular culture with such Broadway productions and/or
films as Beauty and the Beast, The Lion King, and Antz, From a Bakhtinian standpoint this
appeal arises from notions ofthe camivalesque, the grotesque "animalized" body, and
masking (where masks echo the prosaic, reveal a tme sense of humanness, and enhance the
camivalesque).
This section offers a brief yet broad history of anthropomorphized animals as a way
of introduction into Art Spiegehnan's series, Maus. The anthropological and archaeological
literature (e.g., H, Morphy and R, G, Willis) on humans and their relationships with animals
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as depicted in myth and art, suggests that animalized humans and humanized animals have
existed since the beginning of humanity. The earliest examples include Paleolithic,
Amerindian, Afiican, and other Non-Westem myths and art (Morphy 4-12, Willis 8-18),
These occurrences usually describe cosmology, creation myths, and fables for education
and entertainment.
. Some other early examples of anthropomorphic animals date back to ancient Egypt
where the humanized animal and animalized human took three basic forms. In the first
form, the animal is used to represent a personality trait: "One ofthe most natural ideas
among all people would be to compare men with the animals whose particular qualities they
possessed. Thus, one might be bold as a Hon,.., The name ofthe animal would thus often
be given as a nickname to the man, and in the sequel he would be represented pictorially
under the form ofthe animal" (Wright 5). Wright conjectures that the rise of fables came
from this type of representation, which is connected with "metempsychosis, or transmission
ofthe soul into the bodies of animals after death , , . " (5),
The second form of animal representation consists ofthe Egyptian pantheon of gods
depicted with human bodies and animal heads (e,g., Homs, a falcon-headed god and Set, the
ass-headed god). Both of these earliest forms display totemistic treatments of animals as
ideals and do not fit into the camivalistic or "funny" aspect of anthropomorphized animals.
Instead of parody and ridicule of humanity or satiric notions of human nature, these
dipictions possibly reflect a very early stage of literary development when humanity feU
inferior to nature in general, and to animals in particular.
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In the third form the animal engages in human activity and reflects the
camivalesque, the world tumed upside down. Such representations depict animals taking
on various human occupations and "reversing the position of man and the inferior animals,
and representing the latter as treating their human tyrant in the same manner as they are
usually treated by him"(6-7). One example shows a cat standing upright and herding geese
(6), A.variation of this example shows a Hon and unicom"* playing "draughts" where the
lion exhibits a sense of superiority and arrogance and the unicom disappointment and
surprise (Figure 2,1),
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Figure 2,1, Lion and Unicom Playing Draughts,
Source: A History of Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art by Thomas Wright (8),

Animal representation continues into the Roman period and takes the form of
parody, Virgil's account of Aeneas' escape from Troy exists on ancient intaglios in both an
original form and as parody (Figure 2,2), According to Wright, "[i]t is the only case,,, in

^ Patrick Houlihan in The Animal World ofthe Pharaohs describes the "unicom"
as a Bubal Hartebeest (a type of antelope) and the game as senet. He also discusses the
hunter/hunted aspect ofthe two animals and the irony involved (214),
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which both the original and the parody have been preserved from this remote period..."
(21-22). Another form of parody attacked Christianity, where in one particular example
Christ was drawn on the cross with the head of a donkey and the inscription, "Alexamenos
worships God" undemeath (39). Satire and parody dominate anthropomorphized animal
depictions during the Middle Ages as fables, especially Aesop's fables, which became
immensely popular, and Wright offers a detailed analysis of these various forms of humor
and satire (75-94).
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Figure 2.2. Parody of Aeneas' Escapes from Troy with Original.
Source: A History of Caricature and Grotesque in Literature and Art by Thomas Wright
(21-22).

David Kunzle examines animal representations during this period as well and traces
it into the nineteenth century. For Kunzle, popular imagery depicting a World Upside
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Down (WUD) included "a world the very opposite of static: one capable of total reversal in
all its components" ("World" 39). One way in which WUD accompHshed its sense of
social satire was through portrayals of inverted human-animal relationships. This
relationship often symbolized social confusions and political dissatisfactions. Images of
oxen driving humans, a horse directing a human drawn carriage, or a donkey riding a man
and prodding him with a stick constitute some of these political metaphors ("World"
52-53), In addition to political and social satire of power constmcts involving control of a
dominant group over a subaltem group, some of these inverted relationships simply
conveyed humor. Such examples include "oxen serenading asses, horses playing chess,
elephants threshing com, and pigs reading newspapers" ("World" 59),
Anthropomorphized animals and WUD in the mid-nineteenth century also reflected
current philosophical and scientific upheavals. In particular the publications of Marx and
Darwin influenced the portrayals and settings ofthe human-animal inversion. The strongest
evidence of this appeared in the works of Wilhehn Busch (History 231).
The history of animal representations in fable and art as offered by the above
demonstrates a diversity of this form of narrative that has existed from its beginning. All of
the past functions of anthropomorphized animals—conveying mythic histories, providing
humorous entertainment for adults and children, venting dissatisfaction through
political-satirical metaphors, and reflecting current cultural trends—^provided a rich compost
which nurtured the early "funny" animal comics. Some of these comics began appearing in
the US on the heels of Busch's work.
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The earhest strip, a European import, appeared in Puck in 1983 by Zimmerman,
who used animals in his comics (Kunzle, "Precursors" 161, 169-81). The most notable
early strips drawn by Americans did not appear until the early 1900s and included James
Swinnerton's Little Bears and Tigers, Harry Hershfield's Homeless Hector and Rubber, the
Canine Cop, R. F. Outcault's character, Tige (which first appeared in The Yellow Kid, and
later became a regular character in Buster Brown) and George Herriman's KrazyKat (Hom
314, 315, 645; Robinson 153; Waugh 9),
Within a couple of decades talking animal characters entered the comic books.
Their growth and popularity in comic books were influenced as much, if not more, by
animated film than comic strips, and the first talking animal comic book was Mickey
Mouse Magazine (Benton 157-58; Goulart 211; Sabin, Comics 35-36). Other famous
animals that emerged in the 1930s and 40s included Donald Duck, Bugs Buimy and Pogo.
Many aspects associated with "funny" animal comics make this medium prime
material for a Bakhtinian reading. Anthropomorphic animals have a long enough history
and diversity of form to contain elements of heteroglossia, dialogism, polyphony, the
prosaic, and the camivalesque. Spiegehnan's Maus, in particular, makes an excellent study.
As a Holocaust narrative it lends itself well to a chronotopic examination and as a
contemporary work that uses a cat/mouse metaphor, it utihzes one ofthe oldest fable forms.

The Dialogic Maus
The following metaphor aptly describes the architectonics of dialogism within Art
Spiegehnan's two-volume series, Maus: a pebble dropped into a still pond creates
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concentric ripples, and each droplet from that initial splash creates other concentric ripples.
These ripples crisscross, move against each other, repel each other, and create a latticework
design with multiple centers.
Maus contains six types of Holocaust narratives: the Holocaust ofthe past, where
flashback sequences relive the past, the Holocaust in the present, where Art and Vladek are
seen in a contemporary and/or domestic setting talking about the past, pre-Holocaust
accounts (Vladek's life before the Holocaust related in the same past and present
constmcts), and post-Holocaust accounts (Vladek's life after the Holocaust related in the
same past and present constmcts). Spiegehnan's story also contains several other
narratives: the relationship between Art and Vladek, Art and others (including Mala,
Franciose, neighbors, etc), and the writing of Maus.
In addition to the narratives, the work contains supplemental texts in the form of
photographs, maps, diagrams, etc. Through the use of Eisner, Harvey, and McCloud to
define panels and breakdowns, one may describe the interesting composition that emerges,^
The Holocaust (both past and present) comprises 56% ofthe narrative in Maus I and 54%
ofthe narrative in Maus II, All the other narratives make up 44% ofthe panels in Maus I
and 46% in Maus II, Though most ofthe reviews and scholarly essays concentrate on the
Holocaust, a httle less than half of the total work focuses on other narratives.

^ All percentages were based on multiple panel counts (an average of two separate
counts per volume) that I conducted with the assistance of Liliana Anglada, Together,
both volumes of Maus contained 1,946 panels; Maus I had 1,045 and Maus II had 901,
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Lawrence L, Langer called Maus "a serious form of pictorial hterature" (Langer 1),
and the work has received critical acclaim from a wide variety of reviewers (e,g.. Jay
Cantor, David A. Gerber, Hillel Halkin, Langer, and Russell Schechter). Maus has also
received attention from literary and Holocaust scholars (e.g., Thomas Doherty, Marianne
Hirsch, Alison Lansberg, and Richard Martin). Maus is a novel, and the concepts presented
above provide ample proof Bakhtin developed various concepts in order to determine
whether or not a literary work was a novel, whether or not it had novelized reality. As
Maus contains these major concepts, it must be a novel.
Beginning with dialogism, Maus contains various interacting narratives. Different
"selves" and "others" present themselves in an architectonic fashion where the complexity
operates on a very subtle level facilitated by the comic book format. This story is told in
dialogic fashion. Vladek reminisces, creating a dialogue between the past and the present,
he is the self and all else around him is other. In another sense, however, the historical
event itself is a self But there is more here than just the Holocaust through Vladek's eyes;
the voices of others are present: stories of other survivors, fiiends, family, guards, etc. as
told to and by Vladek,
The story's center shifts between the characters, but especially between Vladek and
Art, where at times Art becomes self and all else becomes other. In this way "Maus is the
story ofthe father's hfe, the son's vocation, and the story ofthe transformation of those lives
into the images we're reading" (Cantor 38). The story itself becomes self when attention is
focused on its production and the self-referential telling of its writing (this constitutes
approximately nine percent ofthe total story):
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Maus is about Anja and Vladek, but it is also ultimately about Art,
thefr son; about a child of survivors growing up in America, about his
relation to his parents and to the trauma of their experiences, and about his
stmggle to overcome that trauma through an act of artistic creativity, the
production of this book. (Gerber 159-60)
This clearly demonstrates the numerous stories being told. There is the narrative that
Halkin focuses on, the Holocaust as historical event, which is filtered through Vladek's
memory, and again filtered through Art's re-telling. In addition to Vladek's past there is the
story of Vladek's present, his dialogue with the past, and his eventual death.
As mentioned earlier. Art's story is here too, his relationship with his father, and a
narrative that goes beyond this relationship. The story of Maus, and its writing is told as
well, and the use of metaphor becomes its own story, as a sense of play develops around its
usage. On the most outer edge ofthe selFother relationship lies Anja's story, which is left
untold for the most part, as her writings, diaries, etc., were bumed. Her non-narrative
constitutes a story that is silenced by Vladek's grief and is conspicuous by its absence.
These various narratives and their interactions operate within Maus and offer a good
example of dialogism. The dialogic within Spiegehnan's narrative also contains
heteroglossia and polphony.
One manner in which heteroglossia comes into play is the language difference
between Art and his father. The social and cultural background differences between Art
and Vladek create different languages even though both speak English, "there are always
many different ways of speaking, many 'languages,' reflecting the diversity of social
experience, conceptualizations, and values" (Morson and Emerson, Mikhail 140).
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This example appears in Art's self-doubt in his ability to tell his father's story.
While on their way to the Catskills, Art expresses his doubts to Francoise, "I feel so
inadequate trying to reconstmct a reality that was worse than my darkest dreams. And
trymg to do it as a comic strip! I guess I bit off more than I can chew. Maybe I ought to
forget the whole thing" (Spiegehnan, Maus II16), The same sentiment is expressed from a
slightly different angle in Spiegehnan's interview with Sharon Boxer:
Still no matter how a tale is told, "loss is inevitable," he said, "What
my father articulated is less than what he went through. And, because I am
an American kid who grew up with Howdy Doody and Mad magazine, what
I can understand is less than what he articulated. What I can articulate is less
than what I understand. And what readers understand is less than what I can
articulate, (Boxer 36)
Bakhtin could not have expressed co-being and heteroglossia any better. It is co-being
because the narrative becomes an event that is shared (Holquist 25), And the narrative that
embodies two languages demonstrates heteroglossia.
In addition to the sense of co-being, Maus contains several speech types outlined by
Bakhtin. The most obvious is the generational speech displayed between Art and his father
which opens the story's dialogue. The beginning pages depict an episode from Art's
childhood. He is playing with fiiends, in a race, but Art's skate breaks and his fiiends
continue on without helping him. When Art goes to his father for solace, Vladek says, "if
you lock them together in a room with no food for a week,,, THEN you could see what it is,
fiiends" (Spiegelman, Maus 16), The generational and experiential gap between Art and
Vladek results in two meanings for the word "fiiends,"
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Regional and social class speech types occur throughout both volumes where the
story shifts from country to country and between various social groups depicted in the past
and present. Vladek's account in both volumes incorporates the professional speech types
of guards, storeowners, bureaucrats, etc. Art's speech reflects various roles. At times he is
son, husband, artist, and patient. Another professional speech segment occurs when Art
visits his psychiatrist (Maus II 43-46).
Visual elements represent other differing heteroglot speech types. The best example
represents genre (Figure 2.3). Here, Art looks at an old underground comic book that he
drew and wrote (Maus 199-103). The animal metaphor is abandoned and the drawing style
is markedly different from the rest ofthe book. This technique to depict genre works quite
well in the comics medium and would be difficult to achieve in a text only medium.
Further examples illustrate print languages such as posters or signs (Maus II: 54/7, 82/3,4),
Since comics are a visual medium, certain images become either examples of "extra-artistic
authorial speech" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 262) or a variation thereof The most obvious
illustration in Maus is the swastika, which is found throughout and at times cleverly worked
into a panel (Figure 2,4), Other examples include maps (Spiegelman, Maus II: 60/3),
diagrams (Maus I: 110/7, 112/1), sketches (Maus II: 11/1), and photographs (Maus II:
114-116, 134/6), The photograph on page 134 is especially interesting because it depicts the
human Vladek complete with concentration camp uniform.
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Figure 2.3. Prisoner on the Hell Planet.
Source: Maus I by Art Spiegehnan (99/8).
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Figure 2,4, Vladek and Anja on Their Way to Sosnowiec,
Source: Maus I by Art Spiegelman (125/5),
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Another form of heteroglossia is intertextuality, and Tabachnick identifies three
separate genres in Maus: the Kunstlerroman, the Bildungsroman, and the epic (Tabachnick
155). Though he does not discuss intertextuality, the existence of these genres produces the
echoes and associations to past texts (voices) that these genres evoke. The three genres that
Tabachnick mentions are used here, though Holocaust literature takes the place ofthe epic,
and the cat/mouse metaphor is treated as a fourth genre.
Any reading of Maus will echo past Holocaust stories from documentaries like
Shoah to fihns, such as Schindler's List and Life is Beautiful, to notable literary works like
The Diary of Anne Frank, and notable authors like Elie Wiesel, In the case of Maus, the
story embodies aspects ofthe epic in its historical nature and the span of time that takes
place within its pages.
Art's stmggle with himself and the various problems that arise in writing and
drawing Maus, the guilt expressed in the second volume over the success ofthe first
volume, and the self-referential elements which describes writing the book and interviewing
Vladek places this work within the Kunstlerroman genre, (e.g., James Joyce's A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man, Thomas Mann's Magic Mountain, Wilham Burrough's Naked
Lunch, and David Malouf s An Imaginary Life). Juxtaposed with Art's story as a writer
and cartoonist is the story of Art's education into his identity and the meaning of life.
Art leams about himself through his father's story and this education culminates
with a visit to Art's psychiatrist during a period of depression after Vladek's death (Maus II
43-45). This narrative layer within Maus fits within the Bildungsroman genre and this
aspect of Maus deserves much attention because Bakhtin refers to the Bildungsroman in
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many of his concepts, as the definition section of this chapter attests. In terms of
intertextuality, the Bildungsroman brings to mind such works as Goethe's Wilhehn
Meister's Apprenticeship, Dickens' David Copperfield, Sherwood Anderson's Wineburg,
Ohio, and Ursula LeGuinn's The Earthsea Cycle. Discussion on this aspect of Maus will
retum later as further Bakhtinian concepts arise,
. The cat/mouse metaphor also exhibits intertextuality. It is a metaphor with a long
collective memory going back to ancient Egypt (Figure 2,5) where images on papyms
depict cats and mice at war using chariots and bows and arrows. Similar scenes depict
"deliberate inversions ofthe conventions in the drawings that the villagers made for their
amusement. We find a mouse in his chariot stemly directing an army, but facing the wrong
way, and similar scenes tell us that the mouse's chariot is carrying him off to fight a war
with cats, who usually lose, like Tom of Tom & Jerry's cartoon films" (Romer 96), In
addition to wars, the Egyptian art ofthe New Kingdom also displayed a world tumed upside
down and a sense of satire where "cats must now wait upon the every need of well-heeled
lady mice... and serve as nursemaids to infant mice" (Houlihan 215).

Figure 2,5. Mice and Cats at War
Source: Der Papyrus 55001: und seine Satirisch-erotischen Zeichnungen und Inschriften by
Jos. A, Omlin (XIV),
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Halldn, in his review, points out other cases of collective memory in relation to the
use of cats and mice. He mentions that Kafka used the mouse/Jew metaphor in his short
story, "Josephine the Singer, Or the Mouse Folk." Halkin then exphcates the German
language itself and the words mauschel, maushlen, and the Hebrew moshe (Halkin 55), In
addition other intertextual reverberations, on the metaphorical level, include Mickey Mouse
(who is mentioned in the epigraph to volume II), Krazy Kat, Steven Spielberg's animated
fihn. An American Tale,^ and as mentioned above, Tom and Jerry.
A diversity of voices and speech types permeates Maus' narrative stmcture. The
work also contains the implied presence of other physical languages, in particular Polish
and German (though the work is in written in English). Another type of diversity exists in
Maus, a diversity of autonomic voices, which are stmctured in a way to create a sense of
polyphony. These voices include Vladek, Art, the book itself, and Anja. They exhibit the
traits that Morson and Emerson claim as necessary for polyphony: "Polyphony demands a
work in which several consciousnesses meet as equal and engage in a dialogue that is in
principle unfinalizable" (Morson and Emerson, Creation 238-39).
Bakhtin expresses this idea in terms of varying thoughts, how these thoughts are
linked to personalities, and perceived "as an integrated personal position" (Bakhtin,
Problems 93), In discussing the writings of Dostoevsky, Bakhtin further elucidates this
position: "[H]e develops it [thought] dialogically, not in a dry logical dialogue but by

6 This fihn tells the story of Fieval Mousekewitz, a Jewish mouse, who escapes
Russia during the Bolshevik revolution and immigrates to the US. The film portrayed the
revolutionaries as cats,
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juxtaposing whole, profoundly individualized voices" (93). In part, Maus' polyphonic
qualities derive themselves from the varying voices and personalities ofthe past. The camp
guards and other racist and oppressive voices that questions the humanity of another group
exhibit some of "[t]he peculiarities of polyphony. The lack of finahzation ofthe polyphonic
dialogue (dialogue about ultimate questions)" (Speech 151), Another aspect ofthe
"integrated personal position" expresses itself in the voices in the present that are
juxtaposed against each other in an attempt to understand: to understand the past, each
other, and themselves.
One ofthe strongest points where these ideas emerge is in the clear dialogic
distinction between Art and Vladek, The reader sees Art, a son stmggling to understand his
father and his father's experiences. Art is also stmggling with writing Maus, Vladek's
viewpoint is from a survivor ofthe Holocaust, He has his own obsessions and views and at
times the views clash and engage in dialogue.
One particular instance of this dialogic process occurs in the case ofthe
disagreement over the existence of an orchestra in the camps (Figure 2,6), In this set of
panels. Art asks Vladek about the orchestra that played as the Jews were marched to the
gates for work detail, Vladek replies that there was no orchestra, that he "heard only guards
shouting" (54), The first panel clearly depicts the orchestra, but this vision is revised in the
third panel (after Art leams that his father does not remember an orchestra). The orchestra
still appears, but it is barely visible, only the top of a bass, the upper rim of a tuba, and the
end ofthe conductor's wand come into view above the crowd marching to work detail.
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Figure 2,6, Differing Views About the Orchestra,
Source: Maus II by Art Spiegelman (54/1,3).

The question/answer between Art and Vladek cause a shifting of perspectives, a
dialogue between two distinct voices, which culminates in a compromise. This example
may appear to contradict polyphony in that Art's voice dominates over Vladek's perception.
As Spiegelman admitted, in an interview with Sharon Boxer, "Trouble was,., my father's
history didn't converge with what I found elsewhere' (Boxer 36), But what actually occurs
is a view that upholds both perspectives. The orchestra is present, but Vladek does not see
it, Maus portrays this polyphonic dialogue in a unique fashion, through visual text, that
would be difficuh to execute in a print only medium.
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Another context for polyphony arises out ofthe book as a voice itself The work as
voice operates on two levels: the creative process and the historical backdrop. As
mentioned before Maus is extratextual and self-referential. In fact, Spiegehnan created a
CD-ROM, The Complete Maus, which details the book's writing. The CD-ROM contains
Vladek's recorded voice, sketches and revisions ofthe drawn pieces along with notes, etc.
The Complete Maus also contains historical background materials, maps, and photographic
archives. The three main voices continue to jockey for position in the dialogic mix.
The third major player m Maus' polyphony is Anja. This may seem an out-of-place
statement because Anja's story does not exist in her own voice. Her story is alluded to,
however, and her silenced voice represents all the voices silenced during the Holocaust, In
the Bakhtinian discourse silence has received some attention, Bakhtin states: "Each
dialogue takes place as if against the background ofthe responsive understanding of an
invisibly present third party who stands above all the participants in the dialogue (partners),
(Cf The understanding ofthe Fascist torture chamber or hell in Thomas Mann as absolute
lack of being heard, as the absolute absence of a third party)" (Bakhtin, Speech 126), The
footnote that accompanies this passage in "The Problem ofthe Text" refers to Maim's
description of Hell in Doctor Faustus and how his writing was influenced by the discovery
ofthe Nazi horrors.
Indeed, at the conclusion of Maus I: My Father Bleeds History, Art leams that
Vladek had taken Anja's diaries, notebooks, and other mementos and bumed them. Art
screams at Vladek, "God Damn you! You—you Murderer! How the hell could you do such
a thing!!" (Maus 1159), And Art's last word is "murderer" (159), Vladek had
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accomplished what the Nazi camps had failed to do; in the Bakhtinian sense, he banished
Anja to hell. Anja's story is left unheard for the most part, except where it is filtered
through Vladek's narrative and Art's comic book story about her suicide. But as mentioned
above, the absence creates a presence, the silence is heard; "[s]ilence—intelligible sound (a
word)—and the pause constitute a special logosphere, a unified andxiontinuous stmcture, an
open (imfinalized) totality" (Bakhtin, Speech 134). Bakhtin alludes to "[t]he word removed
from hfe" (148), Anja represents the word removed from death.
These polyphonic voices tell a special type of narrative, the Bildungsroman. As
well as displaying key elements central to the Bildungsroman, Maus assimilates a few of
the novelistic subcategories outlined by Bakhtin: travel novel, novel of ordeal, and
biographical/autobiographical novel (10-19), This aspect of Maus also contains some of
Bakhtin's key concepts: unfinalizabihty, prosaic, and chronotope.
The narratives in Maus that tell a tale of becoming and/or relate the process of Art's
education about himself through his father occur mostly in the sequences of dialogue
between Art and Vladek, and this comprises approximately 20% ofthe two volumes. It is
here that the Bildungsroman or Erziehsungsroman tells its tale and displays a sense ofthe
unfinalizable.
Art is in a constant state of becoming; he has doubts about his work (Maus II16,
41-46) and the reader sees Art in various stages of his life: a small child (Maus I 5-6),
working through the pain of his mother's suicide (100-03), and the relationship with his
father. The latter occurs throughout the length ofthe work and conveys a sense of flux; "a
relation is never static, but always in the process of being made and unmade" (Holquist 29).
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The end ofthe work leaves Art at a particular point in tune and his future is unknown.
Also, his joumey towards understanding his father as well as himself continues. Vladek's
words, "More I don't need to tell you. We were both very happy and lived happy, happy
ever after" (MausII 136), convey the ambience of a children's story, Vladek further states,
"I'm tired from talking Richileu, and it's enough stories for now..," (136), which indicates
more stories later and places Art in a position of mistaken identity. All of this supports a
position of unfinalizability.
Though not a part ofthe Bildungsroman proper, Vladek and the historical aspect of
the novel embody a sense of unfinahzabihty as well. The historical aspects of Maus and
Vladek's story emerge in a sense consistent with growth and "becoming" as interpreted by
Morson and Emerson (Creation 405). One cmcial aspect of "becoming" occurs when
"individuals are in no sense wholly reducible to 'products of their era'" (405). Two
particular instances in Maus bring up this point perfectly when Art and others comment and
ponder on how much of Vladek is a product of history versus being a product of himself
(Maus II 22,131). Vladek is not wholly a product of his past, yet his present does have roots
in the past. He is evolving and changing and still fighting for survival. As Vladek stuggles
against the shadow of his past. Art lives in Vladek's shadow, Gerber, in his review, states,
"Spiegehnan is reminding us ofthe distant origins ofthe sufferings of his family and ofthe
stranglehold ofthe past on the present" (Gerber 169).
The prosaic exhibits unfinalizability. According to Morson and Emerson, Bakhtin
"argued that the prosaic historical sense required a dialogic conception of tmth and
language. He argued as well that only an appreciation of genuine dialogue and of tmly
46

prosaic experience permits a vision of humanity and culture as they really are: responsible
to the core, creative at every moment, and above all, unfinalizable in their very essence"
(Creation 90). Two levels exist within the prosaics concept: the depictions and language of
the everyday and "coming to know one's own language as it is perceived in someone else's
language" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 365).
. Everyday language and occurrences appear throughout the two volumes of Maus in
the context of Art's story, the Bildungsroman and its relativity to Vladek, In terms of Art's
story a couple of examples will suffice. At one point when Art completes an interview
session with his father, he asks for his coat and discovers that Vladek threw it away. Art
does not like the new coat and as he leaves his father calls out, "So, don't forget, Artie,
you'll call me this week and we can talk" (Spiegehnan, Maus 169), but all Art can think of
is his coat, "You threw out my coat. I can't beheve it! ,.,I just can't beheve it,,," (69), At
other times the everyday interfers with the historical and Art pushes it aside. Art arrives at
his father's house with a tape recorder and explains that writing things down is too hard.
Vladek asks about the price and after hearing what paid for it, exclaims, "PSSH, at
Korvettes you could find it for—^maximum—$35.00" (73), Art impatiently rephes, "But—
skip it! Tell me about when you got back from the P,0,W, camp in 1940,,." (73),
The instances ofthe prosaic add a human quality to the characters, it creates a sense
of becoming. The reader wonders if the communication channels will open between Art
and Vladek, Later there is an indication that Art senses loss during one ofthe prosaic
historical juxtapositions. After the session with the psychiatrist. Art is seen sitting at his
drawing desk, playing back a conversation with his father, who is now dead. The tape plays
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back an argument where Vladek (relating an event when he was recovering in the hospital)
is complaining about Mala wanting him to change his will and havmg to pay a notary, but
all Art wants to hear about is the Holocaust, "Fifteen dollars he charged to come! If she
waited only a week until I was stronger, I'd go to the bank and take a notary for only a
quarter!" "ENOUGH! Tell me about Auschwitz!" is Art's angry reply (Maus n 47). hi the
next panel Art is seen letting out a sigh. These confrontations that center on the prosaic
combined with the visual use of masking (Figure 2.7) bring about the second level ofthe
prosaic. Art finally sees his father and reaches an understanding, he comes to "know one's
own horizon within someone else's horizon" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 365) as evidenced by the
photo ofthe human Vladek (Figure 2.8).
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Figure 2.7. Realization Through Prosaics,
Source: Maus II by Art Spiegehnan (47/1-4),
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Figure 2,8. The Human Vladek.
Source: MausII by Art Spiegehnan (134/6).

The prosaic emerges in Vladek's story as well and in Vladek's present. Vladek has
many idiosyncracies. One is his obsession with counting out his vitamins and pills (Maus I
26), and another is making sure Art eats everything on his plate (43), Vladek is also
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obsessive about cleanliness; he admonishes Art for spilling cigarette ashes on the carpet,
and then recounts the days in the camp when he would bathe himself even if it were very
cold outside (52-53), The most comic prosaic mstance is when Vladek takes partially filled
cereal boxes back to the grocery store, gets into an argument with the store manager and
tells him about being in the camp, etc; the manger, then, gives him a refund on the grocery
items (MausH 89-90).
In relation to Vladek, many prosaic moments are grounded in his story about the
past and one ofthe more interesting aspects of Maus, an aspect that operates creatively on
the visual level, is the time/space arrangement. The chronotope in Spiegehnan's work
creates a dialogue between past and present. One such instance where the past and present
engage in dialogue is when Vladek is telling Art about the Nazi occupation of Sosnowiec
(Figure 2.9). The panels depicting the past altemate with Vladek and Art's silhouette, where
Art asks a question and Vladek answers the question in addition to continuing with the story
(Maus I 87). Vladek's telling blends with the images from the past; his story is being told to
Art, and the reader is listening in, creating a dialogue between past and present. In another
mstance (Figure 2.10), when Vladek relates how all the Jews in Sosnowiec had to move to
Srodula, he and Art appear to be walking right out ofthe scene from the past into the
present (105), The present even hurries the past along, as Vladek says, "But I must finish
quick to tell you the rest about Srodula, because we will come soon over to the bank" (120),

50

$EVgRftLTHAg5 CAMETHE. A£Wl»H fOUCe tO OUR HOV^.-.
OURReCOBJ^^^HoWTHRfTMR-MplYeS-MYNNlFt'^ ^\
»^R5.Kf\RM\0LWEHERE.TKeV ^PPiReW-THgY^lW

C^^^\^^

POUCE.
^16-

5tVC»^

^
i
•<r.
mill
/
.iiiiiiii
'
imiiiiiii
iilUMiiir.
llllllfllltl^,
'•iiumiiiiiu ^

^N\eOEWJTHogowIHTH\^3 ^HP^ WrtTV^ ^ftCR.tXCY/^^/^//ygAr\£tO FWVdlM lAxy.
VJW:\fTHEY6WETP-mE;
G-ERMMJ h FEW «JEVA(^,THeY W\R.tUBeiWWr, •> lF-^H^jCftRM\0>poN*tTURl4
YoUftNiPYWR W\F£ S OP JK 3 P W yO^fvJO WIL4.
.Coutp ^f\VE. t h e RE5T
I^vi5t COW£ WITH \)^.l BE ^ E ^ T \^4 THElfk fLftCE..'

i '^

THCY Cov;t;>3W£:
THeM$ELVE^.

Figure 2.9. Chronotope—^Dialogue Between Past and Present,
Source: Mausjby Art Spiegehnan (87/1-4),

MP THe fouej OF $FPPVIIA, VJE iew> HW t o TW t o moVE TMEM t o OV)R HouJ6.>

S.1

iH5o>Ho\*Jicc."WiV H^t\H>RowiA viouiPBE OUR CrHBxt© td i^^E 6ve^.^neR
>/i^>
;''^>:

l:!?iii!::!!liiS: !!?;
V^QH'
•«.

OUR f MA\L'< 60T F\ Corp^R^e-lE^^ ^?»VCE tWIlU ^EFOP^. WT

105

Figure 2,10, Walking Out ofthe Past Into the Present,
Source: Maus I by Art Spiegehnan (105/6),
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This dialogue between past and present, at times, results in the historical past
intmding on the present. An example of this is where Vladek, Francoise, and Art are in a
car on their way to the store, Vladek is relating what happened to the four young girls who
blew up a crematorium; "[a]nd the four young girls what sneaked over the ammunitions for
this, they hanged them near to my workshop. They were good fiiends of Anja, from
Sosnowiec, They hanged a long, long time. Sigh" (MausII 79), The panel shows the four
bodies hanging in the trees, and the car driving past them. Here, the past and present exist
simultaneously, and the execution of this simultaneity is enhanced by the visual mode
(Figure 2.11).
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Figure 2,11. The Past Infiinges on the Present.
Source: Maus II by Art Spiegehnan (79/7).

The various Bakhtinian concepets used for an explication of Maus find themselves
blended in the final concept under consideration, the camivalesque. Within the Bakhtinian
discourse, two basic variations ofthe camivalesque exist: the carnival as seed for the
subversion ofthe dominant order, the bitter carnival where the subversion becomes a
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product of reification (see Michael Berstein and Nicolo Pasero). Within Maus, two other
variations exist: the nightmare carnival where the world tumed upside down results m a
perverted hyperbolic accentuation of suppression, the masquerade as a humanizing process.
The traditional sense of camivahzation described by Bakhtin states that: "Carnival is
a place for working out, in concretely sensous, half-real and half-play-acted form, a new
mode of interrelationship between individuals, counterposed to the all-powerful
socio-hierarchical relationships of noncamival hfe" (Bakhtin, Problems 123), To borrow a
term from Gramsci, carnival exhibits counter-hegemonic qualities. Over time these
qualities or the allowance of that which is subversive to the hegemony could transform the
hegemony. So the camivalesque has the potential to subvert, but the subversion is subtle
and ocurrs over a length of historical time. In describing the function of humor in
Holocaust literature, Mark Cory ontends that "[bjeyond marking moral boundaries and
establishing nuances of credibility in incredible circumstances, the comic in Holocaust
literature also functions as resistance, as protest" (Cory 36), Maus exhibits some ofthe
comical and aspects of this element can be read as traditional Bakhtinian carnival.
Humor as protest ocurrs in events where trickster tactics are used to subvert the
established order. One example involves the methods that Vladek's father uses to keep him
out ofthe army. The father would not let Vladek sleep, fed him very little, and a few days
before the medical exam Vladek was not allowed to sleep and had to drink a gallon of
coffee a day (Spiegehnan, Maus 145-46), The image of Vladek is ahnost comical and the
emphasis on the body, an increasingly ailing body is reminiscent of Bakhtin's "grotesque
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body." The trick buys Vladek a year's reprieve, but the ordeal proves too much and the next
year he begs his father to let him go into the service (47).
Once Vladek is in the camps he must resort to his own tricks for survival. At one
point Vladek pretends to know shoe repair (he actually has minimal skills in this area)
which eamed him a safe place to work. One day an official gives Vladek a boot to repair,
but the job requires more than skill than Vladek has, so he smuggles the boot to a real
shoemaker and gets the job done (Maus II 60-61), Vladek's life became more difficult
when he was transferred to Dachau and he had to resort to wounding his own hand and
keeping the wound festering in order to stay in the infirmary (92), One ofthe more
ingenious tricks that Vladek engaged in to subvert the system was his method of getting the
daily rations. At Dachau, lice were prevelant and lice carried typhus. In order to get soup
the prisoner had to prove he was lice free by showing his shirt (91). One day Vladek
befriends a Frenchman, who was not a Jew, and therefore allowed to receive packages from
the Red Cross. The Frenchman shares the contents of one ofthe boxes, and Vladek takes a
chocolate bar and his day's ration of bread and trades it for a shirt. He cleans and dries the
shirt very carefully, wraps it in paper and uses it only when soup was called, and, as it
remains free of lice, Vladek always gets soup (94),
Along side some generally humorous stories, for example the story about the cake
made partially from soap powders (Maus 1119), the camivalesque is represented by the
down to earth language, Vladek's dialect, and the everyday conversations that take place.
The novel takes on a folkloric quality, and in keeping with one other Bakhtinian notion, the
stories and their telling create a world where the familiar becomes strange (Holquist 89),
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Day to day existence takes on a Kafkaesque quality under the Nazi regime and the work
takes on the traits of a nightmarish carnival. But the most important aspect ofthe carnival
reveals itself through the use of masks.
This variation ofthe camivalesque in Maus synthesises the various Bakhtinian
concepts. The metaphor becomes self-conscious, and becomes a self, a center in this
heteroglossic tale of co-being. The action ofthe dialogic engages the various characters and
Iso creates a dialogic link between the reader and story. One effect the metaphor has on the
reader is to see the Jews through Nazi eyes. The epigraph in Maus I reads: '"The Jews are
undoubtedly a race, but they are not human,' Adolph Hitler" (4), The epigraph in MausII
reads:
Mickey Mouse is the most miserable ideal ever revealed,..,Healthy
emotions tell every independent young man and every honorable youth that
the dirty filth-covered vermin, the greatest bacteria carrier in the animal
kingdom, caimot be the ideal type of animal,,,. Away with Jewish
bmtalization ofthe people! Down with Mickey Mouse! Wear the Swastika
Cross! - newspaper article, Pomerania, Germany, mid-1930s, (4)
Using mice to depict Jews and cats to depict the Nazis may at first sound like dehumanizing
the Jews, Nonetheless, it makes their humanity more apparent by gaining reader
indentification traditionally given to small victimized animals, and the few statements and
instances where their humanness reveals itself from behind the mask becomes more
powerful.
It is interesting to note that Halkin criticizes Spiegehnan's art because, "as seen
through human eyes, animal faces are extremely hard to individuate" (Halkin 56). Halkin
further states, "[t]o draw people as animals, Maus makes one realize, is doubly
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dehumanizing, once by virtue ofthe symbolism and once by virtue of graphic limitations"
(56). And yet this is exactly the point ofthe narrative—^to give readers a glimpse ofthe
Holocaust through Nazi eyes, and thereby realize the evil and horror on a heightened scale,
Halkin's negative criticism is, in fact, an asset, an indicator ofthe success ofthe medium.
This juxtaposition between reader and metaphor shatters the mask ofthe metaphor, "the
characters become more human precisely because they are expressed symbolically as
animals" (Gerber 173), Another reviewer counters Halkin's assertion by stating that, "[h]is
deliberately pared-down drawing style, which renders the faces of various characters
virtually identical, is sparse in detail, but dense with feeling..." (Schechter 560), The
characters' humanity not only shows through in their actions, and through their dialogue,
but also in those moments when the metaphor becomes self-conscious.
The most important aspect ofthe metaphor is when it breaks down and this
deconstmction occurs often. When Vladek tells Art about a romance before marrying Anja,
Vladek asks Art not to put the story in the book. Art's reply is, "But pop- it's great material.
It makes everything more REAL- more human" (Spiegelman, Maus 123). Another instance
of Vladek asserting his humanity is when he is a POW, and he is in discussion with fellow
POWs about work detail. The others feel the call to volunteer is a trick and think it is best
to die in the camp, but Vladek responds, "I'm not going to die. And I won't die here! I want
to be treated like a human being" (54). There are other examples as well, the comic-book
story about Anja's suicide (100-03), and the cellar scene where Anja and Vladek are in
hiding (Figure 2.12),
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Figure 2.12. Sense of Play Within the Metaphor.
Source: Maus I by Art Spiegehnan (147/5-9),

There is a sense of play and the carnival in seeing a mouse character having drawn a
comic-book story about his mother's suicide where there is a photo of a human mother and
child paper-clipped to the comer, and humans are drawn in the comic-story. This type of
play within the metaphor continues in the scene where Vladek and Anja are in the cellar,
and Anja is afraid of rats, so Vladek tells her they are mice (147),
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The deconstmction ofthe metaphor is more prevalent in the second volume; And
Here My Troubles Began begins with a discussion between Art and Francoise over what
animal she should be in the story. Art is sittmg beneath a tree with sketchbook in hand, and
there a re examples of Francoise as rabbit, frog, moose, poodle, and mouse (Spiegehnan
MausII 11). Another instance is where Art is going to visit his therapist (both visibly
wearing mouse masks), Pavel, who is a Czech Jew who is also a survivor; "[h]is place is
overrun with stray dogs and cats" (43), and Art asks, "Can I mention this, or does it
completely louse up my metaphor" (43)?
The longest play with the metaphor begins on page 41 and extends through page
47—it is clear that the characters are people wearing animal masks (Figures 2.13 and 2.14).
The opening scene to this is especially poignant, as Art is sitting in his studio at his desk
wearing the mouse mask, and beneath his feet are the Holocaust dead, and outside his
window are the guard towers and barbed wire. The scene reverberates a comment from
Bakhtin:
Characteristic here is the artistic stmcturing of an image out of
durable popular masks.. .[which] are able to assume any destiny and can
figure into any situation..., but they cannot exhaust their possibilities by
those situations alone; they always retain, in any situation and in any
destiny, a happy surplus of their own, their own mdimentary but
inexhaustible human face, (Bakhtin, Dialogic 36)
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Figure 2.13. Masking and Humaimess ptl.
Source: MausII by Art Spiegehnan (41/5).
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Figure 2,14, Masking and Humanness pt2.
Source: MausII by Art Spiegehnan (42/1-4).
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The masking and use of visual metaphor m Maus serves to accentuate the character's
humanity, and the examples offered here demonstrate that the masks' purpose in Maus is to
allow that human surplus to leak through. On one level, this purpose evolves through the
relationship between Art and Vladek. Art's difficulty is to understand what his father went
through, and to see his father as human, and not as an historical artifact or the cause of Art's
guilt and problems as a child of a Holocaust survivor. In the end. Art succeeds in seeing his
father as human (Maus II134),
Bakhtin concemed himself with one primary objective, to understand what it is to
be human, to define humaness in its physical/mental sense and in its metaphysical sense. He
attempted this understanding through the study ofthe creative power within humanity
through the study ofthe novel and novelization. For Bakhtin, the closer the literary came to
portraying humaness and a sense of becoming, the closer that writing (be it poetics or prose)
came to novelization. Spiegehnan has woven an intricate tale filled with various voices,
human voices. It is a work whose narratives, and the interaction between text and pictures
indicate that a comic book can incorporate the elements of novelization. It does not matter
that the tale uses the fable paradigm or that this novel is a drawn novel. The Bakhtinian
notion of "novel" is not static, "The genetic skeleton ofthe novel is still far from having
hardened, and we cannot foresee all its plastic possibilities" (Bakhtin, Dialogic 3),
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The "Funny" Animal Today
Maus marks a critical point in the development of "fimny" animal comics because
ofthe critical and academic attention it has received, and in the way it challenges the
preconceived notions of "funny" animals. Since the 1930s and 1940s, countless talking
animals have become household names and receive intemational recognition.
During the late 1960s and throughout the underground comics boom, fimny animals
engaged in pomographic sex, dmgs, and anti-estabhshment activities (e.g,, Robert Crumb's
Fritz the Cat), The genre continued to diversify and funny animals in a more serious setting
appeared with the publication of No Ducks and Wild Animals (Patten), The mid 1970s saw
the formation and publication of a fanzine dedicated to artists and fans of funny animal
comix and since this time many publications, groups, associations, and conferences
dedicated to anthropormorphic animals have emerged. Some ofthe recent critically
acclaimed series include, Walter Reed's and Kate Worley's Omaha: The Cat Dancer (an
erotic soap-opera tale with a complex plot and involved character development), Dave
Sims' Cerebus (an intertexual parodic masterpiece that brings in allusions from literature,
comics, and popular culture in general) Martin Wagner's Hepcats (the story of college
fiiends, love relationships, and an in-depth look at sexual abuse), and Stan Sukai's Usagi
Yojimbo (historically researched account of a ronin from feudal Japan)..,
The diversity of this genre has generated a debate among participants on several
email discussion lists (e,g., comix@) about the use of altemative terms as "funny" does not
seem totally appropriate in some cases (Maus is often used as an example). These terms
include "furry" animals, "furries," "talking" animals, and anthropormorphic animals. The
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debates usually reflects a lack of respect for the genre (there has even been the suggestion
that fimny animals are not comics) from some participants and an argument over semantics
from others. No matter the serious nature of some uses of anthropomorphized comics, it is
clear that Bakhtinian concepts are at work (e.g., in the case of Maus, there is the darkly
comic nature) and that "funny" can include parody, satfre, the camivalesque, and forms of
masking.
Many comics artists/writers have experimented with using anthropormorphic
animals, Alan Moore (whose work is discussed m the next chapter) wrote and drew
Maxwell the Magic Cat from 1979 to 1986 when he discontinued the strip due to pressure
over homosexual content and other projects (Bambos viii). Donna Barr (her work is
discussed in Chapter IV) has also written and drawn stories with anthropormorphic animals
(e.g., Stinz, Bosom Enemies, and Harder and the Colonel), The sexual and aduh content of
many ofthe altemative and independent anthropormorphic comix brings up the question of
subversion and this question is addressed in the following chapter using Gramsci's theory.
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CHAPTER m
HEGEMONY AND COUNTER-HEGEMONY IN THE
COMICS OF ALAN MOORE

Introduction
Social attacks on comics, both books and strips, have a long history in the United
States, beginning with the first day ofthe appearance ofthe "Yellow Kid" on May 5, 1895,
The "Yellow Kid" was disliked because of his mdeness, slapstick-style cmelty, and overall
sensationalism (Waugh 6-7), Some early opponents of comics included Ambrose Bierce,
Mary Baker Eddy, William Rockhill Nelson, and Max Nordau; there were also cmsades
organized by individuals and groups (Davidson 255; Waugh 7),
The most spectacular assault on comics came from Dr, Fredric Wertham and the
resulting Congressional Hearings, 1954-55, A detailed history of this anti-comics fervor and
the censorship issue appears in Amy Kiste Nyberg's Seal of Approval: The History ofthe
Comics Code, Her work analyzes the controversy within a historical context that examines
issues from the 1930s through the Wertham period and into fairly recent contemporary
times. The 1950s debate over comics' content was quelled, possibly, by two important
events, the estabhshment ofthe Comics Code Authority (a self-censoring institution ofthe
comics industry) and the diversion of public attention away from comics to television and
film. The following years of relative calm witnessed a heightened interest in comics
demonstrable by the increasing number of scholarly studies on comics (e,g., Duncan, Inge,
Sabin, Witek and Whitlark), University Libraries containing special collections (e.g.,
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Bowling Green State, Michigan State, and Ohio State), the serious study of popular culture
in general (evidenced by the existence ofthe Popular Culture Association, American
Culture Association, [PC A/AC A], and university departments set up for the study of
popular culture). This seems sufficient proof to assume that Wertham's ghost was put to
rest; however, the outrage over comics has re-emerged.
A direct proof of the re-emergence of Wertham's ghost can be found in John Fulce's
attack on comics. Seduction ofthe Iimocent Revisited, pubhshed in 1990. And cases of
actual censorship are on the rise. Due to complaints from evangelical groups, Fleetway (an
independent comic book company) withdrew plans to publish "Tme Faith", the story of a
pious Christian plumber, distraught over the death of his wife and newbom, who desires to
inflict vengeance on God through acts of terrorism on churches in South London in order to
lure God out of hiding and then kill him with a Coh ,44 magnum ("Comics," Economist
318:82),
In another instance, a printer for college newspapers, the Ellsworth American,
refused to publish an "obscene" comic strip by freelance cartoonist Steve Kurth; a few
weeks later Kurth's illustration for another college newspaper was pulled by the assistant
editor (Fox 15-16), During a conference session on "The Comics Page" at Ohio State
University's 1992 Festival of Cartoon Art, the discussion veered from gender and race
diversity to heated discussions over the rights of newspaper editors to substitute less
offensive words for words such as "damn," "God" and "hell" (Astor, "G-Rated,.," 32-33),
Within this period ofthe early 1990s, there was a hot debate over a series ofthe
syndicated comic strip, "For Better or Worse", for its sequence on a teen who reveals that he
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is gay. Forty newspapers (including: the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, and the Arkansas
Democrat-Gazette) and the Las Vegas Review Joumal dropped the strip due to protest calls
and letters from over a thousand subscribers. The St, Louis Post-Dispatch alone suffered a
loss of readership numbering eight to nine hundred. Out ofthe forty newspapers, twenty
cancelled the strip permanently (Astor, "Comic with,,," 32; Tipton 1 A; Kieman 1). Creator
Lynn Johnston did receive support and encouragement from some Canadian readers,
"Canadians seem to be more open-minded about gays than many Americans" (Astor,
"Comic with,.." 32).
Though Canadians may be more accepting of gays, they are not accepting of
"gun-toting superhero[s] ridding the world of Quebec separatist terrorists" (Authier
A1/Front). The Parti Quebecois demanded that the first issue of DC Comics' Justice
League Task Force be pulled from newsstands declaring it "hate hterature." The issue in
question contained a story-line where superhero, Martian Manhunter, rescues two hostages
from a paramilitary force of French separatists who want Quebec to secede from Canada.
The killing of four separatists is described in the comic book as a "pohtically correct
murder" (Al/Front).
Another public outcry, and the most disturbing in terms ofthe censorship issue,
occurred in Tampa Bay, Florida over the pubhcation of Boiled Angel, an independent
publication by Michael Christopher Diana, Diana was taken to court over obscenity
charges for his comic depicting satanic sacrifice, sodomy, child rape, and serial murder. On
March 31, 1994, he was found guilty of publishing a "lewd and obscene" publication
(Romenesko 1994), His case was eventually appealed to the Supreme Court, but the Court
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declined to hear his petition (Stump, "They" 7-8), and so Diana remains the first comic
book artist/writer to be convicted on obscenity charges, Diana clauns that his work is satire
and should be taken as a joke (Griffin 3B), In the same vein. Hart Fisher, distributor of a
comic book about the famed serial killer, Jeffrey Dahmer, was ordered by an Illinois judge
to stop selling the comic book pending a class action law suit by eight families of Dahmer's
victims (Hollywood Reporter 17).
The Utne Reader noted this surge in attacks and obscenity charges against comics in
its November/December 1995 issue (Hermes 22-24) and several articles in The Comics
Joumal have addressed censorship issues (e.g.. Stump, "Tables," Hunter and Kennedy,
Fisher, Strossen), The increase in legal actions against comics retailers, publishers, and
creators has created a need for legal support and representation. The Comic Book Legal
Defense Fund became a recognized non-profit organization in 1990 and represented Diana,
among others, and has several cases pending (CBLDF, http://www.cbldf org/).

Gramsci and Subversion
The above amply demonstrates that some comics are still considered subversive and
that criticism against the medium is growing. This idea of subversiveness needs
clarification in order to establish an overview of Alan Moore's contribution to the comics
medium. Moore has been writing comics for close to twenty years and he has written for
various companies both large and small independent and self-publishing enterprises. Moore
has also written in various genres (e,g., superhero, science fiction, drama, erotic, and
non-fiction). Because ofthe time he has spent in the industry and the diversity of his
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writings, Moore's works mirror a kind of microcosm ofthe US comics market and an
analysis of selected comics from his body of works can help answer the question, are
comics a tool of subversion.
The definition of subversion will be based on Antonio Gramsci's social theory of
hegemony. Though Gramsci hved in the early 1900's and died in 1937, most of his writings
were unavailable to the non-Italian reading public until the 1960's. Since then because of
"conceptual advances within Marxism and [a] strategic relevance to movements for
liberation in the developed capitahst societies...." (Boggs Gramsci's... 7) Gramsci has
received increasing attention in the United States and Westem Europe. This is clearly seen
by the works of contemporary scholars in various fields (e.g., Villanueva, Cirese, Adamson,
de Lauretis, Tuman, Denemark and Holub). Also a past issue of PRE/TEXT: A Joumal of
Rhetorical Theory (vol, 13, 1-2 Spring/Summer 1992), is "situated within the project of
Gramsci" (Berlin and Trimbur 12),
Gramsci defines two important terms in his theory: hegemony and
counter-hegemony. Intricately connected to these terms are the concepts of reproduction
and reification. Hegemony is the ideological power stmcture in any given society; the
status quo. In Gramsci's Marxism, Carl Boggs describes hegemony as follows: "In
Gramsci's view, class domination is exercised as much through popular 'consensus'
achieved in civil society as through physical coercion (or threat of it) by the state apparatus,
especially in advanced capitalist societies where education, the media, law, mass culture,
etc. take on a new role" (17), Hegemony, therefore, implies that all aspects of society and
culture are tools ofthe current dominant order, either on a conscious or
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subconscious/sublmiinal level. Hegemony, like counter-hegemony, is an organic process.
And as an organic process there are occasional shifts. These shifts allow an opportunity for
change and involve consciousness, action, history and especially language. The question of
language is an indicator that other problems are about to emerge, a possible reorganization
(Gramsci Selections from Cultural.., 183-84), Gramsci refers to this process as praxis,
Gramsci conceived that tme liberation requfred the creation of "a new 'integrated
culture'" (17), This culture would create a different world-view and thereby change the
current hegemony. Counter-hegemony is the force behind tme revolution and a
counter-hegemonic stmcture is the only force capable of subverting "the capacity of
dominant elites to manipulate attitudes, values, and life-styles through media, education,
culture, language, etc...." (40),
Changing societal world-views is not an easy task. Hegemonies have two powerful
tools (of which the United States is an expert user), namely, reproduction and reification.
Reproduction is simply the propagation ofthe hegemony; it is carried out through mass
culture, folklore, language, the media—all the elements that are used by the dominant
hegemony to control the subaltem group, the working class as well as any minority or sub
group being dominated by hegemonic powers (Gramsci, Notebooks 52-55; Villanueva,
"Considerations,,," 250-251,254),
A more insidious tool is reification, where the hegemony absorbs
counter-hegemonic elements and presents them to the masses as their own. This process
dilutes the original revolutionary strength; it dilutes and distorts a new world-view into
something more like the old-world view (Boggs, Two Revolutions,,, 168-171; Gramsci,
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Notebooks 279-318). The term reification has been borrowed from Georg Lukacs (Boggs,
Gramsci's... 68) and is used interchangeably with rationalization, alienation, and
commodification. The reason for relating reification with alienation is that the process takes
away the identity ofthe subaltem group as a group. The process of reification is also
closely related to Gramsci's "passive revolution" (50),
For the purpose of this chapter, subversion, using Gramscian social theory, is
anything that is counter-hegemonic. The term subversion has previous connotations. In the
attacks on comics previously mentioned, subversion has implied moral improprieties. Rock
music, the dmg culture, etc, are all seen as subversive in a moral sense. Politically,
subversion can be illustrated from the left and from the right. For this chapter, the term
subversion will be used as a synonym for counter-hegemony as a way to vary the language.
In order to answer the question of subversiveness in comics, several different comic
books written by Moore will be analyzed. The specific titles were selected for their diversity
and varying degrees of subversion. The more a comic book upholds the values and world
view ofthe current hegemony the less subversive. As the world view is changed and the
values ofthe current hegemony are broken down, the more subversive or
counter-hegemonic the comic book. The comics analyzed provide a continuum of
subversiveness. The Continuum is: the non-subversive comic; the non-subversive comic
with slight counter-hegemonic tendencies; the comic with surface subversive tendencies,
but underlying support for the hegemony; the slightly subversive comic that is actually an
illustration of reification; the comic that appears counter-hegemonic, but contains reified
themes; the comic that contains themes that were counter-hegemonic at one time, but has
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since been reified, and the subversive comic. The major titles examined include Superman:
Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow, Supreme (an ongoing series that is currently
in hiatus with no guarantee of continuing). Batman: The Killing Joke, A Small Killing,
Watchmen, From Hell, and Brought to Light.
As mentioned earlier, because Gramsci presents his ideas through a Marxist
construct, the notions of subversion and counter-hegemony will be viewed from a political
left perspective. The reader should be aware that there are right-winged subversive comics
(Lobo and The Punisher are two examples), and counter-hegemonies with far right agendas
do exist.

Comics and Counter-hegemonic Subversion
Superhero comics have a tendency to uphold hegemonic values. Even though the
superhero genre contains elements of fantasy and folklore (which by Gramscian standards
constitute the counter hegemonic), this genre, nonetheless, constitutes the mainstream
within the comics industry. Superheroes comprise the most popular, widespread,
accessible, and the biggest money maker of all genres. Perhaps the best known superhero is
Superman, and the cover to Superman #53 is particularly noteworthy (Figure 3.1), Here
Superman is seen as the symbol ofthe United States with his stalwart pose, salute, and the
American flag in the background. The title ofthe story, "Tmth, Justice, and the American
Way," is written on the stripes ofthe waving flag. Superman is seen as an integral part of
the flag, ahnost inseparable. From the cover alone the reader can discem that Superman's
function is to reproduce the current hegemony,
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Figure 3,1, Superman as Hegemonic Icon
Source: Superman #53 by Jerry Ordway and Dennis Janke [Cover]
Alan Moore has written three Superman stories, the most noted was a two-part
story, Whatever happened to the Man of Tomorrow," an "imaginary" story about
Superman's death:
This is an imaginary story (which may never happen, but then again)
about a perfect man who came from the sky and did only good. It tells of
his twilight, when the great battles were over and the great miracles long
since performed; of how his enemies conspired against him and of that final
war in the snowblind wastes beneath the Northem Lights; ofthe women he
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loved and ofthe choice he made between them; of how he broke his most
sacred oath, and how finally all the things he had were taken from him save
one. It ends with a wink. It begins m a quiet midwestem town, one
summer aftemoon in the midwestem future. Away in the big city, people
still sometimes glance up hopefully from sidewalks, glimpsing a distant
speck in the sky,.. but no: it's only a bird, only a plane—Superman died ten
years ago. This is an imaginary story... Aren't they all? (Moore,
"Whatever..." preface)
The emphasis on the imaginary aspect ofthe story alludes to an irony. Superman comes
across as real; this is an imaginary Superman story but then again all stories about
Superman are imaginary.
Another reason for the "imaginary" emphasis is due to the fact that Superman can
never "die," There have been several stories of an imaginary death, a death that tumed out
to be a dream, and a death that took place on an altemate Earth, among others. And in the
early 1990s, Superman did die, but was resurrected with extraordinary powers. His
traditional costume was changed, but this too has changed back to the original. Superman
does not allow for subversion, either in the society at large or within his own character and
premise: "temporal stmctures in Superman ,,, [offer] us the image of a way of telling stories
which would seem to be fundamentally tied to pedagogic principles that govem that type of
society" (Eco 117). This refers to the society within Superman's world and the dominant
hegemonic order ofthe reader.
Alan Moore comes close to breaking the mold with his "Whatever Happened to the
Man of Tomorrow," but his preface and the story that follows demonstrate that all writers of
Superman stories must abandon their own preferences and adapt the "concept of 'order'
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which pervades the cultural model in which the authors live and where they constmct on a
small scale 'analogous' models which mirror the larger one" (124).
In Moore's story, a reporter comes to visit Lois Lane (now Lois Elhot) and
mterview her for a news segment for a Superman Memorial edition. The beginning splash
page shows a Superman statute looking over an idyllic park with a pristine cityscape in the
background, "In Memoriam" is etched into the base ofthe statute (Figure 3,2). Even
though Superman is dead, his memory lives on and he is remembered as protector and
overseer of Metropolis, The reader discovers the events that lead up to the "unmasking"
(Moore, "Whatever" 6-11) of Clark Kent, the assaults on Superman's fiiends, and
Superman's ultimate sacrifice. Superman, in an effort to save his fiiends and Metropolis,
kills his arch foe, Mxyzptlk. This act violates Superman's most sacred oath and as
self-punishment he walks into a room of gold kryptonite (an element fatal to Superman),
and Lois claims that she never sees Superman again (44-45), As the interview ends and the
reporter leaves, the reader leams the unspoken story.

73

Figure 3,2, Superman as "Protector," Even After His Death,
Source: Superman: Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow by Alan Moore (2),

The gold kryptonite did not kill Superman, but stripped him of his powers. The
superpowers died but not the man who once possessed those powers, Lois has married the
man who was once Superman, but the story does not end here. On the last page (48), the
reader sees the baby, Johnathan, squeeze a lump of coal turning it into a diamond and as
Mr. Elliot closes the door he gives the reader a knowing wink (Figure 3,3), Superman still
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lives and has, in effect, become an institution destined to continue through perpetuity. Even
though Moore has a httle fun with Superman and offers a non-traditional story, some sense
ofthe "order" of Superman's world and by extension, the reader's world remains.
Metropolis is served by the memory of Superman and in a few years a physical Superman,
like a returning prophet, will serve as protector and defender ofthe dominant hegemony.

^ ctifine*,Ate
)H» »»CMIeMl.
TK/»1S1C6£T
nEK

Figure 3,3, Foreshadowing of a Future Superman and a Knowing Wink.
Source: Superman: Whatever Happened to the Man of Tomorrow by Alan Moore (48),
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Superman serves as a traditional intellectual; "traditional intellectuals pass on the
tmths' ofthe State and the dominant hegemony in thefr work within subaltem institutions,
the institutions of civil society" (Villanueva "Hegemony.,," 25), The subaltem institutions
are twofold in the case of Superman. Within the world of Metropolis, Superman's alias is
Clark Kent, a newspaper reporter (in more current issues he is a TV news anchorman)
dedicated to bringmg the "tmth" to the citizens. A farm family in a small town, Smallville,
raised Clark Kent. Clark, and Superman both, within their respective spheres, have the
power to create a counter-hegemony, but instead uphold the "tmths ofthe State." The other
subaltem institution is American popular culture and mass media. Clark and Superman are
not only carrying their messages to the fictional citizens of a fictional Metropolis, but the
message is also being taken to the young readers of Superman comics. The dominant
American hegemony is quite safe in the hands of Superman, and Moore's story creates the
reassurance that there will always be a Superman.
Moore's most recent treatment ofthe superhero is found in Supreme, an Awesome
title (which started out as an Image titie). At first glance, his treatment of Supreme looks
like parody, but a closer look reveals that Supreme is a homage to DC superheroes ranging
from the Golden to the Silver age, Moore took over the writing for Supreme from issue #41
through the title's hiatus with issue #56, The fu-st thing a reader with extensive knowledge
of comics history notices is the similarity between the covers on Supreme #41 and
Superman #1, and Supreme #42 and Superman #423 (Figure 3.4).

76

Figure 3.4. Comparison Between the Supreme #41 and Superman #1 Covers.
Source: Supreme #41 by Alan Moore [Cover]; Superman # 1 by Jerome Siegel and Joe
Schuster [Cover]

The cover on the first issue of Superman shows Superman hovering from the right
above a cityscape and looking down. The scene is encased in an oval frame with an omate
lower border, and has the title. Superman, emblazoned across the top. The cover on issue
#41 ofSuprenie shows an identical scene, down to the same omate style ofthe lower
border. The coloring and lines in the Supreme cover portray the stylized art ofthe nineties
and convey a sense ofthe vintage or antique. Some subtle differences exist, however.
Supreme is flying, not hovering, ever so shghtly from the left, and his cape and arms extend
beyond the oval's frame. The framing resembles an award; it is cast in gold and the edging
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gives the reader the appearance of a three-dimensional object. Supreme looks more
dominant, whereas the early Superman appears more patemal.
Two mythic characters adom buildmgs on either side of Supreme, Atlas and John
Henry, symbolizing two aspects ofthe superhero: his willingness to carry the burden of
responsibility (in the words of another superhero, Spiderman, "with great power comes
great responsibility") and his sense of self-sacrifice. Also, "like the legendary Atlas,
Superman bears the weight ofthe comic world upon his shoulders.. .[and] we must
understand his position as one of stability, not of change" (Steranko, History vol 1 40),
Both figures refer to Superman's great strength, and Superman is often called the "Man of
Steel," which is also a reference to John Henry. Also, the name Ordway (Jerry Ordway has
been a prominent writer for Superman since the mid 1980s) is inscribed on the building
with John Henry. Supreme wears the gold and silver hue ofthe city, thus he is a protector in
the same way that Superman is a protector and dressed in colors that resemble the American
flag (with yellow instead of white). The cover to Supreme #41 conveys a sense ofthe
nostalgia and acts as a homage to Superman and the superheroes ofthe past.
The story acts as a shift between the previous issues and this inaugural issue written
by Moore. Moore's Supreme will differ from the previous Supreme and the story line
provides a clever plot that gives the transition a sense of continuity. Allusions to Superman
exist throughout the story (e,g,, the Supremes White and Gold on page [17] are obvious
references to the Blue and Red Supermen from the contemporary Superman comics).
Though the scenes with Supreme in "The Supremacy" carry a sense of parody due to the
lighter coloring, exaggerated and comical features, and comical look ofthe characters, the
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story's frame depicts a starker, harsh-lined, and serious tone. Several other issues of
Moore's Supreme contain elements of parody, but the work as a whole grounds itself in
nostalgia.
When Supreme agrees that his duty is on Earth (Moore, Supreme #41 [21]), he goes
to Earth and discovers that his secret identity is Ethan Crane, he works as an artist for
Dazzle Comics which produces Omniman, and Littlehaven is his home town. In Supreme
#42, Ethan Crane visits Littlehaven and leams of his past. The revision process has left
gaps in his memory, but as he states on the last page, "Littlehaven was good for me,,,, Its
filled in the jigsaw pieces of my past around the edges, but there's still the gaping hole of
my amnesia at the center,,," (Moore, Supreme #42 [24]). The cover on this issue also
hearkens back to Superman story, the original cover to Superman #423 "Whatever
Happened to the Man of Tomorrow." The two superheroes are centered on the cover and
flanked by three small pictures on each side (Figure 3.5). Superman is a statue and exhibits
an older style. Supreme is obviously a styhzed superhero ofthe nineties. The lines are
straighter, more defined, and his muscularity is exaggerated. Where Superman #423 tells
the story of Superman's end. Supreme #42 tells the story of Supreme's origins. In this way
the two stories compliment each other, but again, there is no constant parody here.
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Figures 3,5, Comparison Between the Superman #423 and Supreme #42 Covers,
Source: Superman #423 by Alan Moore [Cover]; Supreme #42 by Alan Moore [Cover]

Like Superman, Supreme also works to uphold the dominant hegemony. As Ethan
Crane, he is a type of organic intellectual. Ethan's "real life" job as comic book artist places
him in a role that is gaining respectability, and which, in Gramscian terms, might be
classified as a "traditional intellectual" (Holub 23-24). He recreates the hegemony through
a visual medium, which places the superhero in its place as defender and upholder ofthe
dominant hegemony:
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Rather than occupymg a reahn peripheral to the social relations of
production, or carrying out strictly tasks within them, the intellectuals — as
technicians, managers, professionals, academics, cultural workers, and
top-level bureaucrats — now carry out a variety of necessary tasks withm
the economy, political system, and culture. (Boggs, Two Revolutions 285)
Supreme's role as hegemonic guardian holds a more dominant grip on society than
Superman, Supreme's "Citadel" (the counterpart to Superman's "Fortress of Solitude")
hangs hidden above Omegaopolis, "as a protective shield, not a danglmg sword" (Moore,
Supreme #52b [20]), The "Citadel" holds a vast array of technology and science gleaned
from the past, present, and future, as well as other galaxies. Science is political according to
Gramsci; it can maintain the dominant hegemony or contain the seeds of counter-hegemony
(Boggs Two Revolutions 139; Gramsci Notebooks 244). In Supreme's role as
protector/technician, he clearly exists to uphold the hegemony.
The nostalgic quality of Supreme also assists in upholding the hegemony. Supreme
stmggles to gain connection with his lost past. He also bemoans the loss of this idyllic past,
"I remember at one time I had so many colorful enemies that they filled an entire wing of
the Supremeworld exhibition. This was in the early sixties.,." (Moore, Supreme #51 [5]),
Later, Supreme reiterates, ",, .And that's how it was back then: there were spectacular
adversaries everywhere" ([14]),
Supreme often reminiscences about past villains and retells portions of his past.
These "flashbacks" are portrayed in a drawn style common to the 1950s and 1960s comics
and Moore writes dialogues that also takes the reader back to comics' Golden and Silver
age. One issue in particular. Supreme #44, is a tribute to horror EC Comics where Supreme
and the Allied Supermen of America (The Justice League of America) are taken to bizarre
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worlds. These joumeys contain the social messages and parodies of EC Comics. In one
particular episode, "Supremelvm," the Kurtzman style humor hearkens back to
"Superduperman" and "Little Annie Fanny," But here the parody (Figure 3.6) attacks the
counter-hegemonic (Moore, Supreme #44, [20]). In one specific scene the parody ridicules
camp—^the idea that the over-masculinity of superheroes is a disguise for suppressed
homosexuality.
Though elements of what appears as parody exists (both on textual and visual level)
throughout Moore's Supreme, these instances actually pass for a kind of postmodem kitsch,
where the nostalgia longs for the days when superheroes were more innocent, the villains
more intelligent and deadly, and times simpler. Nostalgia embodies praxis and serves
hegemonic needs, it "partakes of one ofthe great dialectical processes of Westem
civilization: the ceaseless tension of change vs. stability, iimovation vs. reaffirmation, new
vs. old, Utopia vs. the golden age" (Davis 116).
The series under Moore's pen does not poke fun as much as it presents a type of
propaganda and the commodification of nostalgia. This is subtly evident when Supreme, in
the conclusion to issue #53, states that if the future has not afready been written, ",. .it's at
least aheady been advertised" ([24]).
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Figure 3.6. A Parody of Camp,
Source: Supreme #44 by Alan Moore ([20]),

A world darker than Supreme's Omegaophs and Superman's Metropolis is
Batman's Gotham, Batman's world has always been darker than most superheroes' and his
attentions are directed towards mentally unstable villains and monstrous crimes, "Batman
[is] a dark shadowy loner working outside the law, outside the public eye, mthlessly
stalking his prey through ram-slick alleyways" (Steranko, History vol 1 43), Many
smiilarities exist between Batman and Superman, Both are orphans, they have civilian
identities and superhero identities, and both wear costumes. But Batman is human with
human frailties. His special abilities come from many years of training in detective
sciences, martial arts, and scientific gadgets. Batman has to rely on a well-trained mind
(43), Batman's motives are darker as well, "[w]here Superman's motivation [is] one of
altmistic benevolence. Batman's [is] based on misanthropic vengeance. One [sums] up the
humane qualities that man could have, while the other [reflects] humanity's relentlessly
cold-blooded nature. Violence and evil [tum] in upon itself as Batman [purges] the comics'
underworld of crime" (44),
One particular story that illustrates the above points clearly is Batman: The Killing
Joke, Here, Moore gives the readers a darker than usual Batman story. The story opens
with a vision of "rain-shck alleyways" as the Batmobile arrives at Arkham Asylum (Figure
3.7). Batman appears as little more than a shadowy shape as he passes a policeman and
commissioner Gordon on his way inside to talk with the Joker (one of Batman's most noted
and notorious nemesis).
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Figure 3.7. Batman's Arrival at Arkham Asylum
Source: Batman: The Killmg Joke by Alan Moore ([1]),
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Batman expresses concem over the stalemated vendetta between them. He is afraid
that if the rivahy continues one will end up killing the other or both will kill each other.
The conversation is one-way with Batman doing all the talking, then Batman discovers that
the Joker before him is a fake and the real Joker has escaped. The Joker has set up a base of
operations at an abandoned amusement park (Moore, Killing [5-7]).^ Later he goes to the
home of Commissioner Gordon and shoots Barbara, Gordon's daughter, and kidnaps
Gordon ([13-15]). Barbara is not dead, but will remain paralyzed. Batman visits her at the
hospital, and after promising to save her father, goes after the Joker ([19]). Batman frees
Gordon, catches up with the Joker and allows the police to take him away ([35-47]), The
ending offers some ambiguity with the possibility that Batman kills the Joker (Figure 3,8),
This, however, is unlikely because like Superman, Batman is swom not to kill.
One ofthe Joker's motives for crime is to prove the instability and vulnerability of
the current dominant hegemony. In his speech ridiculing the average man, the Joker
proclaims, "I give you... the average man! Physically unremarkable, it has instead a
deformed set of values. Notice the hideously bloated sense of humanity's importance. The
club-footed social conscience and the withered optimism.., Most repulsive of all, are its
frail and useless notions of order and sanity" ([34]), But in the end, the Joker fails, Gordon
regains his presence of mind when Batman rescues him, and admonishes Batman, "I want
him brought in ... and I want him brought in by the book!" Batman replies, "I'll do my
best," And Gordon answers, "By the Book, you hear? We have to show him! We have to
show him that our way works!" ([38]).
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Figure 3,8. The Ending to A Killing Joke
Source: Batman: The Killing Joke by Alan Moore ([46]).
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Visually, the story walks a tight rope between order and chaos. The opening image
of intersecting ripplets from falling rain plays throughout the story and provides the closing
image as well. But m the end, order mles and wms the day, even if by a slim margin. The
ambience of horror and terror that takes the reader/viewer to the edge is reminiscent of EC
Comics from the early 1950s and the Alfred Hitchcock television series.
. Though the current hegemony is not exactly safe in Batman's hand, he is not an
open threat either, and the reader can rest assured that if the system fails to bring about
justice, Batman will enter as outside support. Batman is not as clean and pure as the
Superman or Supreme books; it is not so totally reproductive ofthe dominant hegemony; it
fits more in the reification role in that the dominant hegemony can be seen as having a
tolerant side by allowing a vigilante like Batman to exist and to even establish a working
relationship with him, which in effect admits to limitations and inadequacies within the
dominant system. But Batman does not exist to overthrow the system; he exists to prove
that in the end, the system works.
Batman's civilian identity also supports the hegemonic order, Bmce Wayne is a
multi-millionaire and owns a vast corporate network, WayneCorp. Nonetheless, Bmce
Wayne incorporates faimess and equity in his business dealings. His support of "liberal"
causes resembles the type of PR seen from real life corporations. Wayne would never
dismpt the economic system or instigate any drastic change, even though he has the
economic clout to develop a strong counter-hegemonic movement.
A comic book that comes closer to the edge in portraying a counter-hegemony is A
Small Killing. This work written by Moore and drawn by Oscar Zarate offers a twisted
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parody ofthe corporate world through the story of an ad man and his mner battle with his
conscience, Timothy Hole stmggles to come up with an advertisement idea for "Flite" cola
to sell to the Russians, As he works with various ideas he becomes pre-occupied with his
past and Lohta by Nabkov, his current reading material. Through flashbacks, daydreams,
and stream of consciousness monologue, the reader leams about Tim's past and slowly puts
all the pieces together.
Timothy Hole was an idealistic artist who associated with anti-establishment
groups. After high school, he obtamed a job with a small advertising firm in London,
Through his wit and clever ads, he eventually moves up and lands a job with a prestigious
American firm. Eventually he is given the task of establishing an account with the Russians,
Tim has divorced his wife, Maggie, after having an illicit affair with an artist. During the
course ofthe affair, Sylvia becomes pregnant and, in part, as a result of Tim's inability to
accept responsibility, has an abortion (Moore, Small [47-48]), Tim refuses to face his guih
over the abortion and a past event from his childhood. But several events throughout the
story force a confrontation with both.
Early in the story Tim becomes plagued by a small boy who almost causes Tim to
have a fatal car accident ([15]), indirectly causes Tim trouble with customs ([19-20]), places
Tim in a dangerous situation with some skateboard gang members ([33-34]), and
maneuvers Tim into the middle of a violent bar-room brawl ([41-46]). After Tun recovers
from this last incident, he realizes the boy is trymg to kill him ([46]). Eventually Tim
confronts the boy and Tim's recurring dream about an ahercation between a man and boy
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plays out in reality. The boy is stmck by lightning and Tim emerges, ready to handle the
"Flite" account with the perfect ad in mind ([88-92]).
A Small Killing tells a story of passive revolution, of reification, where a young
ideahstic man sells out his ideas of social reform. Tim feels the guilt of his lost innocence
which is evidenced by his reaction to his wife's "soothing words" ([56]), Tim's stmggle
and the sense of loss over his compromises appear counter-hegemonic. The story is classic
to the point of cliche, but an interesting twist occurs at the end; the reader is unsure about
who the boy is and who exactly survives the ahercation. Has Tim taken on the personality
ofthe aborted child or his lost youth? In an earlier meeting with the boy, the mysterious
youth orders a "Vimto" (a competitive brand to "Flite") and in the end ofthe story when
Tim enters a small store, he also orders a "Vimto" ([57-58], [94]). Yet, no matter how this
interpretation plays out, the final result consists of a small act of rebellion without any
indication of full change. Nothing in the end convinces the reader that Tim will not
continue on his way to clinch the Russian account. The "small killing" is that ofthe
counter-hegemony,
Tim has quelled his guih over the lie of freeing the bottled insects from his youth
([66], [81-82]) and the abortion. He has reified the revolution within himself and in the
process appropriated a portion of his rebellious youth. But the hegemony has nothing to
fear from this near rebel. Many readers will be familiar with similar stories and may
entertain the notion that the hegemony can be changed from within. The story may assist in
continued consensus to allow the status quo to exist with distant hopes of fundamental
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change in the future. In other words, there is nothing really new here; in fact the content fits
well into the schema of political pluralism and the Gramscian notion of passive revolution.
This praxis between counter-hegemony and hegemony with the hegemony
prevailing in the end plays out through the visual text as well. The opening splash page
portrays an airplane with airport crew. Vivid colors streak across the sky with soft strokes;
it looks like watercolors. Tim, who is inside the airplane, comments on the colors, "it
ahnost looks airbmshed" ([3]). The beginning sequences, which have a reahstic look, tum
surreal and become chaotic. Tim's dream is drawn in a sketchy, charcoal style ([7-8]),
Certain flashback sequences are done in soft pastel colors and have a hazy look (e.g.,
[30-31], [37-38]). The praxis between order and chaos appear throughout the text and
culminates in the nightmarish style ofthe final altercation and reverts back to nice idyllic
scene at end; order has been restored ([89], [94]).
A comic that borders the edge of subversion even closer than A Small Killing is
Moore's Watchmen, To expose the decadency of corporate America is one controversial
issue, but to advocate world government and justify the killing of millions in order to
establish world peace, is another issue altogether. In the Watchmen world, superheroes are
outlaws, Nixon is still president, and the world moves closer to World War III each day.
The comic appears counter hegemonic on several levels.
In the altemate reality's reference to the superhero genre, subversion exists in the
fact that superheroes (except for the Comedian and Dr. Manhattan) are outlawed. The two
exceptions work for the government in covert and overt capacities, respectively, Rorschach
is a renegade operating outside the law and wanted by the police. Also, the focus is on the
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superheroes' private lives, thefr flaws, inadequacies, and the tension between them. The
story deconstmcts the superhero ideal.
On the socio-political level, the subversion exists in the parody and revision of US
history, where Woodward and Bemstein were assassinated before the Watergate story could
go to press and Nixon stays president, winning the Vietnam war, but now, taking the world
to the brink of World War III. On a religious level. Watchmen's subversion lies in the
portrayal of Dr. Manhattan as God, the watchmaker (4:2-3,26-28). He can change size
(1:20-21), become more than one person and be in two places at once (3:4-5), teleport
people (3:17), live without air (9:3), create water out of nothing (a possible allusion to
Christ turning water to wine) (9:10), and walk on water (12:25). Finally, in the last chapter,
Jon leaves this galaxy for someplace uninhabited where he can create some people of his
own (12:27).
Other counter hegemonic elements include the many intertextual references to
counter culture icons (e.g.. Bob Dylan and William Burroughs) and the anti-Reagan
message intended by Moore (Groth and Fiore 100). The story also brings reality into
question and the notions of predestination. It is fantasy, science fiction, and embodies the
elements of folklore. The subversion lies in the questioning of reality and totally erasing the
boundary between myth and history and the larger dichotomy between folklore, or religion
ofthe people, and that religion set up by the ecclesiastical hierarchy or supported by society.
For Gramsci, folklore represents a world-view that is in opposition to the "official"
world-view, or the conceptions ofthe worid held by the dominant hegemony (Gramsci,
Selections from Cultural... 189), In this way folklore is vital in bringing "about the birth of
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a new culture among the broad masses...." (191). Therefore, seeing myth as tmth is the
beginning of creating a counter-hegemony.
In the final analysis, however. Watchmen portrays more hegemonic qualities than
counter hegemonic pursuits. The story reveals itself as a parable ofthe revisionist debate
over the decision to drop the atomic bomb on Japan. Countless intertextual allusions to
WWII, and the dropping ofthe bomb exist throughout the text, Adrian Veidt devises a plan
to kill off one-third of New York's population in order to bring about world peace. He
succeeds, but has a sense of guilt about the costs. And even though world peace and a
world government exist in the end, which is a very different hegemony—the same values
exist and the reader questions whether Veidt wanted world peace or a world market for his
corporate empire (10:8), He remains at the center of a new economic empire in the same
way the US established its economic and technological superiority after WWQ, Watchmen
does not advocate a new world order, but merely offers the philosophical justification for
the existing order, which echoes the hegemonic notion of ends justifying means.
It may contain anti-Reagan messages and as Moore wished, make the reader uneasy.
The final, bleak message may be constmed as satire. But the Reagan era and the Cold War
have ended, and making readers uneasy is not advocating revolution or any particular
action. And satire is not necessarily counter hegemonic. Therefore, as close to counterhegemony as the work comes, it is in the end reified, marketed by one ofthe largest comic book
companies in the US,
A comic book that does fall mto the counter-hegemonic camp is From Hell: Being a
Melodrama in Sixteen Parts, This comic book (a ten volume series, plus an epilogue) tells a
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revisionist's tale of Jack the Ripper using an eclectic assortment of various consphacy
theories and historical references. The series uses detailed footnotes and bibliographical
references placed in an Appendix and performs a type of autopsy on Victorian society (one
ofthe epigrams to the first volume is the definition of autopsy from the Collins Enghsh
Dictionary). In addition to Moore's writing, Eddie Campbell draws the books using
authentic maps, old photographs, and textual descriptions for his street scenes, depictions of
individuals, and other aspects of Victorian England. In this way the "myths" of Jack the
Ripper are presented with historical accuracy which blurs the boundaries between myth and
fact. The story becomes folklore, the people's version of what happened, and therefore,
marks the beginning of creating a counter-hegemony.
Several areas exist to denote a sense ofthe counter hegemonic. In particular the
work debunks the myth of Victorian England and exposes its underbelly of prejudice, lack
of concem for the poor, political intrigue, and sexual laxity (in relation to what one
normally considers Victorian pmdishness). The work also depicts members ofthe Royal
Family as merely human with many foibles, idiosyncrasies, and eccentricities. In particular,
the supposed exploits of Prince Albert Victor are detailed (Moore, From 1:1-3, [34]). The
notion of Jack the Ripper as a tool ofthe Royal Family hired to cover up a scandal also
places From Hell in the counter hegemonic camp. And other conspiracies involving
Freemasons and the occult thread their way through the basic plot,
Campbell's art style also adds to the counter hegemonic ambience. Some ofthe
drawings have a realistic, ahnost photographic quality m the detail (4:13, 4:16-17). Other
segments contain wide wavy bmshstrokes reminiscent of watercolors (5:4/3, 5:6/1, 5:18-19)
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while other parts ofthe story are drawn in a wild qufrky manner with quick undefined pen
strokes (prologue: 4, 9:46/1, 1:9/ 9:47/2-6). Some sequences give the story a surreal quality
(10:12-13). The entire story is told in black and white. In total. From Hell offers a folkloric
telling of an historic event in styles ranging from the realistic (factual) to the dreamlike, to
the surreal. The blending and mixing of these visual elements blur the distinction between
fact and fiction in the same manner as the written text.
In spite of this "perfect fit" into a counter hegemonic mold, one problem exists. The
theme and working ofthe story is, in part, passe. It has been said before and even exhibits a
sense ofthe reified counter-hegemony, the commodified counter-hegemony. As early as
1964, revisions ofthe accepted view of Victorian Society entered the academic arena with
Steven Marcus' The Other Victorians, In this work, Marcus explores the sexual character
ofthe Victorians and traces the development and history of pomography. He portrays a
world where Moore's Dr, Gull is not as odd or out of place as an uniformed reader might
think, Richard Altick adds his scalpel to these earlier autopsies through his analyses ofthe
portrayal and fascination with murder in Victorian Society in Victorian Studies in Scarlet,
Victorian People and Ideas, another work by Altick, aptly dissects the misconceptions and myths
about this time period.
In addition to the long history of debunking Victorian myths. From Hell also adds
itself to that growing body of conspiracy literature. In America repeated conspiracies
abound, including the Illuminati's influence in founding the country, Lincohi's
assassination, Kennedy's assassination, UFOs m Roswell, and secret plans for a UN
takeover ofthe US, All these rumors fuel a mass media economy and serve as examples of
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commodified counter-hegemony. These rumors can also serve to distract the public from
more real and pressing issues of cormption and injustice. From Hell's counter-hegemony is
no longer a threat.
Moore has written a story that is and remains counter hegemonic, "Shadowplay—
The Secret Team." This work is one of two stories that appear in Brought to Light (a
Graphic Docudrama): 30 Years of Dmg Smuggling, Arms Deals and Covert Operations
That Robbed America and Betrayed the Constitution, Bill Sienkiewicz enhances the story's
subversive content through his stark, satiric, and surreal artwork. In the last paragraph of
the introduction, Daniel Sheehan writes:
This book invites you to listen beyond the self-serving lies and to
look beyond their uniforms and suits. You are invited into the world of
"Shadowplay"—^where the tmth lies in the shadows, behind the lights. You
are also invited to join in the growing nationwide network of citizens
committed to exposing and stopping the crimes ofthe shadow government,
("Introduction")
"Shadowplay" not only exposes the dark side ofthe US government and the CIA, but its
subversion goes further in calling for action from its readers. It approaches the
revolutionary. The publisher. The Christie Institute, filed a lawsuit against the US, which
eventually grew into the fran-Contra scandal, and Moore and Sienkiewicz interpreted the
brief in the form ofthe comics medium,
Moore's story details a thirty-year history of secret operations involving
assassinations, arms deals and dmg smuggling sponsored and orchestrated by a covert
group within the CIA, The story opens with a view ofthe Statue of Liberty, The story is
framed, through visual and written text, in such a way that the reader represents a foreigner
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entering the country for the first time. Her/his fu-st sight is the Statue of Liberty and from
there the reader walks the docks, the streets, and enters a bar, where an anthropomorphic
bald eagle (a representation of Uncle Sam) that talks in a mafiaesque, corporatese, and
drunken manner, confides in the newcomer, telling him/her the whole story. The narrator is
drunk and the scene is reminiscent ofthe house drunk who confides in customers and
bartender a like (Moore, "Shadowplay" 1-4).
The images and text combine to reify standard hegemonic icons from the counter
hegemonic perspective. Two major visual examples stand out; the first appears on page one
(Figure 3,9) and depicts a dreamlike landscape with a looming, slightly distorted Statue of
Liberty, But here, in this ink-spattered dreamscape, the Statue of Liberty dons ballistic
missiles in her crown and holds a dynamite time bomb in her upraised arm. In her other
arm, instead ofthe constitution, she holds a large suitcase stamped with a large red dollar
sign and bulging with money. The image looks nightmarish, and yet the reader is assured
that "[t]his is not a dream" (Moore, "Shadowplay" 1). The second reified American icon is
the narrator who describes the CIA atrocities, and in one scene, while detailing dmg running
operations, snorts coke (Figure 3.10).
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Figure 3.9. Hegemonic Icon Reified as Counter-Hegemonic Icon.
Source: "Shadowplay—The Secret Team." Brought to Light: A Graphic Docudrama by
Alan Moore and Bill Sienkiewicz (1)
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Figure 3.10. The American Bald Eagle (an Uncle Sam-type Character) Snorts Coke,
Source: "Shadowplay—The Secret Team." Brought to Light: A Graphic Docudrama by
Alan Moore and Bill Sienkiewicz (24)
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The opening invitation to the reader and the subsequent telling of a story in
confidence, and the varied art styles which break down one's notion of reality combined
with the "real" story creates a folkloric quality ofthe book. The visual aspect ofthe text
enhances a surrealistic quality and imparts a greater emotional impact (Figure 3,11), This is
the people's real story, which varies from the state-supported story. Notions of reality,
conceptions ofthe world, and world-views, are all very important in maintaining the
dominant hegemony; any tampering with any one of these notions can be considered
counter-hegemonic as seen in Gramsci's writing on folklore (Selections from Cultural...
188-195), Also, the level of subversion increases as the narrator becomes an accomphce.
He is a reliable source and the story takes on the ambience of a confessional.
All the above elements contribute to "Shadowplay's" subversive qualities. These
qualities are the bending of reality, the ideological questions that are raised, and the
advocacy of revolution along with the practice of reversed reification. Even though an
argument for hegemonic reification could be made and the work seen as a victim of passive
revolution, there is no indication that the system has changed, that these types of covert
operations have ceased. Brought to Light does not fit into the same category as From Hell,
"Shadowplay" remains Moore's most counter hegemonic work.
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Figure 3.11. The Surreal Image with Creative Text versus the Realistic Image with Standard
Text
Source: "Shadowplay—The Secret Team." Brought to Light: A Graphic Docudrama by
Alan Moore and Bill Sienkiewicz (24 and unpublished page).

Conclusion: Comments on Moore and the Industry
In order to avoid labeling Moore as wishy-washy or as someone without
convictions, whose ideology is all over the political map, it becomes necessary to examine
different factors which affect the degree of subversion within a comic. Four basic facets
determine a works' degree of subversion, writer's ideology, audience, genre, and pubhsher.
A thorough analysis ofthe vast range of Moore's works along with interviews and other
types of writing indicate that Moore's ideology fits in an area very close to the counter
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hegemonic. Moore is interested in pushing the edge and going over the edge, "[w]hat I
have been looking for, and what I'm always looking for, is an edge to throw myself over.
Too far... it's the only place to go! To seek out what seems to be the most extreme
elements, and then try and stretch myself to the point where I can relate with it creatively—
that's what keeps me going" (Wiater and Bissette 168).
Moore has definite political leanings in addition to creative goals. Regarding one of
the purposes behind Watchmen, Moore stated that "[t]his is not antiAmericanism, its
antiReaganism and these are only personal opinions...." (Groth and Fiore 100). In addition,
Moore expressed other concems and his desire to make readers think:
There's this incredible up mood that leads at its worst excesses to
things like the Libyan bombing and things like that, and they worry me and
fiighten me.... The society that just thinks that they can do whatever they
want because they're invulnerable, they're not afraid, and they can gloss
over the terror ofthe nuclear stockpiles, the world situation and all that and
just think, "Hey, we're doing all right, we're okay."
That's unhealthy.,, I was consciously trying to do something that
would make people feel uneasy,,.. It's not that America's worse than
England, that we're any better than them, because we have our fafr share of
strange political leaders as well. When I'm domg V for Vendetta it's aimed
at England, and Watchmen is aimed at an American audience and the
intention was to try and make people feel a bit uneasy about it. (100-101)
These statements coupled with writing such works as Lost Girls (an erotic series that is left
unfinished), the above mentioned V for Vendetta, his story in Brought to Light, and his
work with Real War Stories prove that Moore has counter hegemonic sensibilities. This
leaves a question: if Moore is a counter hegemonic writer, then how can his writings span
across the above spectrum? The answer is simple when the other factors come into play.
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Certain forces can restrain a writer. Audience and genre comprise two of these.
Moore must keep his audience in mind and work within a given genre. And he is the type
of writer who will do his best to produce for one and keep to the constramts ofthe other;
"[h]e will examine a genre and try to bring its best elements out of it, while staymg, for the
most part, within its conventions,,,. He succeeds more often than not" (94), The other,
most domineering factor is the industry, "[w]hat we're talking about here is a set of
commercial considerations that have held the comic book back" (Wiater and Bissette 163),
The comics analyzed can be divided into two major groups: mainstream comics and
independents. The main difference between the two is market share and distribution,
though genre also plays into the praxis, DC Comics, Marvel Comics, and to some extent
Dark Horse Comics can be considered mainstream because comics published by these
companies can be found in grocery stores, dmg stores, and convenience stores in addition to
specialty comic shops. The popularity of a genre and its profit margin also determines
whether or not a comic is mainstream. In terms of market share, 1990 figures stated that
Marvel Comics had 41.7%, DC Comics had 29.4%, and all other comic book publishers
had 28.9% (Jefferson Bl).
By 1998, the figures have shifted (in part due to some economic shake-ups within
the industry and its distribution network) and currentiy DC holds 20.71% ofthe market
share with Marvel having 17.20%, Image with 12.39%, Dark Horse with 5.19%, and all
other comics companies with a combined 44.51% (High). The number of publishers has
also decreased from around 169 in 1993 to around 128 in 1998. These figures are
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calculated from the advertisers in Previews and there are many companies who do not
advertise in this major catalog.
Within the context ofthe survey on Moore's works and regardmg comics in general,
the larger comics companies and the companies with the larger percentage ofthe total
market share tend to produce more hegemonic comics. The most hegemonic comic in the
above overview was Superman, published by DC, and the most counter hegemonic comic
was published by Titan Books (a British Company) through special arrangements with
Eclipse (a company that no longer exists). Smaller companies (referred to as mdependents)
and self-publishers tend to produce more counter hegemonic works. This is evidenced
historically through the establishment and development ofthe Undergrounds from the
1960s (Estren).
However, as genre also determines the subversiveness of any given comics, it
cannot always be assumed that smaller publishers or overseas publishers always produce
counter hegemonic works; e.g., Gladstone, publisher of Disney Comics, does not even
make Matt High's list of top companies.
Though the comics analyzed represent a small portion of all the comics that are
published, other scholars (e.g., DiFazio and Belk) have analyzed a wider sample that cover
a greater diversity. In terms of reproducing the hegemony, John DiFazio claims "that comic
books generally present values considered important in our society.,,," (231), Russell Belk
found that "comic books may have a positive socializing influence on children; those
emphasizing themes of wealth conform to socially acceptable stereotypes concerning the
acquisition and use of wealth" (Belk 38). Since companies that comprise a combined total
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of 33.1% ofthe market published the two comics that were the least subversive, and smce
highly hegemonic companies such as Gladstone represent a small percentage ofthe
remainder, it seems safe to conclude that most comics are at least slightly subversive.
However, genre also plays a role in defining mamstream and many independents are
publishing the mainstream genre ofthe superhero. Here, mamstream refers to what is most
popular and profitable within the comics industry. In reality, though the mdependents carry
a larger share ofthe market now than five years ago, comics may not be any more
subversive. Remember that the overall dollar value ofthe market has fallen drastically,
which leaves independents in worse shape now than five years ago even though the share
percentage has increased.
In fact, comics are more likely to be propagandistic in favor ofthe current dommant
hegemony and the article "Propagandistic Aspects of Modem Comic-Books" by H,
Paymans leans slightly in this same direction. It is tempting to make vast generalizations
when dealing with a medium such as comics and the time has arrived to ask if such
generalizations are possible. The material here has been presented and analyzed in a way to
convince the reader that comics, for the most part, are not significantly subversive; the vast
majority serve to reproduce the hegemony, or at the least have fallen victim to reification,
but a quick glance at the comic book industry will prove that the days for making general
statements about comics is over, if these days ever existed.
Annual sales of comics reached $700 million m 1993 (with predictions of one
billion dollars for 1994), which was a 500% increase from 1980 (Jensen 33). Some 800
titles were published a year and though the comic book market did not regain the household
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penetration rate of 90% from the 1940s, comics could be found m 50% of today's
households and signs of a steady mcrease can be clearly seen (Bianchi 108). These figures
today have decreased. Marvel is on the verge of bankmptcy and many other companies are
not far behind. Diamond now controls around 95-98% of direct-market comics distribution
(High). And annual sales have fallen below 400 milhon (Rogers, email). The future is
uncertain and both pessimistic views and optimistic views have been expressed in recent
issues of The Comics Joumal (from 188-205),
In spite ofthe decline, the diversity persists. With over 128 comic book companies
producing everything from Disney characters and Archie to such titles as Camal Comics:
Legends of Pom (published by Re-Visionary Press) and Bitch in Heat (both published by
Eros Comix) the diversity is such that generalizations are not possible. In order to tmly
discem if comics are subversive each title must be taken on its own merit and analyzed
carefully over many issues.
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CHAPTER W
FEMINIST/QUEER READINGS IN DONNA BARR'S
THE DESERT PEACH

Feminist and Queer Theory:
An Investigation into Gender Studies
Feminist theory encompasses a wide variety of approaches; there is no one single,
unified feminist theory. This plurality, combined with the emergence of gay, lesbian, and
queer theory, is often included in the mbric of gender studies. These theories or cultural
"politics"^ arose out of social unrest.^ Ramen Selden and Peter Widdowson discuss
feminist theory in terms of cultural politics and map out its evolution and further
developments, beginning with Virginia Woolf (203-38),
Woolf s writings, in particular A Room of One's Own (1929), focused on the nature
of gender and the idea that gender is socially constmcted and attempted to displace/subvert

^ Literary-critical approaches contain specific ideologies and these ideologies are
political in nature, empowering some, disenfranchising others. Feminist criticism
explores these ideologies, exposes, and attempts to subvert them. In this way, it is
revolutionary, sometimes radical. Feminist criticism, therefore, is pohtical (Selden and
Widdowson 5-7),
* The precursors to feminist literary criticism can be traced back to the political
writings of women during the late 18* century (e.g., Mary Wollstonecraft's Vindication
ofthe Rights of Women) and into the 19* centiuy during the Abolitionist and early
Women's movements. These writings were "forgotten" or "lost" until current feminist
studies re-discovered them. The term "feminism" was first used in the 1890s and
associated with questioning patriarchal culture (Selden and Widdowson 203),
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the social mles associated with it. This "first-wave" of feminist literary criticism makes the
transition into a "second wave" through the works of Simone de Beauvoir (209).
Beauvoir's most influential work. The Second Sex appeared m 1949. Her study
concentrates on the discrimmation issue, in that women and men have opposing interests
and women are constantly assaulted biologically and psychologically by patriarchal norms.
She also defines a clear distinction between "sex" and "gender" (a foreshadowing of Kate
Millett's work) where sex refers to the biological nature of being female and gender refers
to the socially constmcted aspects of womanhood (209-10), During this first-wave attention
focused on defining woman's voice; most ofthe texts analyzed were male texts and the
theoretical emphasis focused on feminist readings of male texts, the unearthing of
patriarchal constmcts, and the deconstmction of those constmcts,
Betty Friedan's The Feminine Mystique (1963) marks the beginning ofthe
"second-wave," She analyzed class stmcture of middle- and upper-class women in the US
and in 1966 founded the National Organization of Women (NOW), In fact, the feminism
and feminist criticism of this period was a product ofthe social upheavals ofthe 1960s, the
Civil Rights and New Left movements in the US and Marxist movements in Great Britain
(Messer-Davidow), The basic themes that define second-wave feminism comprise the
following: "the omnipresence of patriarchy; the inadequacy for women ofthe existing
political organisation; and the celebration of women's difference as central to the cultural
politics of liberation" (Selden and Widdowson 212-13).
The cuhninating text of this period, Kate Millett's Sexual Politics, became a
pioneering work in its interdisciplinary approach to analyzing gender related issues and a
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formative text in developing feminist literary criticism (215). Later it would receive
criticism for focusing primarily on male perspectives through its use of mostly male authors
as well as containing some inherent contradictions and misreading the nature of fiction
(216). However, these views more than likely demonstrates that "[h]er criticism was
threatening because it was so powerful: it crossed many boundaries—^between disciphnes,
between cultural domains, between academic and trade readers—^thereby effectively
revealing the pervasiveness of women's oppression in Westem cultures"
(Messer-Davidow).
The reading, analyzing, and developing a historicity of women's text marked a
major contribution ofthe second-wave. During this period of feminist criticism "lost" or
"forgotten" women's writings were re-discovered. Within the second-wave period other
critical stances developed, and currently feminist discourse includes, black and
Afiican-feminism, deconstmction, French, lesbian, materialist, Marxist, postcolonial,
poststmcturalist, and psychoanalytic feminisms. These multiple discourses demonstrate the
resonance within feminist criticism o f t h e dynamic emergence of particularised theoretical
praxes in the intemational arena of cultural politics" (Selden and Widdowson 232), It is
during the second-wave and proceeding evolutions m feminist criticism that gay criticism
and queer theory arises.
Gay criticism originated from the lesbian feminist movement ofthe late 1960s, early
1970s, Two seminal works provided groundwork for this emerging study: Jeanette Foster's
Sex-Variant Women in Literature (1956) and Barbara Gefr's The Lesbian in Literature
(1967) (Van Leer 134-35; Zimmerman), Over the years, since this humble beginning,
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universities have established gay and lesbian studies programs and critical discourses
evolved. Gay male criticism is recognized as the most recent theoretical discourse to
emerge from the movements mentioned above and the Stonewall Rebellion is often cited as
the catalyst and point of origm for gay critique (Dellamora). An unportant text for gay
criticism, Foucauh's The History of Sexuality (1976), marked one of two dfrections in this
diverging discourse during the 1980s (the other direction being feminist theory).
In the 1990s queer theory marked those concems and theoretical approaches to
culture, politics, and the social-constmctionist views on gender that speak to feminist, gay,
and lesbian sensibilities:
Unlike those identity categories labelled lesbian or gay, queer has
developed out ofthe theorising of often unexamined constraints in
traditional identity politics,,, Queer, then, is an identity category that has no
interest in consolidating or even stabilising itself It maintains its critique of
identity-focused movements by understanding that even the formation of its
own coalition and negotiated constituencies may well result in exclusionary
and reifying effects far in excess of those intended, (Jagose 130-31)
Queer theory indicates an important direction which goes beyond identity and
questions/critiques the concept of identity itself
The theoretical stances utilized later for examining The Desert Peach consist of
Marxist-feminism (where the patriarchal constmct represents the hegemony),
dialogic-feminism (which is grounded in notions of heteroglossia and the camivalesque),
performativity (which explores notions of gender a la Judith Butler and Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick), and notions of camp (defined within the context of Van Leer's work and Moe
Meyer's The Politics and Poetics of Camp), A theoretical discourse within
Marxist-feminism utilizes Gramscian concepts; Renate Holub points out some valuable
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msights in terms of how hegemony maintains power and appropriate avenues for change,
Ffrst, she observes that "Gramsci can stand as the forerunner ofthe famous dictum of
second-wave feminism: the personal is pohtical" (Holub 197), The
hegemony/counter-hegemony model of power constmcts within civil society and modes for
subvertmg and changing the hegemony make Gramsci "a prime candidate for a feminist
agenda, possibly challenging the eminent place Foucauh enjoys in feminist discourse"
(200), Gramsci's model is less ubiquitous than Foucault's—it points out specific locations
of power and its operations (201),
The sense of power relationships also occurs through dialogue and this constitutes
one issue within dialogic-feminism. The key issues encompass positionality of voices, the
intertextuality ofthe feminine voice, methods of resistance and negotiation between the
female and male voice, and the breaking down ofthe barrier between "public rationality and
private intersubjectivity" (Bauer and McKmsty 1-3), In addition to dialogue and the social
position of voice, the masquerade and camivalesque also enter into this discourse. The
praxis of carnival plays an important role because, "The reintroduction ofthe body (in the
case of carnival, the 'grotesque body') into the reahn of what is called the pohtical has been
a central concem of feminism" (Russo 319). Masquerade and camivalesque also play an
integral role in the concepts of performativity and camp.
Butler formulated the idea of gender as performance—gender is a state of becoming
and in a certain linguistic sense, it is not a noun, but a "set of free-floatmg attributes"
(Butler 24), no doer exists behind the doing of gender. In other words, "There is no gender
identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the
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very 'expressions' that are said to be its resuhs" (25). Butler begms with Beauvofr's
distmction between sex and gender and adds Foucauh, linguistics, metaphysics, philosophy
(Nietzsche), and psychology to the discourse.
The social constmction of gender as illusion contams its own seeds for subversion.
There is no intemahzed gender, the gender sense comes mto bemg through repeated
performative acts: "Genders can be neither tme nor false, neither real nor apparent, neither
original nor derived. As credible bearers of those attributes, however, genders can also be
rendered thoroughly and radically incredible" (141). Sedgwick applies tiie performative to
queer activism and to a broader sense of political activism. Performativity contams both
references to speech-acts and deconstmction (the contradiction between what is said and
what is done), or the relation between performing something and saying it (Sedgwick,
"Notes;" "Queer").
As performativity relates to the theatrical, it also relates to camp, where camp
attempts to deconstmct gender through exaggerations (Bames 318-321; Van Leer 20). Van
Leer discusses the diversity of camp and refers to "camping" as encompassing various
forms (60). Camp, here, refers to various speech types:
The complexities of homosexual discourse are not well served by
such loaded dichotomies as dishonest/tmthful, or closeted/open, A similar
oversimphfication informs most popular discussions of camp, including my
own. Generalizations about verbal stmctures, rhetorics, and syntaxes
characteristic of gay language tend to treat all statements about the kindness
of strangers or not being in Kansas anymore, (60)
The irony always exists but the focus ofthe irony shifts to speaker, sentiment, character, or
social norms. The nature ofthe satire does not remain constant (60), This use of irony and
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satire relates to another aspect of camp which refers back to the idea of deconstmcting
gender, where camp becomes a political tool. Within this context, camp takes the ironic
language, the elements listed in Van Leer's definition, and creates a language that is
political and critical, a language that is solely queer (Meyer 1).

Women and Gays in the Comic Books
Varying aspects ofthe feminist and queer theory mentioned above are reflected in
the history of women and gays in comics. Within the US comics community (which
manifests itelf through the creation, writing, drawing, production, and distribution of comic
books) exists a gender version of hegemony and praxis. The US comics community is
white male dominant and heterosexually oriented towards pre- and post-adolescent males.
The counter-hegemonic constituents consist mainly of women, ethnic minorities, and
homosexuals and includes those who work withinn various levels of comics production as
well as comic strip/comic book characters and how these characters are portrayed,
Ofthe various histories and scholarly investigations into the impact and praxis of
women and homosexuals within the comics community, women have received the greatest
attention, Trina Robbins has produced three books (Women and Comics, A Century of
Women Cartoonists, and The Great Women Superheroes), and researched the first source to
document women's history in comics (Robbins, Women [back cover]). Several academic
articles exist (e,g,, Deborah Chavez, Dolores Mitchel, Nyberg, and Susan Woods), and
comic book anthologies of women cartoonists have been published (e.g.. Twisted Sisters,
Women Out of Line, and the collected works of Juhe Doucet and Roberta Gregory). The
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story of women working in comics is a story of a voice silenced, as both Robbins and
Maijorie Ingall outline a history where women characters and women readers fueled the
comics community until the 1950s (Robbms 83; Ingall 40-42). The change resulted from
post-WWII sentiments that women needed to leave their jobs and make room for the
returning war veterans and the increasmg popularity of action comics (which was
considered male territory [Robbins 66-67]).
Information on gays and lesbians in comics lacks proper treatment, but a few items
do exist, including Robert Triptow's Gay Comics, David Applegate's historical overview of
gays in comic strips (Applegate) and Andy Mangels' two-part article which appeared m
Amazing Heroes (Mangel). Collected and individual works by Howard Cmse, several small
press anthologies (e.g.. Gay Comics and Meatmen), a few continuing series (e,g,, Tales of
the Closet and Hothead Paisan: Homicidal Lesbian Terrorist) also exist, and Roz Warren
has edited a collection of lesbian cartoonists with some informative interviews included
(Warren), Gays represent a voice oppressed from the very beginning; if women working in
comics represent a marginal voice, then gays represent a voice from the periphery ofthe
margin.
According to Robbins' research, the first nationally known woman cartoonist m the
US was Rose O'Neill who began her career in 1890, and by 1901 works by women
cartoonists appeared nationally on the Sunday comics page (Robbins 6-8), In terms of
closeted gays, Alfred Andriola (creator ofthe syndicated comic strip, Kerry Drake [1943]),
Fran Hopper, and Marcia Snyder (both of whom drew girl adventure comics for Fiction
House in the mid 1940s) may have been among the earliest gay cartoonists (Robbins,
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email), Howard Cmse is one ofthe first nationally known open gay cartoonists whose work
also appeared in mainstream publications (though gay cartoonists predate Cmse in creating
gay comics); he began his career in the early 1970s and m 1976 he produced his first gay
story, "Gravy on Gay" (Cmse, Editor's Notes), It deserves repeatmg that the history of gay
cartoonists and gay depictions is in dire need of thorough research; at best, it is allusive and
sketchy and not nearly as well mapped out as the comics' history of women,'
The portrayal of women in comics originated with comics themselves and their
involvement in the comics community dates back further than expected. The depiction of
gays in comics has a more recent history and no thorough research exists that traces the first
gay creator, writer, or other professional position in comics. Portrayals of ethnic minorities
has a long history, but information on ethnic minorities and related issues is relatively
scarce and though the issues related to ethnic minorities are important, they are not the
focus for this chapter.'°

'Trina Robbins is the only one; so far, who has done any extensive research on
women's comics, Robert Triptow has attempted a brief history of gay comics. Most of
the information on the history of gay comics included here was gleaned from several
email correspondences with cartoonists and others involved in the production and sales of
gay comics, prefaces and introductions to anthologies, and collected works,
'^For some perspective on African Americans and comics, see Christian
Davenport's "Black is the Color of My Comic Book Character: An Examination of
Ethnic Stereotypes." And the Black Comics Artists issue of The Comics Joumal,
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A strong possibility exists for gay depictions m comics appearing as early as the
1920s;'' the available research, however, states that the earliest national portrayal of a gay
character appeared in Caniff s Terry and the Pirates in 1936 (Applegate 75-76), Gay
cartoons/comics appeared m underground press materials during the 1950s, 1960s (Sieling;
Cmse, email 7 March), 1970s, and continues today with greater frequency. From 1936 until
1976 the various appearances of gay characters m the mainstream press was by way of
allusions, hints, and innuendoes and have continued since then with more openness
(Applegate 76-77).
Estren's book on underground comics does not mention gay comics, but then the
first edition came out in 1974 and subsequent editions have not been updated. Gay
portrayals in the undergrounds did occur in the 1970s (in particular, Wimmen's Comix),
and their late arrival was due, in part, to the fact that even undergrounds upheld the sexually
oriented paradigm ofthe male chauvinist (Estren 127), By 1976, in addition to Cmse's first
gay story, "no less than three all-queer comic books had hit the racks: Larry Fuller's Gay
Heartthrobs (a gay male anthology title); Roberta Gregory's Dynamite Damsels, and Mary

" From the 1920s until the 1950s, cmde eight-page comics known as Tijuana
Bibles were produced. These comics were pomographic in nature and circulated through
an underground press, Eros comics published a collected series of reprints of these strips.
The first volume contains a scene within one story with Batman and Robin engaged in
homosexual sex and another story with female-to-female coupling ["Anna" 66-67,
"Gals"100-03]), These examples are not dated (though the Batman scene has to be after
May 1939 when Batman first appeared and possibly after the publication of Seduction of
the Innocent where Wertham accuses Batman and Robin of homosexuality [Wertham
90-93]), but a logical speculation allows for the possibility of male-to-male and
female-to-female couplings appearing from the beginning of these strips,
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Wmg's Come Out Comix"(Cmse, Editor's Note). In 1980 Cmse founded Gay Comix
which grounded itself in "reality-based explorations of real gay life rather than sex fantasies
and campiness" (Cmse, email 6 March). Cmse's purpose and agenda for Gay Comix brings
up a point cmcial for this chapter and creates an appropriate segue into the following section
on The Desert Peach,
In spite of appearances of women and/or gay characters in comics and the
involvement of women and gays in the comics community, the question remains whether or
not these appearances constitute a counter-hegemony or reification, in other words do these
portrayals reflect "reality-based explorations" or common stereotypes? Generally speaking,
most ofthe depictions of women and gays in mainstream comics reflect common
stereotypes,
A few studies and academic articles have addressed the issue of gender portrayals
and though these studies relate to women stereotypes, they have application to gay issues as
well. Two of these studies consisted of statistical analysis of syndicated comic strips. Both
Chavez and Linda Mooney and Sarah Brabant concluded that stereotyping male and female
roles was common practice in the strips analyzed (Chavez; Mooney and Brabant), Chavez
concluded that, "Both men and women were depicted in stereotypic roles but men were
given preferential treatment in terms of number of appearances and number of careers
depicted. While there is some reality to the depictions of men and women, there is also a
great deal of distortion of reality present in comic strips" (Chavez 100). Mooney and
Brabant, who compared sex roles in traditional comic strips (e.g., Blondie) and more
modem strips (e.g.. Hi and Lois), concluded with similar findings: "The media image ofthe
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'career woman,' at least as far as the cartoon world is concemed, is as derogatory and
stereotypical as that ofthe traditional female.,." (Mooney and Brabant 418),
These stereotypic depictions exist in comic books as well and Wood examines
Marvel comics and finds that women portrayals fall into one of two images, either that of
the sex object, submissive subject, or the "masculine" type hero, the bitch (Wood 19).
Wood also criticizes Marvel for propagating stereotypes, teaching these prejudices to young
children, and upholding almost all liberal causes except women's rights, which it belittles
and ridicules (6-7), Marvel is also seen as superificalizing the complexity of male/female
interactions (11), Though these studies range from the early 1970s to 1984 (Wood's study
analyzed comic books in the early 1970s, Chavez's study used comic strips from
October/November 1981, and Mooney and Brabant compared comic strips prior to 1965
with those from 1984), a pemsal of newspaper comic strips, comic books from Marvel, DC,
or the distributor's catalogue. Previews, demonstrates that little has changed.
The depiction of gays has been no different. Though specific studies do not exist.
Wood offers the following quotation from Jerry Jacks' letter, which was published in
Energumen #13 (a science fiction periodical out of Canada during the 1970s):
OK, women are downtrodden in comic books, granted: the
stereotype role playing trip is exploited for all its worth, granted: but how do
you think gay people think about comics—^the usual trip is a continuation of
the sexual stereotypes into children's media by ignoring what has been
going on. Can you imagine Robin or Speedy (who was recently "revealed"
to be a junkie) coming across Gay Lib at their schools? I sure can, but that
kind of story has not been done, nor will it likely be done, (22)
Jacks' comment strikes tme in many ways; so far the available research indicates that gay
issues had not been addressed at the time of his letter. His comment, however, did not
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prove prophetic, as such stories would appear later. Gays had appeared in comics, however,
even if their portrayal was superficial, and the stereotypic nature of gay depictions m comics
can be discemed from its more recent history.'^
As afready mentioned, gay characters and homosexual sex may have appeared as
early as the 1920s in obscure comics like The Tijuana Bibles. Though 1910 witnessed an
enigmatic comic strip, Krazy Kat, where Krazy Kat's gender remained a mystery (Miller 8),
most ofthe hidden homosexuality in the syndicated strips ofthe 1920s and 1930s used
effeminate characters for laughs (Miller 8). From then through the 1960s, all depictions of
gays have been campy, ridiculed, treated as villains, or treated sexually (as in the erotic and
pomo comics ofthe early undergrounds). These stereotypes were not only the work of
"straight" creators; some were perpetuated by gays themselves. It was not until the early to
mid 1970s that gay issues, sensibilities, real hfe concems, and "a day in the life" portrayals
emerged.
The first such characters appeared in a Canadian underground. All Canadian Beaver
Comix (e,g,. Rand Holmes' Harold Hedd) and in Willy Murphy's Flamed-Out Funnies,
Another venue for the pioneering of serious gay comics was produced by women in

'^This work begins its history on queer depictions with fairly modem American
comic strips. Gay communities and homoerotic art has a much longer history (Bauml, et,
al,; Conor) and graphics similar to comics depicted gays and lesbian in eighteenth and
nineteenth century England (Norton)
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Wunmen's Comix (Triptow email).'^ This change continued in the undergrounds with
Howard Cmse's groundbreaking story, "Gravy on Gay" and cuhninated with the
appearance in mainstream newspapers of Andy Lippincott (which appeared m 1976), an
overtly gay character treated with respect and sensibility (Cmse, Editor's Notes; Applegate
76-78), Since then, Cmse created Gay Comix and though the erotic and pomo gay comics
still exist, there are publications for serious stories as well.
Coinciding with these depictions were the appearance of gay characters in
mainstream comics. The first appearance was in 1980 in Hulk #23 and was derogatory as it
depicted Bmce Banner in a YMCA shower chasmg off homosexual rapists (Dillard 3), Gay
characters in mainstream comics have had a mixed history since then, most characters
partially hid their sexual orientation, leaving the reader to guess, though at times the
guessing was not difficult (Dillard; Mangels),
One current gay character (from the altemative press) who is not afraid to display
his homosexuality is Pfirsich Rommel, from The Desert Peach, The series is worth
analyzing from a queer perspective because of what it says about gender and identity.
Donna Barr created "The Peach" in 1986, It is a sophisticated work containing a series of
stories and sub-plots, and it treats Pfirsich Rommel with a great deal of respect and depth,
Barr, through her writing and artwork, attempts to break down all constmcts of prejudice
and stereotypes (Barr, Interview). The success of this endeavor demonstrates itself through

'^ The lesbian oriented comics had a tendency to display more interpersonal
relations and psychological drama, slice of hfe stories. Gay male comics, on the other
hand, contained more sexual content and were more fantasy, pomographic based,
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the performative nature of Pfirsich's character and how the marginality ofthe 469*
embodies counter-hegemonic elements. Other evidence of breaking down gender and
prejudicial barriers comes from the specific theories mentioned above, as they come into
play through both the written and visual text.

The Performative Pfirsich
Manfred Pfirsich Marie Rommel, a colonel for the 469* Halffrack, Support, and
Gravedigging Battalion ofthe Afiika Korps (1940-43), is the mythical gay brother of Erwin
Rommel, the "Desert Fox." The Desert Peach chronicles the adventures ofthe 469*, the
inter-relationships between Pfirsich and his brother, his men, and his lover and fiance,
Rosen Kavalier. The black and white series deals with such issues as loyalty and the
conflict between love and conscience, ideals and duty, and responsibility and regulation
("Beginnings" [Back Cover]),
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Figure 4,1, The Theatrical Peach.
Source: The Desert Peach: Programme to a Musical by Donna Barr ([29]).
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Theatricality and margmality play unportant roles m Barr's series and the concept of
othemess and periphery provides the background and setting for the performance. First off,
the comics medium lends itself to a theatrical reading. The reader sees the characters as
they "perform", and the panel stmcture resembles a stage or movie screen. The Desert
Peach contains a few subfle references (e.g., Barr, "Culture Shock" in Vol.6 7; "Spoiled
Emit" in Vol.3 28; "Beautiful"15) and some dfrect references to stage and settmg. One
such direct reference occurs during a "fihning" ofthe strip (Figure 4.1), Barr's invitation to
look "backstage" of a comic book, and the ensuing dialogue with her "off-duty" characters
("Old Unrehables"). This story appeared in The Desert Peach #18, which contained a
history and program for the musical based on the comic book (another reference to the
work's theatrical connection). An additional allusion appears in an "Introduction" by
Roberta Gregory, where she says, "On this little stage set in North Afiica about 1940 are
played out some ofthe most intricately crafted comedy-dramas this medium has to offer"
(Gregory 1),
Marginality helps set the stage for Pfirsich's performance in that it contains the
setting and seeds for subversion: "[T]he Other embodies a certain resistance to the normal"
(Champagne xxviii),"* A relationship between the marginal and center is also important
(and such a relationship exists in "The Peach") because "the 'margin' and 'center' are

^'^ Some debate exists in the feminist and cultural politics discourse on the role of
marginalization; one view holds that it serves a subversive purpose (e,g., John
Champagne and Josephine Donovan), while the opposing view argues that
marginalization disempowers and subjects the potential subversion to Gramscian passive
revolution (e,g., Deborah Jacobs, Glenn Jordan and Chris Weedon).
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necessarily codependent upon one another. This relation suggests that, if the normal is
consolidated and made homogeneous through an encounter with the Other, this encounter
might make possible a variety of resistances or reverse discourses, all of which share a
certain relation to the normal" (134). The Desert Peach not only embodies marginality, it
celebrates the peripheral; Pfirsich's "coming out" story and the pervasiveness ofthe concept
demonstrates this claim.
The idea ofthe marginal exists on several levels in relation to "The Peach." As a
cultural product, comics in general exist on the margin—comics do not have the readership
or publication volume they had during the 1940s into the 1950s, and their position, as a
mass medium, is questionable (per discussions on email lists). Within the comics
community. The Desert Peach is an altemative work or contemporary underground comic
(it's currently self-published), and these works are considered marginal in that they are not
produced by the three major publishers (DC, Dark Horse, and Marvel)—^this places "The
Peach" on the periphery ofthe margin.
The marginality trope works within the comic as well. On the most basic level, the
constmction ofthe comic diverts the reader's attention to the periphery, Barr places playful
antics along the panel's top, bottom, and sides. Sometimes the antics involve small animals
playing among themselves, with the page numbers, or the page numbers, themselves,
engaged in play (Figures 4,2-4.5); and the page numbers do not always appear at the bottom
ofthe page. Throughout "A Day Like Any Other," the page numbers are drawn on a
wandering duck, which roams the various borders and even inside some ofthe panels.
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(Vol.2 1-32).'^ At other tunes, Barr engages in dialogue with the reader. "Surprise
Surprise," on the bottom ofthe page after Barr's signature, reads, "Learning absolutely NO
lessons..," (Vol. 5 1). Then the bottom ofthe followmg page reads, "Except: Never
promise to help ANYBODY find a cat a home" (2). The reader finds an additional
exception on the bottom of each proceeding page throughout the rest ofthe story: Another
example appears in "Ups and Downs" when an educational footnote on absmthe continues
for five panels (2), Also, on rare occasions, the characters engage in a type of metafiction
where they are aware of being in a comic. The most noted example is when Rommel
destroys the comics' panels in order to help Pfirsich escape from prison (Figure 4.6). These
instances create a self-referential quality within the comic and subvert linear readmg. It
takes the reader outside ofthe story and gives the story a fable-like quality or at the very
least, demands a conscious and detailed reading. Such moments allow the reader to hear
Barr's voice telling the tale while giving a proverbial "poke in the ribs."

'^ Further examples may appear in some ofthe figures used to illustrate other
concepts and the reader is invited to engage in Barr's sense of play and search for these
subtle antics,
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Figure 4,2, Antics Along the Borders—^Animals Engaged m Play,
Source: "The Triangle Trade," The Desert Peach Vol 5 by Donna Barr (7/6 [71/6]),

Figure 4,3, Antics Along the Borders—Skull Chasing the Number,
Source: "Spoiled Emit." The Desert Peach Vol 3 by Donna Barr (5/7, 9).
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Figure 4,4, Antics Along the Borders—^Number Engaged in Play.
Source: The Desert Peach #24 by Donna Barr (4/6),
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Figure 4.5. Antics Along the Borders—Barr's Dialogue with the Reader.
Source: The Desert Peach #24 by Donna Barr (7/3-5).
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Figure 4.6 Deconstmcting Comics.
Source: "The Desert Peach." The Desert Peach Vol 1 by Domia Barr (2/5-7 [34/5-7]).

Within this narrative, the setting is peripheral, both in geographical and geopolitical
tem.s. Geographically, the story's major action takes place in the desert, h. the geopolitical
context, the story takes place in North Africa during WWH, which was peripheral in
relation to the war's major "theater," namely Europe and the South Pacific, The 469* is a
marginal battalion in that their main purpose is not fighting, but support (providing supphes
to Rommel) and grave digging (which has its own connotations ofthe marginalized), and
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Pfu-sich, along with other members ofthe battalion, represents a population on the edge of
accepted society. Homosexuality has never been fully embraced by society, but during
Nazi Germany, it could mean time m prison at best and a trip to the death camps at worst.
The other members ofthe battahon have thefr own quirks, idiosyncrasies, and
non-conformist ways. The battalion receives the title of refuge on two occasions during the
series..
In "A Day Like Any Other," surgeon major, Viktor Eddsel, visits the battalion. He
has psychiatric training and during a camp tour, he takes notes on everyone's behavior. An
extended dialogue ensues about the ethnic and national origins of Pfirsich's men. The
surgeon wants to know if one ofthe men is English and asks why an enemy is in camp, to
which Herr Peach responds, "Oh, Nobody's an 'enemy' about My Battahon. I don't allow
it" (Vol.2 5) and Eddsel questions whether Pfirsich has "that option," When concems over
racial purity are raised, Pfirsich declares that all the men have been made "Honorary
Aryans" (29). The surgeon major becomes quite fiiistrated and declares, "Mein Herr, you
can't run a unit like this! It's an impossibihty—^Nothing but dregs and misfits!" (29).
Again, at the end ofthe story, Eddsel informs the commander that he has "a unit that
consists of nothing but stray puppies" (32), Pfirsich informs Herr Doktor that he has just
been assigned to the unit, to which the surgeon major replies meekly, while he is patted on
the shoulder, "woof, woof, Mein Herr" (32),
The other reference to the 469* as refuge is more direct and appears in "Two
Timers," Pfirsich attempts to save the life of an English spy, Herr Peach goes into the
English area undercover. Due to misunderstandings (the English spy has noticed how
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Pfirsich talks and moves [Vol.4 23] and misreads the reasons for his interest) and a comedy
of errors, the English spy is taken for a German spy and he finally seeks protection m the
469* until things can be worked out. Pfirsich replies, "Why not? Everybody else comes
here for refuge. We might as well make it an intemational effort,,." (32), In both cases, the
characters that represent the center, the surgeon major and the English spy, are transformed
by the.margin in the respective stories, Victor Eddsel becomes submissive, and sees
himself as a "stray puppy," and the spy entertams a change in his sexual preference; with a
small heart emanating from his brow, he thinks, "Unbelievably decent chap! Had heard
local report of him, but thought him too good to be tme. Ah, if it were peacetime—and he
weren't engaged..," (31/6). Even Pfirsich is not immune from the periphery's effects,
which is best demonstrated in the flashback story that details his arrival in North Afiica.
This notion of existence on the edge and the world of othemess, along with the
Zeitgeist, push Pfirsich out ofthe closet and re-creates his character. "New and Different,"
a flashback sequence, tells the story of Pfirsich's arrival in North Afiica. In the beginning
ofthe story the major (Pfirsich becomes a colonel after arriving in North Afiica) is dressed
according to code (Figure 4,7), but this will change later. After arriving in North Afiica,
Pfirsich ponders, "Ach, maybe I'm behind the times.., It's the Twentieth Century, and
there's a new virile way of thinking. Energetic, modem, efficient—economical. Not afraid
of redefining itself, not afraid of getting itself dirty. Even its hands" (3), At this stage of his
arrival a battle begins within the major's conscience which is illustrated with a black devil
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with wings and a white angel that hover above Pfirsich and converse with him (Figure 4.8),
This dialogue reveals Pfirsich's fear of commg out and the possibihty of his persecution. 16
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Figure 4.7. Pfirsich in the Traditional Uniform.
Source: The Desert Peach #27 by Donna Barr (1/1).

'^The fear not only has its basis historically, but in an earlier story. The Desert
Peach #2, Pfirsich is in prison and his brother comes in, destroys the comics' panels, and
says, "There we are back in Afrika! It's wonderful what you can do once you've drained
all that depressing black out ofthe panels" (Vol.1 3). When the colonel asks Rommel
how he managed such a feat, Rommel replies, "When you're a legend, you can get away
with anything" (4),
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Figure 4.8, Pfirsich's Dialogue with His Conscience,
Source: The Desert Peach #27 by Donna Barr (4/6-7, 5/1-4).

Halfway through the story, Pfirsich and his orderly, Udo Schmidt, go to a brothel.
After the major appears bored (yawning) while veiled women dance, and he declines the
advances of another female prostitute, a male prostitute is sent in to tempt Pfirsich and this
strategy almost succeeds, but Pfirsich declines on the basis of his engagement to Rosen.
Udo becomes frustrated over the situation as he detects the major's attempt to hide his
sexual preference and yells at Pfirsich, "Christus, Herr Major—I wish you'd either come all
the way out—or go way, way back TAH" (40). After this incident, Pfirsich wanders the
streets and contemplates his past, his invisibility, and the dangers of being gay in the
German army. His wanderings take him to a minaret, and he looks out over the city and
bemoans the fact that he can no longer hide his homosexuality as well as he could in the
past, Pfirsich begins to tiirow the long, peach colored cloth, which Udo had bought, to the
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wmd, but at the last moment grabs it before it flutters away, and with a determmed look on
his face, Pfirsich thinks, "Who am I kidding?" (44),
The next time the reader sees Pfirsich, the cloth, used as a scarf, is wrapped about
his neck, white gloves adom his hands, and he walks with a swivel in hips, using effeminate
hand and arm gestures. He proclaims that in the bazaars one can find anything, "mcluding
spanking new personalities" (46), The major proceeds to go and have his ear pierced in
order to wear the pearl earring that the male prostitute gave him. Later, an argument ensues
between Pfirsich (now "the Desert Peach") and his brother, "the Desert Fox." Rommel is
upset over Pfirsich's indiscretion in his apparel and Pfirsich explains, "You see, Erwin—
this is Afiika! You can spread your wings here—^we all can! The Dark Continent will be
the only Continent of Light!" (58). Pfirsich continues, "Germany is a world away. No one
there can supervise a THING you may choose to do—Let alone little me" (58), In this way
Pfirsich demonstrates that "marginal people are more likely to participate in diverse
behaviors judged by their contemporaries as deviant, including moral and political protest"
(Mizmchi 2),
The final page of "New and Different" displays "The Peach" in his full ensemble:
Rosen's flight jacket, peach colored scarf, a peach colored bow on his riding crop, sleek
boots, and pearl earring (Figure 4.9). The closmg scene is ahnost identical with the opening
scene from The Desert Peach #1; the difference is in the titie "A Beginning" (written in both
German and English) which runs along the lower border ofthe panel and the dialogue
between Pfirsich's devil and angel, where the devil says, "you go girl," which is directed
towards "The Peach."
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Figure 4.9. The Peach Comes Out—Last Scene from "New and Different" (left).
The Peach's Ensemble—First Scene from The Desert Peach #1 (right).
Source: The Desert Peach #27 by Donna Barr (60) and The Desert Peach #1 by Donna
Barr(l).
Several components come together to create a Pfirsich who is feminine and bends
notions of gender. Pfirsich's speech, mannerisms, actions, and Barr's use of emotive
balloons and icons comprise one set of these components (Figure 4,10), The other set arises
out of camp and other forms of irony, play on words, and jokes. Herr Peach is extremely
polite; he calls everyone "dear," hates the war, and exhibits a matemal/protective attitude
towards his men ("A Day" Vol.2 4; "Lady" 4; "Spoiled" Vol.3 1-2; "The Desert Peach"
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Vol.1 13-14). The scene that best describes Pfirsich's feminine nature occurs through a
Freudian slip that takes place during a conversation with his brother over a new recmit to
the battalion. The recmit is a woman and the colonel expresses concem, "Mein Gott, I can
sympathize. She's here, all alone, among men she must know are hostile to her" ("Lady"
13), Rommel takes offense and proclaims, "She's not Alone! She is a member of My
Afiika. Korps!" to which Pfirsich replies, "Oh, is she—^Now? She's still a woman and we 're
[emphasis added] Different" (13), This slip causes amazement and confusion among both
brothers and Rommel leaves suddenly.

ARMY MATOR! THEY
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Figure 4,10, Emotive Balloons and Icons—The Disconcerted, Blushing Peach.
Source: The Desert Peach #20 by Donna Barr (13/4-8),
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Pfirsich's politeness and effeminate characteristics do not constitute a stereotype,
however, because moments do arise when Pfirsich's character transforms into aggressive
behavior. Three memorable instances stand out. In the first Desert Peach story, Pfirsich
accompanies his brother to keep an eye out on him, Rommel and Pfirsich are having tea
and discussing the war, which the Peach refers to as a game—"Heavens Erwin, don't have a
hissy fit, just because I've spoken disrespectfully of your favorite game" (Vol, 1 15), Shots
are fired and Udo thinks its snipers, but Rommel sees through his binoculars that it is the
Tommies (British). One ofthe shots breaks an antique teapot, which outrages Pfirsich, who
goes to get a gun and find the "barbarians" (17). When he fmds the British soldiers, he asks
politely to speak to them about their behavior, but when the soldiers realize a German
officer is in their midst, they open fire. Pfirsich remains unharmed and fires back, wounding
one ofthe British soldiers. The colonel nearly faints at the sight ofthe young man's blood,
Rommel mns to Pfirsich and catches him before he falls and asks, "You? Hurt someone?
How?" Pfirsich replies, "With this horrid machine-pistol! Oh, do take it from me!" Rommel
congratulates him, "Pfirsich! I knew you had it in you!" and the major acknowledges, "Yes,
and I'm ashamed of it" (25),
In the second issue of The Desert Peach, Pfirsich enters a bar and is insulted by a
Cossack who notices his attire and mannerisms (VoLl 7), The Cossack calls Pfirsich a
faggot, flips his scarf, knocks off his hat, and gives him a swift kick in the rear, but the
colonel remains extremely polite until the Cossack punches Udo (11-12). At this pomt
Pfirsich says, "Mein Herr, Your difference is witii me. Not with my orderly" (13) and the
fight ensues (Figure 4,11), Pfirsich defeats the Cossack, and in the end wins his respect,
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and the Cossack signs up for the colonel's battahon (30-31), As with the first example,
after the fight, Pfirsich becomes very apologetic and, in this case, carries the Cossack to his
tent (24-30),

Figure 4.11. Pfirsich Loses His Patience.
Source: "The Desert Peach." The Desert Peach Vol 1 by Donna Barr (13/4-7 [45/4-7]).

The transformation that marks the third example occurs through an accident, hi
"Spoiled Emit," Pfirsich accidentally takes some of Dobi's pills. Dobermann is a disturbed
soldier who carries around a pet land mme; he is considered the original hippy ("Home is
Where,,," Vol,3 3), When Pfirsich drinks his tea, where the pills have fallen, he becomes
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an enraged colonel (Figure 4.12). He discards his scarf, rips the earring out of his ear, and
takes his battalion mto battle. His men become very worried and attempt to "model" the
colonel's "real" behavior in the hopes of bringing Pfirsich back to normal (Figure 4.13),
The actions of his men exhibit the notion of camp and performativity through the
exaggerated movements and speech. It is a comical scene, but at the same time
demonstrates a high level of acceptance and a strong sense of sohdarity within the battalion.
The men's efforts fail, however, and it is not until Pfirsich receives a gun shot wound to his
rear that he becomes himself Once the colonel recovers, he again, like the previous
occurrences, becomes overly apologetic and wonders how his men can still talk to him
when the colonel was responsible for taking them into combat and having some of them
killed ("Spoiled" Vol,3 31-32), The incident did prove to Rommel that Pfirsich and his
men should be kept from future combat situations.

Figure 4.12, The Peach Transforms,
Source: "Spoiled Emit," The Desert Peach Vol 3 by Donna Barr (9/1-4),
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Figure 4,13, Camp Antics—Attempting to Bring Back the "Real" Peach.
Source: "Spoiled Emit." The Desert Peach Vol 3 by Donna Barr (28/5).

These moments of aggression and places where Pfirsich's femininity break down
assists in displaying a three-dimensional aspect to his persona. Camp humor also
deconstmcts these myths and further illuminates Pfirsich's character. A heteroglossic and
camivalesque quality associates itself with camp in The Desert Peach, as camp takes on a
double meaning; there is camp or queer humor, and then there is camp or army humor—the
types of antics common to male bonding situations. One thread that runs through various
story lines of The Desert Peach is cross-dressing and impersonation. The critical arguments
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over the subversive qualities of performative gender impersonation parallel the debate on
the counter-hegemonic potentials ofthe marginal.
Impersonation contains the seeds of gender deconstmction through camp humor and
focusing on the absurdity ofthe stereotypic "image" which mirrors the social image. At the
same tune, the "image" also substantiates and perpetuates the stereotypic notions. This
holds tme for gender as well as class, ethnicity, etc. Jill Dolan supports the notion that
performative impersonation upholds the hegemony, but that an analysis of this process and
usage ofthe theatre as laboratory can generate potential for change (Dolan 3-13), The
Desert Peach depicts a dominant patriarchal society, as Winzig states: "We live in a
modem, dynamic, masculine society" ("Two Timers" Vol.4 16), and impersonation, at
times, occurs in order to avoid persecution. It reveals both sides ofthe argument,
occasionally demonstrating the oppressive aspects of society and at other times turning the
world upside down. The following examples relate indirectly and directly to Pfirsich's role
as "matriarch" and or protector as well as counter-hegemonic nurturer.
Two characters engage in perpetual impersonation, Udo Schmidt and Kmger, Udo
is Jewish and the only soldier in the 469* who is a member ofthe Nazi party. During the
story "Is There a Nazi in the House?" (Vol.2 1-32), the 469* finds itself in a dilemma when
Pfirsich receives a message from Berlin stating that some high ranking Nazi party officials
will visit the battahon and want a reception ofthe camp's party members. The colonel
quickly discovers that it appears no one in the camp belongs to the Nazi party. The fact that
Lieutenant Kjars Winzig, self appointed political officer, is not a member offers the greatest
surprise among the men. Winzig is always making sure tiiat everyone upholds Nazi values,
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but his efforts are often tiiwarted by Pfirsich (1-3), A strikmg frony arises when the one
soldier who wears the swastika and preaches the Nazi doctrine is not a party member and
the least likely soldier, Udo, is a party member. At this point the reader does not know
about Udo's Jewish background, but even then, the frony exists because Udo's sloppy dress
and irreverent attitude make him the least likely member. This frony increases later when
the reader discovers Udo's Jewish heritage and leams that his father had the family jom the
Nazi party and hide their heritage as a survival strategy ("Surprise" Vol. 5 9-12), This
situation comprises a running joke that appears through many ofthe stories, and allows
Pfirsich to stand as subverter of Nazi ideology through his protection of Udo.
During "Lady Luck," Kmger, the camp cook, reveals herself as a woman disguised
as a man. This secret is confided in with Cecilie Gluck, a field radio assistant transferred to
the 469*. Cecilie is harassed by the men, accused of being a lesbian, disturbed due to a
misreading of a conversation with Herr Peach, and later, a victim of attempted rape (3-6,
19-21, 24-25). Kmger lists the disadvantages to bemg a woman in the German army and
the oppressive nature ofthe Third Reich (43-44). But Kmger's revolt is hidden; Gluck is
the only one who knows, even Pfirsich does not know. Kmger's secret demonstrates the
oppressive force ofthe Third Reich; even in the margins, it is unsafe to be a woman in the
open. It also illustrates how daunting a task subverting such a system entails.
Though on the surface Kmger and Udo's situation gives partial credence to Dolan's
observation that some cross-dressing supports the repressive society, undemeath a form of
subversion takes place. Kmger is a cook (a stereotypic position for a woman) and her
rationale for the charade is survival; it is, in part, a submission to the patriarchal stmcture,
141

However, part of her act does constitute political rebellion; she will receive a higher pension
as a "man," and she will not fulfill the role expected of her from the Third Reich, she will
not "smile pretty and poop out a brat a year for 'em" (43). The same constmct holds tme
for Udo, he has submitted to oppression in becoming a "Nazi." He has to exercise extreme
caution and constantly fears getting "caught." But Udo does not conform to the model
Nazi, and in his capacity as Pfirsich's orderly, he works hand m hand with the most
subversive element in Barr's story. Udo's impersonation takes place with Pfirsich's
assistance which creates an element of co-conspiracy.
The camp aspect, however, comes into play most when Rommel solicits his
brother's cooperation in a spy mission where Udo and Pfirsich must dress as women. The
opening lines to "Dressing Down," reads: "It's an odd fact that, when men are cut off from
women for a long time, sooner or later some of them will start trying on bras and pumps.
Nature does abhor a vacuum,.," (Vol.3 1), As the men put on a variety show, Rommel
leams that two women spies, Louise and Hanna Mardi, sent to England to retrieve plans for
a new tank have disappeared, Rommel recognizes an uncanny likeness between the original
spies and Pfirsich and Udo, and in a desperate effort to salvage the covert operation,
volunteers the two for the "invasion" (5-7), Pfirsich does not appreciate Rommel
endangering Udo's life and Rommel rephes "wouldn't think you'd pass up the chance to
slip into something fashionable" (7), This enrages the Peach, who responds, "Darling,
because a man has civihzed tastes does not mean he is given to transvestism!!" (7),
Several ironies occur throughout the story; when Rommel and Pfirsich are listening
to the women impersonators singing, Pfirsich observes, "He's flat" and Rommel replies,
142

"Looks pretty well padded to me" (5), While in Germany, Udo complains about being a
woman, "No fun bein' a 'Lady,' Can't smoke, can't talk" (9), At another time Udo
discusses his abhorrence over using a "powder room" (it goes against his upbringing and he
feels like his mother is watching), and Pfirsich wonders what he did on the boat. Udo tells
him, "When nobody was lookin' I hiked my skirt and pissed over the rail" (10). Later the
two manage to find the plans, but Pfirsich destroys them, saying, "I don't care! This way no
one gets them!! It will be only one war-machine less—^but that's something" (30). And
after Pfirsich and Udo retum to North Africa, Rommel asks the Peach if he found out any
important information and Pfirsich informs Rommel that "the Queen was at Ascot in a
perfectly fetching—^but regal—Blue Tulle..." (32). Rommel holds his head with his hands
and moans, "Gott... I always forget what he considers important..." (32). Such jokes add
to the camivalesque of this particular story, and the camp elements (especially the last joke
about Pfirsich's sense of importance) add to the subversive quality. Pfirsich actually
thwarts the main purpose ofthe espionage mission. Layers of irony exist as well. Udo
impersonates a Jewish refugee, and though he is in drag, the masquerade allows him a
certain freedom of identity.
The last mcidence of impersonation worth mentioning occurs when Winzig must
impersonate Herr Peach. When Pfirsich discovers a spy in his camp and leams from
Rommel that spies are shot, the colonel dresses as an English soldier and goes into the
British camp to wam the spy and save his life. In order to avoid suspicion from the British
camp, Pfirsich orders Winzig to take his place, and Udo is assigned the duty of making sure
Winzig does a convincing job ("Two Tuners" Vol,4), The choice is ironic in that Winzig is
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the self-appointed political officer, the representative Nazi (even though he is not a party
member). Winzig's first attempts are unsuccessful and at one point, Udo screams, "That's a
goddamn insulting parody, like Amold said! The old man aint a goddamn Faggot!!" (2),
Later, Winzig performs better and receives a compliment from Udo when he says "please,"
just like Pfirsich (15), Within a short time Winzig perfects the performance in speech and
maimers: "This way darling," to which Udo rephes, "Not bad Herr Leutnant, You've even
got his slinky hip action down" (20), Winzig in effect becomes Pfirsich, becomes the thing
he hates most. The possibility exists here for a Freudian reading of repressed homosexual
desire and allusions to the homoerotic underpinnings in Nazi imagery.'^
The Nazi image ofthe ideal Aryan certainly contains the kind of exaggerated
masculinity that is at the center of camp, and Winzig finds himself in more than one
compromising position. The first occurs when Pfirsich engages the battalion in battle
("Spoiled Emit" Vol.3) and as a result the American prisoner, Jeff (which Winzig
pronounces "Tcheff'), becomes wounded and Winzig holds him close with tears in his eyes
(24). At another time, Winzig becomes victim to a practical joke where some ofthe men
sneak a teddy bear under Winzig's arm while he is sleeping, take a picture, and publish the
picture in the camp paper (Figure 4.14). The image of a Nazi arm-banded arm hugging a
teddy bear contradicts the ultra-masculme image ofthe Nazi (an ideal mentioned previously
by Winzig). The third occurrence takes place during Pfu-sich's rape (discussed in more

'^Commentary that prefaces a Tijuana Bible depicting Hitler in homosexual
situations points out that the "theme of Der Furher's homosexuality was not a new
supposition" (Adelman 129),
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detail later). Rosen and Winzig are watching the event through a keyhole, when Rosen,
aroused and overcome by passion, grabs Winzig and gives him a big kiss on the mouth
("Straight and Narrow" Vol.4 27), Wmzig looks startled, but as the scene switches and
never retums, the reader is left without knowing Winzig's tme reaction, whether or not he
liked the kiss

Figure 4,14. Camp Humor—The Gentle Nazi.
Source: "Self-Propelled Target." The Desert Peach Vol 6 by Donna Barr (9/7 [89/7]),
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Wmzig's successful unpersonation becomes an allegory for the other subverting the
dominant order. It illustrates the full political power ofthe marginal over the center, and
perhaps gives some credence to Nazi homophobia. The defensive, aggressive, repressive
patriarchal order succumb to subversion, to a humanizing process, and this is at the center
of Pfirsich's sensibility, the notion of civilization and humanness bemg part ofthe same
process. This idea is illustrated in part through Pfirsich's most demanding and troubling
trial.
In "Straight and Narrow," Udo, Amold, Rosen, and Babette (a well-known local
prostitute) conspire to get the colonel in bed with Babette. The idea originates from Udo's
finstration over constant teasing as Pfirsich's orderly and Babette's desire, Udo's logic
follows the line that if word of Pfirsich's time with Babette gets out, then he will no longer
hold the homosexual label and the teasing will cease. There is also the idea that if Pfirsich
experiences Babette, the pleasure will "straighten" him out,*^ Pfirsich is lured to "The
Cedars" on false pretenses and Babette begins her slow, meticulous seduction. Her strategy
finally works; Pfirsich's passions are unleashed, but when the Peach awakens from his
three-hour sleep, his demeanor is markedly darker. He becomes extremely formal and aloof
(30), Rosen expresses his anger, "Verfluct noch mal, Pfirsich! After all the trouble we went
through to give you a good time—You don't have to treat us like Dirt!!" (30), Pfirsich,

'^ The idea that all a good homosexual needs is good sex to become "straight," is a
heterosexual myth that is not unlike the rape myth regarding women. This anti-feminist
notion states that women want to be raped, to be put in their place. Both myths are
extremely denigrating and dehumanizing,
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with a tear in his eye, explains that he, himself, feels like dfrt (30). Babette realizes what
has happened and apologizes to Pfirsich, who accepts the apology graciously, tellmg her
that she is not to blame. As Pfirsich rides off on his horse, Rosen exclaims, ".,, What's His
Bitch?" (31), to which Babette answers, "Oh nothing, Ze man he adores—and ees engage
to—and all hees fiiends arrange to so good as 'ave heem raped—and then watch and make
celebration!" (31), Pfirsich's current and future reactions fit a rape victim's post-traumatic
profile, which enhances his feminine image,
A month later, the reader discovers that Babette is pregnant and decides to keep the
baby (32), Meanwhile, Pfirsich remains cold and aloof as the story line continues in
''Menschenkind (Child ofthe World)," After Rosen tries to warm Pfirsich through sexual
advances and fails, Pfirsich thinks, "R-Rosen? Oh,.. p-poor Rosen.., How can I explain to
him—I want him to hold me, but I can't bear to be touched? What—^happened—^made me
feel so sullied.. .1 don't want anyone near me" (Vol.4 4). Rosen and Udo soon leam of
Babette's pregnancy and as the nine months nears to an end, plans are made to lure Pfirsich
back to "The Cedars" (10-13), The plan nearly fails, when Udo uses politeness to win
Pfirsich over and when Rosen questions Udo about how he managed Pfirsich, Udo replies,
"You got to be a gentieman with him" (14), Though Pfirsich arrives minutes too late to
witness the actual birth of his son, his dark mood vanishes when the baby's touch reaches
his heart (Figure 4.15). And though Babette sees Pfirsich's reaction as normal, his sitting
stance, the way he cradles the baby in his arms, and the tear on his cheek seem more
matemal than patemal.
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Figure 4.15. The Matemal Peach Healed Through His Baby's Touch.
Source: "Menschenkind," The Desert Peach Vol 4 by Donna Barr (21/2 [85/2]),
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The above sequence works on several levels to enhance the matemal characteristics
in Pfirsich and adds a three-dimensional depth to his persona. A juxtaposition of emotions
exists while the camp style melodrama ofthe event contrasts with a real sense of outrage
over the blatant insensitiveness of Pfirsich's lover and fiiends, A human quality emerges
and this is Pfirsich's halhnark which renders the character digm'ty and respect. In several
places, Pfirsich refers to human as a non-gendered existence. After the colonel retums from
the British camp and takes his place in the battalion, relieving Winzig of his impersonation
assignment, Udo confesses to having called Pfirsich a faggot, even though he called him a
very nice faggot ("Two Timer" Vol,4 31), Pfirsich asks Udo why he had to mention it at all
and Udo relates how Winzig was "gettmg snotty," and he did not know what else to call the
colonel. The Peach rephes, "[u]nless I'm terribly mistaken, darling, the last time I looked I
was merely a human being" (32). In another context, when Udo and Rosen are reminiscing
over the past and fearful over Pfirsich's health, they both admit their love for the colonel
and Udo questions why he has made the admission, Rosen responds that it is because the
colonel is "heathen sick," and both wonder what will happen if Pfirsich dies ("Fever
Dream" 44). They contemplate jumping off the chff if that happens and as tears begin to
fall, Rosen wonders if he is soft, but Udo says, "Naw—^that's just being human" (45).
Pfirsich's humaimess, politeness and attention to others becomes his greatest tool in
subverting the patriarchal stmcture, and this subversion exhibits itself in the changes that
occur in the other character's personalities. The Peach enforces what he calls "traditional
values," which often runs counter to Nazi values ("Surprise Surprise" Vol.5 3), These
traditional values do not recognize nationalities or the existence of enemies, hence his
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earlier comment about the non-existence of enemies in his battalion. These values ignore
the popular notions of "racial purity," and any other ideologies that divide or set up a
hierarchy among fellow human beings.
In one instance where these values begm a transformation process, Wmzig begins
playing the piano at the local brothel and becomes absorbed and possessed to thepoint of
playing the forbidden jazz ("Culture Shock" Vol.6 1-4). When the men ofthe 469* begin
clapping, Winzig realizes what he has done and flees the establishment. Later, Pfirsich
catches up to him, compliments his playing and orders Wmzig to play piano at Udo's
wedding, Wmzig mutters, "[t]his is what happens when you give in to weakness" to which
Pfirsich replies, "No dear—This is what happens when you try to cut off your God-given
gifts. They'll sprout any way they can" (7). Wmzig settles into a despairing mood: "This is
the beginning ofthe long downhill slide into moral defeat" and Pfirsich thmks, "[l]et's hope
so" (7). The change may appear subtle, but in the case of Winzig, it marks a noteworthy
beginning.
Rosen and Udo have also experienced a change through Pfirsich's influence. Udo
has gone from homophobia to admitting a love for the Peach ("Fever Dream" 35-40), and
Rosen has developed a sense of beauty (34). New hfe also has a way of humanizing a war
zone and with the birth of Babette and Pfirsich's son, the camp become transformed where
everyone acts patemally. As example, when Udo expresses dissatisfaction over Winzig
spending time with Mani because Winzig may indoctrinate the child, but Pfirsich assures
Udo that "[t]he child is proof against aduh nonsense.., Kjars's shallow and humorless
politics won't stand a chance" ("The Good Uncle" 6),
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An interesting change takes place in the story "Tongue," which takes the reader to
post war Germany, In this scenario the marginal has retumed to the center and the previous
freedoms are lost. Pfirsich must go back to hidmg his homosexuality and exercising
caution; even his attire changes (Figure 4.17). This story is the darkest in the series. The
reader leams that Pfirsich had to commit certain atrocities ("Tongue" 8-10), A dark frony
exists here in that Pfu-sich was able to avoid many ofthe horrors of war while in Afiica, but
when he retums to Germany, his battalion is forced to engage in the mercy killings of those
suffering severe bums from American Thermite bombs.
Pfirsich, due to his sense of guih, appears as a broken man through the first half of
the story until he is reunited with Rosen. After this meeting, life regains some semblance of
normalcy. But the message is clear, the marginal have their greatest freedom while in the
margins and their impact for changing or subverting the hegemony diminishes once they
retum to the center. The element for subversion diminishes, but they do not disappear
completely, Pfirsich lives with Rosen, has a small business and Rosen is very active in the
Black Market. The power stmcture has definitely shifted and now the marginal is
subservient to the center, instead ofthe reverse when Pfirsich was in Afiica, which reminds
the reader of Pfirsich's words to his brother when they first arrived in Afiica about it
allowing freedom. It was here that he described Afiica as a continent of light, and the
reader sees this contrast clearly after Pfirsich's retum to the tmly dark contment of post-war
Europe.
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Figure 4.17. Pfirsich, Back in the Closet.
Source: The Desert Peach #28 by Donna Barr (3/4-8)
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Current Trends in Queer Comics
Since the mid 1980s the situation regarding queer comics has changed in a positive
direction. Gay and lesbian portrayals in mainstream comics occur more often and with
mcreasingly respectful treatment. Even superheroes are queer these days. Dillard's essay
explores the media hype over Northstar, a gay superhero who comes out ofthe closet in
Alpha Flight #106 and makes notice of earher gay characters from other comic book
companies as well as Marvel's less than enthusiastic move in portraying gay characters
(Dillard 9, 13). Dillard provides a useful appendix which offers many contemporary
examples of homosexual portrayal in mainstream and independent comics (18-29), Darren
Robert's article in Instinct also provides some short summaries ofthe most noted
gay/lesbian characters in superhero comics (both major and independent publishers).
Within this history, Barr's The Desert Peach rates as one ofthe longest running gay
characters with his own comic book. Some comic strip characters have a longer history,
especially in small presses and underground gay publications (e,g,, works by Cmse,
Gregory, and Alison Bechdel), In addition to "The Peach," Barr has also produced other
books of equal interest, one of which is The Barr Girls which depicts a world where
individuals contain both biological sexes, where couples take tums getting pregnant, and in
one story one ofthe characters thinks about creating a comic book world where each person
has only one sex.
One ofthe most critically acclaimed works published in the past four years is
Cmse's graphic novel. Stuck Rubber Baby. The story is partly autobiographical and tells a
coming out story against the backdrop ofthe Civil Rights movement. In terms of more
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commercial ventures, one ofthe more daring efforts in portraying queer sensibilities came
from DC comics in 1993 with their mini-series Enigma, written by Peter Milhgan and
artwork done by Duncan Fegredo. Rogan Gosh was another work by Milligan published by
DC the following year, David Wojnarowicz, an ADDS victim, produced a comic book
published by DC as well. Seven Miles A Second. The autobiographical story was
published in 1996, four years after Wojnarowicz death. Most ofthe more recent material is
autobiographical in nature, but fictional queer comics are also alive and well and aside from
Cmse's book, which is loosely based on autobiography. Horror Hospital Unplugged by
Dennis Cooper and Keith Meyerson is one ofthe better known books to come out in the last
three years.
In addition to comics, a few publications about comics have been published, but
these are stmggling efforts and the only one to actually devote itself exclusively to queer
comics, Ciao!, is currently on hiatus, Jim Drew plans on re-publishing again, possibly by
the end of 1999. Though fans would like to see a healthier market and publishing record,
queer publications are certainly more common now, than ten years ago.
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CHAPTER V
THE NEW JOURNALISM CONTINUES: NONFICTION
COMICS AND THE WRITTEN AND EDITED WORKS
OF JOYCE BRABNER

A History of Nonfiction Comics
The main writers and artists for comics from the previous three chapters have
written and/or drawn nonfiction comics and further discussion of these examples and their
place in the contemporary history ofthe genre appears in the section "Docu-comics,
Joumalistic Comics, and Autobiography." Currently, the nonfiction genre is experiencing a
type of renaissance, but this type of comic has its origins with the beginning ofthe medium
in the proto-comic days ofthe 15* century broadsheet. Kunzle describes these illustrated
tracts or picture stories as ancestors to the modem comic (Early 6),
During the first century of printing, broadsheets were produced to convey moral
teachings, depict historical events, and disseminate propaganda. Some broadsheets, for
example The Ten Commandments, The Plagues of Egypt, and Swabian's The Tortures of
St, Erasmus, blended moral teachings with historical references and appeared between 1455
and 1465 (13-15). A few propagandistic broadsheets consisted of anti-Semitic tracts in
such pieces as The Murder of St, Simon of Trent and A Horrible Deed Committed by the
Jews in Passau (25-27), Others attempted to govem daily life and appeared in more benign
settings, focusing on domesticity—^Hans Paur's broadsheet displayed "[a]rticles necessary
to a well-run household" (24), Though many of these works were subjective, they were
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nonfiction to the extent that they were broadsheets which taught Bibhcal morals, depicted
Biblical history (nonfictional notions to 15* century sensibilities), and informed the
populace of injustices perpetrated by their enemies. Therefore anti-Semitic tracts appeared
in Germany, Lutherans produced anti-Calvinist material, and the Italians chronicled the
barbarities of Henry VHI (12-39).
These early picture stories also displayed prosaic and picaresque scenes of
day-to-day life, though the less religious and more secular broadsheets did not appear until
the 16* century, and "[t]he content, of course, was usually serious, and the humorous style
of caricature was simply not available in Northem Europe until the eighteenth century"
(426). Kunzle's research aptly details this history m his two-volume work, and he traces the
nonfiction type of early comics from the late 1400s through the nineteenth-century in
Europe, One ofthe more interesting nineteenth century examples comes from Gustave
Dore's pen in 1854, The History of Holy Russia: From the Crimean War to the New Cold
War, This was Dore's first and last effort at comics and Kunzle offers an in-depth analysis
of its historical accuracy and reasons for its pubhshing failure (History 123-134).
Europe's place in the history of nonfiction comics is clearly defined in Kunzle's
research, but a thorough history of early American examples is difficult to determine, as a
detailed investigation in this area does not exist,'' Until someone else engages in the work,
a sketchy history will have to suffice. The existence of broadsheet type proto-comics in the

19-

' Kunzle has proposed a third volume which will trace the history ofthe
American comic strip in the US (Nineteenth 5); however he recently stated that he will
not complete this volume as his current research lies elsewhere ("Telephone"),
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Colonial US seems reasonable, but unproven. Engravings of scenes from the New World
exist, but these are not works in a sequence and most do not contain text. Manuals of arms,
pubhshed in England and the colonies in the mid-eighteenth-century, provide the closest
example of a colonial proto-comic found during this research project (Grafton, American
134-37),^° These manuals depicted panel by panel instmction for the carrying and firing of
firelocks. Each panel was numbered and the bottom ofthe page provided written directions
and explanations ofthe drawings (Figure 5,1), Jerry Robinson considers the classic "Unite
or Die"^' engraving by Benjamin Franklin the first American cartoon (20), It certainly
contains a political/philosophical message and fits into the nonfiction category with some
reservation.

^° Researching these eariy examples requires looking through original or facsimile
material available only in specialized libraries (most of which exist on the East Coast),
The purpose here is merely to offer an overview, therefore the time and expense in going
to these libraries was not warranted. The evidence found, however, demonstrates the
possible existence of earlier material and the need for further study,
^' The image depicts a snake divided into sections with the abbreviated name of
each colony above corresponding sections,
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Figure 5.1, Early American Proto-Comic, circa 1750s,
Source: The American Revolution: A Picture Sourcebook by John Grafton (135),

The nineteenth century provides nonfiction illustrations, with captions, for news
stories in magazines such as Harper's New Monthly and National Police Gazette, Both of
these joumals carried news stories of Oscar Wilde's visit to New York with illustrations of
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dancing at Wall Street and Wilde walking in front of a line of newsboys (Blanchard 36-37)
and Harper's Weekly produced illustrations depicting social life, news stories, politics,
sports, etc. A few of these engravings contained images in sequence, which formed such
narratives as the day-to-day life of newsboys (Grafton, New York 52), the cattle
slaughtering process from their arrival on the Hudson Bay dock to their packaged shipment
to merchants (208), and ambulance service from the loading of a patient at the scene of a
fire to the transport to the hospital (192). These examples date from 1870-1884, and
political cartoons began appearing in newspapers on a regular basis during the same time
period (Gordon 13-15), Political cartoons (either a type of proto-comic or genre within the
comics medium) are commonly single panel drawings and fall in the gray area between
fiction and nonfiction. The fictional aspect of political cartoons is self-evident—the
depictions are not "real," but often symbolic, mythic, and/or allegorical. Then again,
political cartoons offer commentary, an opinion or attitude towards an actual event and this
encompasses their nonfictional quality.
Leonard Rifas' article, "Educational Comics: A Message in a Bottle," claims an 86
year history for nonfiction comics, begmning with the publication of Emest Riebe's Mr,
Block (1913). This Intemational Workers ofthe World comic strip series was published in
the Industrial Worker newspaper and illustrated the need for unions and class-consciousness
"by telling funny/grim stories about Mr. Block, a worker foolishly lacking in
class-consciousness" (145). In 1913, tiie series was collected in a small booklet and
possibly became the first nonfiction comic book. A nationally distributed nonfiction comic
strip, Robert L, Ripley's Beheve It or Not, first appeared in December, 1918 (Goulart
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Encyclopedia 26-27). Though made up of smgle panel cartoons (sometimes contaming a
collage of two or more images), it is still considered a comic strip. Believe It or Not listed
odd and unusual facts and during the first years of its publication focused primarily on
sports-related information. The strip became so popular that similar strips appeared m the
1930s (e.g.. Strange as it Seems and But It's Tme [Goulart, Encyclopedia 27]), and Beheve
It or Not is still syndicated in some newspapers today.
Publication of educational and fact-based comic strips continued into the 1920s and
through current tunes. As this work focuses on comic books, mention ofthe history of
comic strips will extend only to the 1940s, because pubhcation of nonfiction comic books
began in eamest in 1941. A few examples from the 1920s include John Rosenfield Jr.
(writer) and Jack Patton's (artist) Texas History Movies and J. Carroll Mansfield's
Highhghts of History (Rifas 145). Some more syndicated comic strips that lean toward the
factual arrived in the mid 1930s and into the 1940s; for example Wilham La Varre's The
Adventures of Johnny-Round-the-World (1935), Clayton Knight's The Hall of Fame ofthe
Air (1934), and Ed Dodd's Mark Trail (1946). La Varre's strip contained authentic cultural
displays from South American jungle life, and accurate details ofthe flora and fauna
(Waugh 226). Knight's work offered short biographical sketches and exploits of aviators
from around the world (Hom 432), and Dodd's piece incorporated educational information
on wildlife, ecology, and outdoor hfe (Hom 478; Robinson 180). This time period
witnessed comic strips "on historical, Biblical, and mythological themes. The lives of
celebrities, such as Lindbergh and Edison, and of former US Presidents were [also] told in
cartoons" (Rifas 145).
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The history of educational and nonfiction comic books, which begins in the early
1940s, becomes better defined than the pre-comic book past. George J. Hecht published
Tme Comics in April, 1941 in reaction to growing anti-comics sentunents (Waugh 345-46;
Goulart, Ron 199-201). It was the first factual comic book and "[i]n addition to tme
adventure stories... [it] produced some ofthe best work in that tremendous field open to
comic art, that of using the medium to further our national ideal of tolerance and justice to
all people, regardless of race" (346). Other tities during the 1940s included. Comic
Cavalcade, The Master Comics, It Really Happened, Science News, and Callmg All Gfrls
(Goulart, Ron 202; Rifas 145; Waugh 346).
Will Eisner was an important figure in this early history of educational comics:
"Eisner, universally acknowledged as one ofthe great masters ofthe comic-book medium
for his stories about The Spirit, spent a considerable part of his career creating and
promoting educational comics" (Rifas 147). His first instmctional comics appeared in the
1940s when he convinced the military to use cartooning to teach preventative maintenance
and created Joe Dope (147-51). Eisner founded American Visuals Corporation and General
Motors became his second client, with the Red Cross and the American Dental Association
to follow (Groth and Fiore 21; Rifas 149).
The 1940s and early 1950s were prosperous years for newsstand educational and
nonfiction comics, but the first part ofthe 1950s marked a decline and even though
hundreds of factual comics were produced during the 1950s until 1970, the distributors
were mostly businesses, national associations, and public utility companies (Benton 157),
The topics were varied and diverse with such titles as "Adventures in Electricity,
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Bowhuntmg in Afiica, Story of Consumer Credit, History of Natural Gas, Salute to the Boy
Scouts, and The Story of Rubber Heels" (157). The one educational title to survive the drop
m newsstand distribution was Classics Illustrated, which adapted literature to comic books
and also published special issues. The World Around Us, with topics ranging from
prehistory to the Atomic Age (Benton 157; Rifas 146).^^ The special issues were definitely
nonfiction, but Classics Illustrated, though fiction, was read as a nonfiction statement about
the adapted works it summarized.
A turning point in factual and educational comic books occurred during the late
1960s and early 1970s with the emergence ofthe undergrounds. These comics (e.g.. Slow
Death and Neurocomics) moved in a direction to re-educate the populace and counter the
pro-capitahstic propaganda ofthe corporate comics (Rifas 153-54). The undergrounds also
produced autobiographical comics (e.g., Justin Green, Robert Crumb, Roberta Gregory, and
Lee Marrs), Also, during the 1970s, Leonard Rifas began his publishing venture,
EduComics, which publishes educational underground comics. The rise of these
underground works blends the subjectivity of advocacy with the objectivity of nonfiction
and this is analogous to the New Joumalism and is best analyzed according to criticism
contemporary with it, which moved from a stmcturalist narratology to Deconstmction, and
became conjoined in Marxism and New Historicism.

^^ In the 1980s, First publishing bought the license for Classics Illustrated and
commissioned new adaptations which were carried in commercial bookstores, and in the
eariy 1990s Dark Horse comics published some of their own adaptations (Dark Horse
Classics) which attests to the enduring popularity ofthe format.
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The New Joumalism: Fictive Nonfiction
Narratology (coined from the French, narratologie in Todorov's Grammaire du
Decameron [1969]) has strong ties to the tradition of Russian formalism and French
stmcturalism (Prince). This approach studies the mles that preside over narratives and as
these investigations analyze texts in relation to specific genres, it also studies story
stmctures. It comprises, then, a type of story linguistics and becomes a subset of semiotics.
This especially holds tme when narratology analyzes stories told "m a variety of media:
oral and written language (in prose or in verse), of course, but also sign languages, still or
moving pictures (as in narrative paintings, stained-glass windows, or films), gestures,
programmatic music, or a combination of vehicles (as in comic strips)" (Prince), It's import
for this discussion lies in the narrative stmcture that New Joumalism models, a type of
fictive story stmcture incorporated into objective, expository prose.
Another perspective on narrative stmcture comes from Deconstmction, Derrida
(who coined the term deconstmction) saw all "stmctures" as being subjective without a
subject (i,e,, without a single stmcture determining thefr meaning, Deconstmction attempts
to subvert traditional binary oppositions and place them "within a nonhierarchical
relationship of 'difference'" (Kneale) and examines stmcture as meta-stmcture, a stmcture
that becomes aware of itself as stmcture or the "stmcturahty of stmcture" (Derrida 247-48),
The narrative stmcture of New Joumalism often portrayed the "reporter" as a self aware
"character" within the story and conveyed a sense of story as meta-story.
As the New Joumalists wanted to tell a story of contemporary history, the genre
demonstrated, in the 1960s, what New Historicism theorized in the 1980s: that history was
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subjective. The New Joumalists wrote "history" in much the same manner that future New
Historicists would read history, focusing more on the constmction ofthe past and the
process of narratmg the past. New Historicism put forth the view that history was
subjective and any notion of an uhunate "tmth" of history will always remain elusive
(Cadzow; Booker 135), The theory also examined the existence of agendas in historical
presentations and utihzes Marxist criticism (Booker 136; Cadzow).
This notion holds tme for the visual representations as well. Blanchard offers the
examples ofthe engravings depicting Oscar Wilde's visit to New York City which portrays
men dancing with each other on Wall Street and Oscar Wilde, in a Pied Piper role, with
newsboys following behind him. Both images contain homoerotic undertones (Blanchard
36-37). The analysis of Joyce Brabner's work will reveal further examples of this and other
theoretical concepts. Her work will be compared with the narrative stmcture of New
Joumalism, and as New Joumalism has been mentioned, it is appropriate now to offer a
brief history and definition.
In the early 1960s, a small handful of joumalists expressed boredom with the
traditional, archetypical newspaper columns a la Walter Lippman and Joseph Alsop and
began writing columns and articles with literary devices. Possibly the fu-st among these
practitioners ofthe New Joumalism, Gay Talese, caught Tom Wolfe's attention through the
article, "Joe Louis: the King as a Middle-aged Man," which appeared in Esquire during the
fall of 1962 (Wolfe 23-25). Talese's article blended fictional style dialogues with 1950s
expository passages common to the joumalism ofthe day. Another early experimenter,
Jimmy Breslin, who began work at the Herald Tribune in 1963, would leave the newspaper
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building and conduct actual reporting for his columns, and when it came to writing, Breslin
produced "a short story, complete with symbolism, in fact, and yet tme-life, as they say,
about something that happened today, and you could pick it up on the newsstand by 11
tonight for a dime..." (24-27), Tom Wolfe began experimenting with nonfiction in
1963/64, but the term "The New Joumahsm" did not appear until 1965 and by 1966 one
could hear reference to this new style in conversation (37).
These beginning experiments later expanded from newspaper/joumal articles to
books, and a few ofthe early writer included Truman Capote and his reporting/interviews
with two killers who murdered a wealthy farm family in Kansas, In Cold Blood; John Sack,
who entered the army, went through training, spent time in Vietnam as a reporter and wrote
M, a nonfiction version of Joseph Heller's Catch-22; and Hunter Thompson, who ran with
the Hell's Angels, as a reporter, and wrote Hell's Angels: The Strange and Terrible Saga of
the Outlaw Motorcycle Gang (40-41). These writers worked with news stories or "real life"
events and clothed them in four devices: "scene-by-scene constmction, dialogue, point of
view, and the detailing of status hfe" (64),
The New Joumalists consciously incorporated self-referential narrators and at times,
like in one of Wolfe's earlier pieces, constmcted appropriate dialects for their narrators in
order to maintain a given ambience or contmuity within the stmcture (32-33), It is doubtful
that these writers read the early works of Derrida, and they would not have known the New
Historicists, In fact the earliest examples ofthe New Joumalism predate deconstmction and
narratology. But, like Deconstmction, these writers carried to a new extreme the
understanding that all observation and reporting contain subjective elements. The New
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Joumalists exhibited an intuitive sense o f t h e stmcturahty of stmcture" which manifested
itself in their works.
They also incorporated notions that would be expressed some twenty years later by
Hayden White and his studies on the narrative of history and the ideology of history.
History and "[t]he version ofthe past we choose depends [not on reality or evidence, but]
rather on moral and aesthetic values, which ground both the historian and the audience and
are beyond the call of historical evidence" (Kellner). In this way the facts of history
become reduced and manipulated into the story of history, where the facts and evidence are
transcodified through a process of narrativization (White 47-48). In other words, "[a]
narrative account is always a figurative account, an allegory" (48). The same can be said
for the reporting ofthe present.
Though in literary terms. New Joumahsm ceases to crop up in conversation, the
genre still exists and one medium, in particular, is witnessing the beginnings of a
renaissance through the New Joumalism—comics. One practitioner of joumalistic comics,
Brabner, has a twelve to thirteen year history in the medium and has written and edited
several series. The following section analyzes her works through the use ofthe above
theories. This analysis demonstrates the use of hterary devices, making her works perfect
examples of New Joumalism, and exposes the play and metaphor found in the comics
medium which contradicts itself, exposes the comics stmcture, and further demonstrates the
narrativity and fictive nature of history.

166

Comics: A New Frontier for New Joumalism
Brabner's work exhibits a wide range within the nonfiction genre. Her work
includes general histories and personal accounts related to the military, various wars, and
military/CIA involvement in Central America (Real War Stories and Brought to Light).
She edited Activists!, a work of personal accounts focused on non-violent protest and
various social issues (e.g., war, racism, and homophobia), and also began a history ofthe
animal rights movement in the US (Animal Right Comics), Brabner started work on the
experiences of Cambodian-American teenagers, who had experienced and/or witnessed war
and torture, growing up in the US. Her most noted work, Our Cancer Year, is an
autobiographical account ofthe year when Harvey Pekar, comics writer and husband, was
diagnosed with cancer.
Whether Brabner is adapting information from an interview, relating her own
account, or writing a history, her nonfiction accounts engage the reader, convey ideologies
that call for action, and present a narrative. Her work exemplifies the commonality between
fiction and nonfiction. Some obvious, general occurrences within the comics medium
demonstrates this point through the portrayals ofthe narrators and other persons.
In "War Racket!" the reader sees an image of Major General Smedley C, Butler
holding a picture of himself (Brabner, "War" 1/4). Both images are drawn, making Butler a
character in a story, the discrepancy continues when the reader sees the drawn image
holding a drawn "photograph" (Figure 5.2). This depiction draws attention to itself and
makes the reader aware ofthe stmcture ofthe comic, it becomes a meta-stmcture, and this
type of self conscious representation contradicts the stmcture of nonfiction.
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Figure 5,2, Meta-stmcture: A Drawn Man Looks at His Drawn Photograph.
Source: "War is a Racket," Real War Stories #1 by Joyce Brabner and Wayne Van Sant
([10/4]).

This contradiction creates a sense of metaphor within the story (as the story can no
longer be taken on face value) and alerts the reader to read for more than just factual
information. The nonfictional account becomes a parable or a moralistic tale. This
anticipation is further enhanced by the title "War Racket," which contains two obvious
implications: war causes an uproar, both literally and figuratively, and according to Butier's
account war is shrouded in dishonesty and uses patriotism as a scam for more dishonest and
cormpt motivations.
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The stmcture of comics also creates a narrative stmcture containing a visual text
along with the written text. The reader follows the panels arranged in a specific order, sees
the drawn characters with speech balloons (which indicate actual dialogue), and blocks of
text which constitute a third person narrative. The contradiction withm this story emerges
when the reader realizes that the third person voice is Butler's voice, so Butler offers both
first person and third person accounts, whereas Brabner has actually written both accounts
(more than likely, Butler's speech is a word by word transcription from an interview,
whereas the third person narration consists of paraphrasing).
A shift in point of view also occurs, which models such shifts in fictive narratives.
At one point the reader becomes Butler looking at his own photograph ("War" 2), and in
other places the reader sees flashback collages from Butler's account (3-4, 7), A
metaphorical image appears which illustrates the inhuman process of creating soldiers as
killing machines (7/5). A series of soldiers appears in the same stance and depict the soldier
image over the years, thus creating a collage where different pasts and presents exist
simultaneously. An additional mixing of time occurs in the juxtaposition of a scene from a
veteran's protest in 1932 with a protest of Vietnam veterans (Figure 5.3). The line of
veterans march from one page over to another and then blend into the Vietnam War
memorial wall; the soldiers become their names on the wall (7-8). Another place where
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nonfiction becomes metaphor occurs m the replicas of OnGuard.^^ Images illustrating the
interview between Butler and John Spivak, court cases, protests, and the plight of many
veterans are superimposed on the newspaper (5-6). A closer look at the newspaper replica
reveals the continued repetition of Latin phrasing: "Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet, consectetur
adipisci..." (5). The phrasing creates an odd contradiction. On the one hand, the phrase,
"Lorem Ipsum,"is a standard form of greeking (dummy text) and not intended to have any
meaning. On the other hand, the phrase is derived from Cicero's de Finibus which
translates: "There is no one who loves pain itself, who seeks it and wants to have it, simply
because it is pain" (Pali) which does relate, indirectly, to the sentiment expressed in the
story. The associative meaning, therefore, is coincidental.

^^ On Guard is the official newspaper of Citizen Soldier, an organization founded
in 1969 by Vietnam veterans and peace activists. Citizen Soldier attempts to hold the
military responsible for upholding laws protecting civil and human rights among soldiers
and veterans (Ensign),
170

TO POTV«
VET AtJOTI
A»J6 F O O
CUTUQ£

U« VP

A A A P t CV6K.-, TM6>/ W e C E M A ( 7 e T o A e O U T F A C E ' TO

ceeioco A^Br>ea ASTWC o(«?ee. op Tue PAV Tw«.v'\A/ct2E POT ,
TWeV W e C £ /y^^oe I W T D A/V>ICW(I06<9 F O a S U A U & W T E B v j E - r s ^ M i r D

'

Figure 5.3, Image as Metaphor—Mixing of Time,
Source: "War is a Racket," Real War Stories #lby Joyce Brabner and Wayne Van Sant
([16/3-5, 17]),

These contradictions, ironies and metaphors that give this factual story fictive
qualities do not invalidate its tmth-claims. Instead it offers a narrative that goes beyond the
actual facts ofthe events. It clothes these facts into a story with a message, a story with an
agenda. These fictional constmcts, along with Butler's account, convey anti-war
sentiments. It also demonstrates that counter-hegemonic forces can rise up within the
hegemony, in addition to emerging on the margins. Major General Butler is a product of
the system he is now trying to subvert: "It's up to all of us [veterans] to do the best we can
to prevent yet another generation of war veterans from existing" (8). In a final form of
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verbal irony, the story reports that a "group of veterans working for peace organized
themselves as the 'Smedley Brigade" (8); brigade is typically used to defme soldiers of war,
here the word is re-appropriated to define a force for peace.
In another story, "False Note," variations ofthe same fictive devices appear, in
addition to the self-referential narrator, creatmg a meta-nonfiction. The opening scene
depicts a family watching the news about Vietnam (Brabner, "False" 1 [15]), The family is
divided; the mother is anti-war, and the father is an ex-Marine and "when he was drunk, he
would go on and on about the Good War" (1 [15]). A parabolic juxtaposition occurs
between the two panels when the father angrily squeezes a beer can and knocks over a lamp
while a voice from the television announces, "And that's the way it is..." (1 [15]/4-5); i.e.,
Walter Cronkite's signature.
These separate events, a father's violent action and a phrase from television,
constitute a non sequitur; a relationship between the two does not exist, as the father could
not have planned his action to coincide with the statement from television, and Walter
Cronkite certainly was not aware ofthe father's action, Cronkite's phrase becomes a
metaphor, affirming that supporters ofthe war can be represented as drunk with violence or
vice versa (Figure 5.4), The two scenes together constitute a parable that describes the
angst and sensibilities from a moment in US culture. It goes beyond telling the facts and
Nancy's story, "False Note," like "War Racket," tells a story of betrayal, a story about a
system in need of change, attempts to change it, and in the spirit of parables, a call to the
reader to engage in action.
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Figure 5.4. Parable of Social Angst.
Source: "False Note." Real War Stories #2 by Joyce Brabner and Rebecca Huntington
(1/2-6 [15/2-6]).

The reading and recognition ofthe parable must aheady exist in the reader's mind
or the "reading" will be lost. Miller discusses the complex issues involved in analyzing
parables and two observations relate to the current discussion, first of all (in relation to
Biblical parables) "parables are posited on their own inefficacy.., parables are
superfluous,,., If you do not have the knowledge, you will not understand the parables
anyhow" (Miller, "Tropes" 140), Miller also states that one cannot speak of parables
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without being parabolic, and that m the end, parables end up saying more about parables,
than the message ofthe parable; parables are, in fact, meta-parables (149), In the case ofthe
opening page to "False Note," if a reader does not know Cronkite and is unfamihar with the
protests and social questions ofthe late 1960s, the parable will lose its significance and the
scene will merely contain a coincidence.
Nancy's story serves to expose the hypocrisy, contradiction, and violation of
civil/human rights that exist in the military towards women recmits. Towards the end ofthe
story, the writer (Brabner) appears in the audience of one of Nancy's presentations (Figure
5.5) creating a meta-nonfiction. Brabner is writing what Nancy told her and so the story's
voice is filtered through Brabner, as Brabner serves as the third person narrator and Nancy's
voice. This constmction is similar to the one in "War Racket," as well as the other stories m
the series. It also brings to mind discussions of voice and the positioning of voices
discussed in the chapter on Bakhtin.
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Figure 5.5. Meta-nonfiction: Author as Character, and Visual Irony: Self-referential
Censorship.
Source: "False Note." Real War Stories #2 by Joyce Brabner and Rebecca Huntington
(7/4, 8/6-7 [22/4, 23/6-7]),

The narration also contains an example of visual irony, where what is seen is
different from what is intended (Figure 5.5). Nancy has taken her story to others; she gives
talks on college campuses ("False" 7 [21]) and appeared on the Phil Donahue Show (8
[22.]). While on the Phil Donahue Show, she had the opportunity to talk with women in
Leningrad:
We disagreed on everything! The Soviet women wanted to know
what was in our purses. The American women wanted to know if they were
being monitored.
I got up the nerve to ask them how do they feel about having their
sons and husbands in Afghanistan. It was the usual, "Well, it's
necessary.,.," And I said, "I don't care if it's necessary, How do you feel?"
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We concluded that war is something made and perpetuated by men.
None of us have any interest in waging war.
It's an archaic way of settlmg differences and all it does is kill the
children that we go through hell to give birth to.
They edited part ofthe show out, (8 [22])
Here, the narration appears in a blacked-out panel indicating that the story is censored, but
the reader gets the censored story. This is similar to seeing a censored letter where the
blacked-out lines act more like transparent highlight, allowing the reader to see through and
read the censored segments,
Meta-nonfiction occurs again in "A Long Tune Ago and Today," along with some
interesting historical juxtapositions. The story opens with a long central panel and portrays
a person running from a small village ("A Long" 1 [34]), The next set of panels depicts
parallel wordless stories illustrating Central America's oppressive past and present (circa
1980s), The nondescript face in the bottom center ofthe page becomes the metaphorical
everyman who has suffered under different tyrannical governments (Figure 5,6). This
preface is framed top and bottom with scenes stripped of their place in time. The preface
becomes a metaphor, a visual depiction ofthe title.
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Figure 5,6, Image as Metaphor: Visual Depiction ofthe Titie,
Source: "A Long Time Ago and Today." Real War Stories #2 by Joyce Brabner and
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The story chronicles Felipe's experiences growing up in El Salvador, his escape,
and entry mto the US armed services and exhibits a sense ofthe meta-narrative from the
beginning. After the preface, the story opens in a building in Philadelphia in 1986. The
second panel on the page shows Joyce Brabner, Lou Aim Merkle, and Felipe sitting at a
table, and Brabner asks Felipe to tell his story in his own words. The same types of
contradictions discussed earlier show up here as well. The speech balloons come from
Felipe's mouth and relate his story, but Brabner and Merkle wrote the script, and much of
the story is told through images, not words.
In addition to the writers appearing as characters, this story also consciously speaks
about itself (Figure 5.7). Felipe describes the types of photographs he had to take in order
to document the human rights abuses in Central America, and Brabner asks Merkle, "Lou
Ann, do we use this? [Lou Aim]: It could tum a lot of people off... Do it! They have to
know" (6 [40]). The obvious discrepency lies in the fact that the reader sees and reads the
scene before the question is entertamed and, of course, the decision was already made
before the comic book was published, so the time related contradiction is extended. Other
examples of similar dialogue and appearances ofthe writers and Felipe as characters in a
story occur throughout (9 [43], 15 [49]). The narrative also contains intertextuality and
self-referential intertextuality (Figure 5.8). This splash page contains images from ancient
Central America, maps, a child's drawmg of human rights abuses, "imaginary" drawings of
historical events, and notes to the editor, "Final draft (?) Get photos from C. C. C. O. for
Tom. Double check quotes" and "Connect—Slavery had just been abolished on US
plantations" (10 [44]).
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Figure 5.7. Visual Irony: The Story Speaks About Itself.
Source: "A Long Time Ago and Today." Real War Stories #2 by Joyce Brabner and
Thomas Yeates (6/3-6 [40/3-6]),
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Source: "A Long Time Ago and Today." Real War Stories #2 by Joyce Brabner and
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Real War Stories also contains information about anti-war groups, a "U.S. Troops
and Worid Battlefields" map (Real War Stories #1 [24-25]), and the words of die various
writers and artists documenting why they participated in the project. This extraneous
information appears where advertisements would appear m a mamstream comic book,
enhances the meta-narrative and parabolic/moral teaching aspects. It enhances the
ideological message ofthe books and invites the reader to participate through subscription
ads to On Guard and a resource page listing activist groups, books, fihns and videos, and
volunteer programs in Central America.
The emphasis on Central America continues in "Flashpoint—The La Penca
Bombing." This story contains many ofthe same elements discussed above in addition to
different aspects of point of view and metaphorical intertextuality. In terms ofthe book's
stmcture and ideology, the introduction offers the following paragraph:
The work traces its roots to such diverse sources as the educational
comics ofthe 1940s and '50s and the politically oriented underground
comics of the 1960s, with the superior production values ofthe graphic
novels ofthe 1980s. But its authors also draw consciously and combatively
from the techniques of government propaganda. The CIA has used comic
books to target Third World populations with messages about the evils of
communism and—in the specific case of Nicaragua—^to instmct the Contras
on how to dismpt the leftist Sandinista regime. This comic book has a
different message, but it shares the impact of its ideological rivals.
(Marshall)
In this paragraph, the reader leams that in some ways the work propagandizes tmth, but
propagandizes it from the left; "its authors also draw... from the techniques of government
propaganda." It seeks to fight fire with fire. This statement and the previous statement
about its roots in "the politically oriented underground comics of thel960s," differentiates
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the work from nonfiction. This story, and Marshall refers to it as "a super story," utilizes
fictive techniques. Again, as previously stated, the existence of fictive techniques, the use
of metaphors and other tropes does not invalidate certain tmth-claims; it exposes the
contradictions and multi-layered mterpretations that exist within written language and also
within the visual language of comics.
This narrative employs visual metaphors in the same manner as the previous
accounts, but one specific example is especially striking (Figure 5.9), The image's border
consists of guns and three types of imagery appear inside: photographic style depictions of
Christie Institute researchers investigating the trail of smuggled arms from the pentagon to
the Contras, a replica ofthe constitution, and tanks and armed soldiers moving toward an
unarmed group of men, women, and children. The tank and soldiers appear on the
constitution, as if the constitution were the ground, and footprints and tank tracks appear on
the constitution conveying the message that the constitution has been trampled, or run over.
It also brings to mind the cliche "he/she walked all over you," This splash page
deconstmcts notions of nonfiction in that it supports and undermines factual claims at the
same time.
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Figure 5.9. Metaphorical Image: Trampling the Constitution.
Source: "Flashpoint—The La Penca Bombing." Brought to Light: A Graphic
Docudrama by Joyce Brabner and Thomas Yeates (10).
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"Flashpoint" incorporates other types of mtertextuality, which lends a
meta-narrative quality to the story. On the same page with the telephone conversation
between Martha Honey and Dery Dyer, the White House is portrayed with a caption above
that defines the Boland Amendment, and describes how the CIA worked to circumvent the
Amendment ("Falshpoint" 21). The page also contains images of an ultra-right group who
sent illegal arms to the Contra, and situated among these images are pages of a CIA comic
book for Contras (21). The CIA comic book actually exists and Figure 5.10 displays both
images from "Flashpoint" and the CIA comic. A real comic book within a comic book
story creates a meta-narrative stmcture which emphasizes the government-sanctioned
crimes in Central America on a metaphorical level through a creative building of evidence.
The perception that emerges is not a perception based on fact alone, but a perception the
reader builds through a manipulated presentation of disassociated facts.
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Figure 5.10, Meta-narrative and Intertextuality: The Comic Book Version Alongside
Original Version.
Source: "Flashpoint—The La Penca Bombing." Brought to Light: A Graphic Docudrama
by Joyce Brabner and Thomas Yeates (21) and The Freedom Fighter's Manual by
the CIA (14).

Point of view and the accompanying related perceptions shift throughout this story
in much the same way they shift in the previous example. One unique point of view
presents itself through a child's eye. The reporter, Tony Avirgan and Martha Honey get
transferred from Afiica to Central America, and while in Central America they slowly
discover evidence of CIA covert operations and human rights abuses. At one point, when
they all leave with other joumalists to interview Contra leader Eden Pastora at La Penca,
Jody (their son) is seen drawing parts ofthe event. The reader sees Jody in the act of
drawing and Jody's representation of the joumalists m the boats. What the reader actually
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has is a representation of a representation of a representation. The scenes before the
reader's eye are iconic, Jody's depiction (a child's drawing) is fiuther removed from reality
(cartoony in nature),^"* and what the reader really sees is a printed representation of Jody's
drawing. The effect is similar to reflections in two mirrors that continue to reflect each
other ad infinitum (Figure 5.11).

^"^ Of course the comic itself is a cartoon, so, for the comic to call attention to
drawing is self-reflexive and thus metafictional. However, the overall images in this
account attempt an almost photographic quality to make the story "more real."
Consequently, the child's drawing is a way of admitting that the photograph-like
portrayals are also artificial. Without such admission, readers who are already aware of
the artificiality might think that the comic was thereby trying to deceive them and
therefore react against the comic.
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Figure 5.11. The Representation Draws Attention to Itselfi Representation as
Representation as Representation.
Source: "Flashpoint-The La Penca Bombing," BroughUoLight^AGr^^
by Joyce Brabner and Thomas Yeates (14/3-7, 22/5-6).
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Similar stories and approaches to history take place in another (unpublished) work
by Brabner, Activists!. This collection of stories was commissioned through the Fellowship
for Reconciliation (FOR) and after a last minute review, the project was halted and FOR
refused to release the books. The stories and the story of FOR's censorship are published
on a website (http://www.wraithspace,com/Activists/).^^ All ofthe stories focus on the
value of non-violence from different cultural and issue related perspectives. The book
contains the story of Barbara Jones, a high school girl responsible for a student strike and
law suit that was used as evidence in the Supreme Court Brown v. Board of Education case,
the story of Survivin-N-Da-Hood, a conflict resolution group formed by teenagers m New
Haven, Connecticut, a story about Aaron Fricke who fought and won through the courts the
right to take his boyfiiend to the high school prom, and "What If...?," which is the story
analyzed here.
The other stories mentioned use the same constmcts and similar examples as the
above stories, but "What If...?" is constmcted differently, it presents itself, at first, as a
fictional story, "I've promised to stick to nonfiction, but I've always wanted to write one of
those 'What Ifi..?' stories. You know—go back into the Twilight Zone, and re-write
history.. .create a parallel universe..." ([1]). Brabner's "fictional" account begins in 1968

^^ Several "published" books do exist, as Joyce Brabner had some personal copies.
When the book was first scheduled for release and the debate and impoundment ofthe
bound copies took place, she sent a copy to the author. The images reproduced here are
from that copy and not from the website.
188

and tells the story of a country with a young president where kids are growing their hair
long and listening to the psychedehc sounds ofthe late 1960s.
Brabner describes the turbulent years in the US, suggesting that things are similar in
her parallel universe, "[t]hat fits, we're back to my 'What If...?' story, where there is no
'Pigasus,'^^ and only one political party, activists have been pressuring the president, he
listens, by spring, censorship and police harrassment [sic] are nearly abolished" ([2-3]). As
the story continues constant references are given to the late 1960s US (e.g.. Bob Dylan,
Frank Zappa, JFK's assassination, Vietnam, etc.), and the reader assumes that this parallel
universe describes an altemate US.
In this parallel US, political freedom is at risk, and attempts to gain greater freedoms
invite foreign invasion, causing the US government to instigate secret arrests, outlaw rock
music, and transport hundreds of political prisoners via trains. A student, in protest, sets
himself on fire ([5]). Eventually, through the constant efforts of a writer tumed activist,
student-led non-violent demonstrations and strikes, the old government crumbles and the
writer is elected president ([7-11]). When the story concludes, the reader leams that the
events, instead of taking place in an altemate universe, actually took place in
Czechoslovakia, and the writer was Vaclav Havel. The story presents itself as fiction, but
tums out to be nonfiction.

^^ Pigasus was the name given to a pig, a presidential candidate for a third political
party established by anti-war protestors during the 1968 Chicago Democratic Convention
("What If..,?" [2]),
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The tale also differs m the playful self-referential nature ofthe narrative, which
creates some interesting contradictions. In the first occurrence, Brabner writes, "[a]nd then
something goes 'way wrong,' I'm telling my artist to draw Russian tanks rolling down the
street" ([4]). This statement gives the reader the impression that the story develops m real
time, the story happens as Brabner dictates the events to the artist. Another present tense
statement (which also predicts a future action) appears on the next page, "I'm writing in a
Charles University student, who will set himself on fire, to protest the Soviet invasion"
([5]). Then Brabner introduces a character arbitrarily, as if on a whim; "[w]hat if here, I
introduce a slightly older, maybe tired new character?" ([7]). In fact, all these examples
appear whimsical, and their irony emerges only after the reader leams that these were actual
past events. The irony operates on a visual and verbal level (what is seen or said differs
from the actual meaning). The story began as intended fiction, but in the end claims to be a
factual account. A contradiction also occurs as the subtext seems to suggest that all history
is arbitrary, a series of accidental events without meaning and yet "What If...?" is written
with meaning. Another occurrence of this type of meta-narrative appears on page eleven;
"What if here, we show him [the writer after he is elected president] mviting Frank Zappa to
visit the nation's capitol? And the Rolling Stones? Kind of like when Reagan gave us the
Beach Boys..." ([11]).
In a final example, Brabner reveals the tmth about her story. The panel ([12/1])
depicts a statute of a man with raised arms and a flame shaped plaque in the background
Figure 5.12); '"Too much?' But... I wanted my artist to draw that part from this great
picture I found in a magazine, at our library, which also has a small monument to Charles
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University (in Prague) student Jan Palach, who sacrificed himself by fire" ([12]). This
statement is followed by another, "I didn't make any of this up" ([12]), The facts might not
have been made up, but the manner in which the story was constmcted is made up. The
narrative stmcture proceeds in this manner because, "[t]he demand for closure in the
historical story, is a demand, I suggest, for moral meaning, a demand that sequences of real
events be assessed as to their significance as elements of a moral drama" (White 21), and
the narrative stmcture in "What If...?" submits to this demand and gives the reader "a moral
drama,"

JOOftUCUr
BUI.. IWANTEPMY
ARTIST TO CTRAW THAT PART FROM
THIS GREAT PICTURE I FOUNP IN A
MAGAZINE, AT OUR LBUfiRY. WHICH
ALSO HAS A SMALL MONUMENT TO
CHARLES UNJVERSID' (IN PRAGUE)
STUPENT JAN PALACH, WHO SACRtFICEP HIMSELF BY FIRE,

Figure 5.12. Moral Drama: The Fictive Constmct of Nonfiction.
Source: "Whatlf...?" Activists! by Joyce Brabner and Wayne Van Sant ([12/1]).
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An important observation related to the previous comics pomts to the artistic styling
ofthe images. As mentioned earlier, in "Flashpoint" and the other stories, the depiction
ahnost reaches a photographic quality in its portrayal of reahty. The other stories in Real
War Stories, with two or three exceptions, follow this pattem as well. Ofthe Brabner
stories discussed, Jody's drawings from "Flashpoint" and two stories from Activists! utilize
less realistic renderings. The same holds tme for the series Animal Rights Comics. The
realism or lack of realism within a story impacts its message and type of message. The
realism used in the previous work added to its nonfictional credibility by approximating the
documentary, "[i]t's like a television documentary you can carry m your pocket" (Marshall)
and this notion coincides with interpretations that Robert Hodge and Gunther Kress offer in
Social Semiotics (128-42).
These stories appeal to the intellect through a presentation of real looking facts; they
also depict a story removed from the reality ofthe average reader and give it that reality.
The stories that deviate from a type of photographic realism contain an emotional appeal,
and to use a common cliche, "hit closer to home." This analysis is actually opposite Hodge
and Kress, who (in analyzing history comics) claim that realistic renderings give a sense of
the present and less realistic renderings convey a sense ofthe past (134-35). Brabner's
stories seem to move toward and away from realism depending on a perception ofthe
reader's experience.
The stories further from the reader's possible sphere of experience have the more
realistic renderings. Not many people from the general public are likely to have experience
with CL\ intrigues, and although the sphere of those having personal experience with war
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and life in the military is larger than the previous sphere involving the CIA, it is still smaller
than the general public. On the other hand, a fairly large number of people may know
someone who is gay and has suffered some form of discrimination due to sexual preference
(the basis for "Reflections of a Rock Lobster" in Activists!). Many citizens have
experienced neighborhood violence and can relate to the desire to do something to resolve
such conflicts (the basis for "Survivin-N-Da-Hood" in Activists!). And many people have
strong feelings about animals and the treatment of animals, the basis for Animal Rights
Comics.
This series tells the story of "Alex Pacheo's and Ingrid Newkirk's decade-long
stmggle to free a handful of mutilated and neglected monkeys from a world of science gone
awry... It is a tale of fiiistration and heartbreak, disillusionment and bittemess. But it is
also about perseverance and hope" (Stone, Animal Rights Comics #1 "Foreword"). Oliver
Stone also claims that "in Animal Rights Comics, the strength and indomitable will of
Ingrid Newkirk and Alex Pacheo make this tme story one of personal triumph amid moral
chaos" ("Foreword"). The factual events are manipulated into a story in order to gamer
sympathy for mistreated animals. This manipulation is acknowledged in a statement that
appears in both issues: "This is a tme story, based on various published accounts and
interviews with primary characters depicted herein. For storytelling purposes, some names
have been changed, some dialogue has been added, and events have been compressed in
time" (Brabner and Badger, Animal Rights Comics #1-2 [inside front cover]). In the
second issue. Gates McFadden appeals to readers to "leam how ordinary people can do
extraordinary thmgs" (McFadden Animal Rights Comics #2 "Introduction") and to
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sympathize with the plight of laboratory test animals. Once agam, White's notion ofthe
"moral drama" comes into play.
These opening statements about storytellmg constmcts within the comics and events
within the story itself, for example, when Alex Pacheo goes "undercover as a 'volunteer' at
Dr. Edward Taub's Institute for Behavioral Research in Silver Springs, MD" (Animal
Rights Comics #2 [1]), puts this work squarely within the New Joumalism genre.

The

story contains many ofthe same techniques aheady discussed. The main difference from
the previous stories exists in the up-front acknowledgement of its fictive techniques and the
art style (Mark Badger draws the series), which is less realistic and more cartoony. The
coloring is brighter and matches some ofthe typical coloring common to comic books (not
like the photographic coloring of "Flashpoint"), the human proportions are slightly irregular
and the work has the line qualities ofthe Cubists and some ofthe color shadings ofthe
Impressionists. The style is shown in Figure 5.13 which also displays another example of
intertextuality, where a representational rendering of actual protest posters appear.

^^This does not mean the previous works did not adhere to the constmcts of New
Joumalism. The same adherence applies equally to all the works analyzed in this chapter.
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Figure 5.13. Cartoony Representation and Intertextuality.
Source: Animal Rights Comics #2 by Joyce Brabner and Mark Badger ([24/3-4]).

One final aspect where Animal Rights Comics differs from the previous examples is
the insertion of supplementary text. Issue #1 provides information on People for the Ethical
Treatment of Animals (PETA) and suggested answers for debating advocates for animal
experimentation. Issue #2 includes textual descriptions of research animal labs entitled
"Let's Visit a Real Research Lab!" The metaphorical "visit" contradicts the reader's
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expectation in that the description is purely textual, without any visual representation and
appears in a comic book. The reality ofthe visit is fiirther removed from the reality ofthe
comic.
"Survivors," also deals with a politically charged issue, the psychological/emotional
effects of surviving war on teenagers. This story is the first chapter in a projected
book-length work. Its topic has greater emotional unpact than Animal Rights Comics in its
portrayal of human suffering, and is a topic closer to Brabner's experience, as she knows
the victims through first hand experience from email exchanges and personal contact;
Brabner considers the kids her fiiends ("Survivors" [1]). If reality becomes more tenuous
with the increase of subjectivity in Brabner's works, then "Survivors" helps substantiate this
claim. The depictions of people and the surroundings has the same quality (Badger does the
art here as well), but the story is in black and white.
The first page ofthe story contains a framed preface written by Brabner and drawn
pictures (used to simulate photographs) of Brabner, Khim, and Saroeum. Brabner discusses
the larger project and mentions that Khim and Saroeum also appeared as "characters," in
Our Cancer Year. This points out the fictive nature ofthe story and creates a paradox where
real people are also characters in a story. An additional paradox occurs when one's life is
referred to as a story—Brabner tells Khim, "[w]hat happened to you in Cambodia—^your
trauma—^will always be just 'a story' to anyone else" ("Survivors" [3]). In the discussion
so far, "Survivors" marks the first story where Brabner takes an active role (though Our
Cancer Year is the first such narrative chronologically) and Figure 5.14 shows this role and
depicts several other narrative concepts as well.
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Figure 5.14. Self-conscious Storytelling and Reality versus Fantasy
Source: "Survivors." Negative Bum #32 by Joyce Brabner and Mark Badger ([4]),
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Ffrst of all, Brabner appears as a character and self-conscious narrator; the reader
sees Brabner holding a tape recorder and microphone recording the words written in the
comic ([4/2,4/7]). The subjectivity ofthe images also comes across through elements of
fantasy m the personified moon ([4/1]), Brabner's exaggerated eyes, and other distortions
related to proportionality. Khun's dialogue refers agam to White's "moral drama;" when
she describes her experience at peace conferences, "[t]hey'll ask me to talk first, to get the
audience's attention... or last, like they have to build up to me, to be 'dramatic,'
sometimes.,. sometimes, it makes me feel used" ([4]). After expressing her feelings,
Brabner asks Khim, ironically, if she want to do the book in another way, and since the
story is complete and in the reader's hands, doing the book in another way is impossible
([4]).
When Khim begins her story ([5]), the only indication that the reader sees is the
blocked title, "Khim's Story," m the upper left-hand comer ofthe page, even though a
flashback sequence has begun and the story changes location to Cambodia. Visually, the
transition takes place seamlessly without the normal cues found in fihn, television, or other
similar media. Language use within her story also creates some contradictions on two
levels: one, the language appears in English without the customary translation indicators;^^
secondly, Khim is now a small child and speaks in phrases common to young children,
"[t]hunder, mommy, rain down on Khim all wet?" ([5]). The dialogue appears in speech

^^ Comics normally encase translated dialogue in left and right carets (< >).
Donna Barr uses this technique in The Desert Peach to let the readers know that the
English in the speech balloons is actually German.
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balloons indicating a dfrect quotation and it is unlikely that such dialogue will be
remembered with word-for-word accuracy.
In one particular account, visual and written metaphor combine: "The Khmer Rouge
soldiers who marched into our city had dead eyes. They were following something we
couldn't see" ([6]). The eyes are drawn like dark slits where all other eyes in the story
appear round. The last page also uses visual metaphor to re-emphasize the
objective/subjective dichotomy brought about through the varying degrees of realistic
depictions (Figure 5.15). The repeated maps of Cambodia in the background are portrayed
reahstically, as if the image were copied out of an atlas. It brings to mind an objective
association, removed from personal experience. A textbook styled bibliography of other
Cambodian survivor stories appears superimposed on the background, and a child-rendered
map appears beneath the bibliography. This cartoony rendering brings to mind the
emotional story just told. The juxtaposition between the two Cambodias adds an emotional
dimension to Khim's story and creates a sharper contrast between a Cambodia one sees in
an atlas with the Cambodia that Khim experienced.
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Other Cambodian Survivor
Stories
Books:
A Cambodian Odyssey
By Haiiig Ngor Warner Books, 1987.
Cambodian Witness: An Autobiography
By Someth May Random House, 1986.
The Death and Life of Dith Pran
By Sydney H. Schanberg Vilong. 198.S
To Destroy You Is No Loss
B\'Jo.in D. Griddle Anchor Books, 1987.
The Far East Comes Near: Autobiographica]
Accounts
of Southeast Asian Students in America.
Universit)' of Massachusetts Press, 1989.
The Prince Still Smiled
By Carl Lawrence Tyndale House Publishers, 1979.
Spirit of Survival
By Gail Shcehy Morrow. 1986.
Stay Alive, My Son
By Pin Yarhay Simon & Schuster, 19887
The Stones Cr)' O u t : A Cambodian Childhood
By Molyda Szymusiak, Hill and Wang, 1986.

Videos:
The Killing Fields, Warner Home Video, 1985.
Samsara, Direct Cinema Limited, 1989
Kim Yon Tan, A Voice for Peace
Escapes from Cambodia
w, MN. .A.AUW. 1990

Figure 5.15. Visual Metaphor Through Subjective/Objective Dichotomy.
Source: "Survivors." Negative Bum #32 by Joyce Brabner and Mark Badger ([15]).
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The level of subjectivity, conveyed through Frank Stack's art style, mcreases
fiirther in Our Cancer Year. Brabner comments about the experience: "[d]uring our cancer
year I lost my so-called objectivity" ("Survivor" [1]), and the true breakdown of any
objective sense comes about during an incident in the doctor's office when Pekar has to
leave without his chemotherapy treatment. The nurse treats Brabner and Pekar rudely, but
is very nice to another patient and Brabner thinks, "[t]hose are the good patients. The bad
patients are the noisy troublemakers, like us./Wait a minute... when did this become our
cancer?" ([134]). And this refers back to the book's title: Our Cancer Year. The reader can
witness this breakdown of objective reality, visually, in the various examples used to
illustrate fictive constructs in the work. Some of these fictive elements are the same used in
Animal Rights Comics (e.g., the changing of names and faces) and "[s]ometimes a bit of
business had to be re-enacted or staged" (Our Cancer Year [inside back cover]). The
example mentioned is when Pekar collapsed in the doctor's office (Figure 5.16).

Figure 5.16. The Re-enacted Fall.
Source: Our Cancer Year by Joyce Brabner and Harvey Pekar ([131/1-3]).
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This story relates the hardships and the darker side of life when a loved one is
diagnosed with cancer. Brabner and Pekar were not heroes; this is not the typical story
about courage and transcending the pain of life. As part ofthe fictive construct, Brabner
begins with an admission that the work is a story:
This is a story about a year when someone was sick, about a time
when it seemed that the rest ofthe world was sick too. It's a story about
feeling powerless, and trying to do too much.. ./Maybe doing more than you
thought you could and not knowing what to do next./It's also a story about
marriage, work, fiiends, family and buying a house. (Our Cancer Year [1])
Later, in the beginning of "Survivors," Brabner states that, "I understand things best when I
try to write through them, in public or in private joumal entries and letters" ("Survivors"
[1]). Our Cancer Year, then, is a type of therapeutic writing and some interesting parallels
emerge between Brabner's work and Mark Allister's article, "Writing Documentary as a
Therapeutic Act." In this article, Allister analyzes Bill Barich's Laughing in the Hills where
Barich needs to write a life-giving story and work through his grief over his mother's death
from cancer and that Barich sees a kind of social cancer where society "values illusion over
substance" (Allister 93).
Pekar does not die from his cancer, but Brabner appears to go through the same
process described in Allister's analysis. The year Pekar was diagnosed and treated for
cancer was the same year as Desert Storm, and the year when Brabner met the kids from
war zones and occupied territories and heard their first hand accounts of atrocities from the
Khmer Rouge in Cambodia ([12]), heard about the scud missiles falling in Israel ([141]),
and was in an Israeli airport when sirens sounded ([57-58]), and it "seemed that the rest of
the world was sick, too." The story strikes a balance between the segments related to
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Pekar's ilhiess, the focus on Desert Storm and Desert Shield, the attention given to the
teenagers, the move, and the interaction between family and fiiends.
Most ofthe fictive qualities fall into the same categories as the earlier works and
these are worth reviewing, but first, some different fictive elements exist. Brabner and
Pekar are characters in their own story and at times speak directly to the reader; the story
opens with Pekar and Brabner introducing themselves. The unage of Pekar saying, "I'm
Harvey Pekar" ([1]) obviously presents a self-conscious narrator. Another fictive device
new to this story is the flash-forward (Figure 5.17), where Brabner talks about a conference
and what will happen when she has not been there yet (at least within the chronology ofthe
story). These scenes from the fiiture are depicted with shadings of tight horizontal lines
([10]). The reader can also notice the subjective styling of Stack's artwork. The
flash-forward also creates a time-oriented contradiction. It gives the story a sense of
self-consciousness in that its chronology appears out of place—^the fiiture is presented
before it actually happens. In this way, aflash-forwardis not some prophetic foretelling,
but is, in reality, depicting an event that has aheady happened.
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IT'S A SPEAKING TOUR. REAU-Y. WELL MEET EACH
OTHER. AT A CONPERENCECENTER OUTSIDE NEW YORK,
WHERETHErU.TALKABOUTWHATTHETVE EXPERIENCED.

THEN THEy CO ON THE ROAD TO
MEET AMERICAN STUDENTS
THEIR OWN AGE.--AT HIGH
SCHOOLS, CHURCHES,
SYNAGOGUES. EVENTUALLY,
EVERYONE GOES BACK TD
THEIROWN COUNTWES AND
NEI6H0ORHOODS, TO
CONTINUE WORKING WtTH
PEACE GROUPS.
I DOUPT THAT I'LL GET MUCH SLEEP,
I THINK THERE'S 4 3 KIDS. AND
I ' M NOT SURE WHEN I'LL 6E ABLE TO
CALL YOU, BECAUSE EVERY TIME
I'VE CALLED THE CENTER, THERE'S
PEEN TROUPLE WITH THE PHONES

Figure 5.17. Time Folds in on Itself: The Future Before it Happens.
Source: Our Cancer Year by Joyce Brabner and Harvey Pekar ([10/3-6]).

The story also contains private moments between Brabner and the reader; moments
not intended for Pekar's knowledge, and these moments undercut a form of theatrical irony.
The reader knows a situation that Pekar is unaware of within the context ofthe story, but
Pekar has read the story (he co-wrote the story with Brabner) and now these secrets are no
longer secret; Pekar is not unaware. In a fictional account, this occurrence would not
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matter, but this work is nonfiction. Two particular events stand out. In the first, Brabner
needs to help ease her husband's pain, but it is too soon to give him his second dose of
medication, so she lies; she gives him aspirin and tells hun it is his medication. Then, she
mbs ointment on Pekar's back and tells him his back is healing up and she sees new skin at
the moment a blister pops and hits her in her eye. She suffers silently and goes to the
bathroom and washes her eye ([126-28]). But this silence is now broken and Pekar knows
what really happened. The other event occurs when Brabner becomes distressed over the
loss of Pekar's chest hair, which "seems like a violation, an assault on something intimate,
shared between them" ([103]) and "Joyce cries without moving, again, as Harvey pretends
to sleep" ([104]). The secret that each one thinks is kept to themselves, Brabner's silent
crymg and Pekar's pretended sleep, is now exposed. This type of frony seems peculiar to
autobiography where such secrets are more often discussed.
Intertextuality plays a role in Our Cancer Year through photographs, writing on
computer screens, myths, comics, television, and movies ([10, 28-29, 103-04, 124, 141-42).
In fact, at one point when Pekar becomes delusional due to his medical treatment and
medication, and remembers his comic book, American Splendor, he asks Brabner, "[a]m I
some guy who writes about himself in a comic book called American Splendor/... or am I
just a character in that book" ([176]). In this case he is both, but this is not the intention
here, and this scene gives the story a philosophical edge and the kind of metaphorical
transformation that Miller discusses in Poets of Reality, where impermanence becomes a
kind of permanence (Miller, Poets 203). This questionmg can also allude to Chuang Tzu's
question of whether he was a butterfly dreaming he was Chuang Tzu or Chuang Tzu
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dreaming he was a butterfly. A closely related statement has Pekar thinking, "I'm talkin'
and I guess I'm makin' sense, but I don't know what I'm saym'" ([167]). In addition to the
self-contradictory statement in terms of its logic, it contains the added contradiction of
appearing in a comic book, where no one is actually talking. The visuals coimected with
the above adds to the self-reflective, subjective nature ofthe incidait. Lines blur into each
other and Pekar's loose grip on reality becomes the reader's loose grip as well (Figure
5.18).
Our Cancer Year is perhaps Brabner's strongest work. It intertwines the fear and
horror of her husband's illness with the War in Iraq and the horror stories of young kids
living through war and human rights abuses. Brabner blends documentary with
autobiography and conveys the tme nature of history and nonfiction, its human and
subjective nature. This ambience is not only accomplished through the tropology of written
language, but also through Stack's artistic styling.
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Figure 5.18. Reality Breakdown.
Source: Our Cancer Year by Joyce Brabner and Harvey Pekar ([167]).
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Docu-comics, Joumalistic Comics, and Autobiography
The 1980s marked a boom in comics sales, mostly fed by collectors and speculators.
The financial health ofthe community allowed experimentation and risk taking among the
larger companies and the rise of independent companies, as well as self-publishing
endeavors. It is not surprising, then, that from the mid 1980s to the early 1990s a wide
variety of nonfiction comics were published. Tales From the Heart, a continuous series
which reached ten issues written by Cindy Goff and Rafael Nieves, relates experiences
about Peace Corps volunteers in Afiica. Melody, by Sylvie Rancourt and Jacques Boivin
tells Rancourt's story about how she became a nude dancer. Al Davison, bom with Spina
Bifida, tells his story of overcoming the emotional and physical barriers in The Spiral Cage,
a nonfiction account, and The Minotaur's Tale, a fictionalized account. Ho Che Anderson
began a four-volume series on the life of Martin Luther King in 1993, but only the first
volume has been published. Sabin discusses other examples and breaks down the
nonfiction genre into three sub-groups: political documentary, biography, and
autobiography (Sabin 208-15).
Perhaps the most intriguing example of a nonfiction comic published during this
time was McCloud's Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. It does not fall into any of
Sabin's categories as the work is a rhetoric of comics and created as a comic book. It is
instmctional, theoretical, and contains all the tropologies inherent in a nonfiction narrative.
The work exhibits self-reflective meta-narratives and the author appears as a comic book
character. In fact, the entire work is a meta-narrative in that it uses comics to discuss the
nature of comics.
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Withm the genre of nonfiction comics some important names of creators, writer, and
artists have both long-standing recognition and recent recognition. Jack Jackson (aka
Jaxon) began as one ofthe earliest underground comics writer/artists and has produced
several volumes which take a revisionists perspective on Texas history, and he contmues
this work. Joe Sacco has produced joumahstic comics based on his experiences in the
Palestinian West Bank and is currently working on a series about the Bosnian War. Many
names from the underground comics scene ofthe 1960s produce autobiographical pieces
about day-to-day life on a sporadic to regular basis (e.g., Robert Crumb, Roberta Gregory,
Mary Fleener, and Spain Rodriguez). Some very important new names are emerging in the
area of autobiography as well (e.g., Phoebe Gloeckner, Jessica Abel, and Debbie Dreschler).
This genre is ideologically charged in more obvious ways than mainstream fictional
comics. Chapter III discussed the nature of subversion and ideology in comics through a
study of diverse types of comics, but the ideology in the average type of comic book is
often obscure or hidden. Nonfiction comics expose their ideology in the open, whether the
agenda is pro-capitalistic propaganda or exposing cormption, the agenda appears in a fairly
open and obvious manner. Nonfiction also attracts the creative energy of comics writers
and artists. Every comics creator whose works have been closely analyzed in the preceding
chapters has worked in the nonfiction area. Joyce Brabner's work is the most obvious and
she has worked exclusively in nonfiction. Donna Barr's work, though fictional, is based
heavily on research and she has produced some biographical pieces on the hfe of Rommel.
Alan Moore's nonfictional work was discussed earlier and appears in Brabner's projects
(Real War Stories and Brought To Light). His most recent critically acclaimed series. From
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Hell, falls into the nonfiction categoy as well; though largely fiction in its account of Jack
the Ripper, the story is heavily based on past research, and even the artwork is researched in
order to maintain historical accuracy of buildings and streets during the time period.
Spiegehnan's Maus also fits within the nonfiction genre. Even though the visual
depictions in the story rely on the fable paradigm, its fictionahzation is certainly no greater
than the occurrence of fictive devices in the works discussed here. Some ofthe most
exciting work taking place in comics is in the nonfiction genre. Spiegelman discussed the
use of nonfiction comics and his attraction to this gem^e in a published interview. He refers
to "comic strip joumahsm," points out some pieces that have appeared in The New Yorker,
and mentions Sacco's work as well. Spiegehnan also points out a problem with the genre,
"[t]hey can't be as current as CNN. Therefore, their best tactic is to be reflective about
events that have taken place, to try to understand them" (Juno 23). This is also the stance
behind New Joumalism, and in the same way that New Joumalism began appearing in
monthly and weekly magazines, joumalistic comics are appearing in the pages of The New
Yorker and elsewhere.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION: COMICS AND POSTMODERNISM

Comics embody, within its diverse community, many sensibilities mcluding those
of postmodernism. The medium exists on the margins of cultural production and
acceptability, and yet at one time was a mass medium with the appeal that television has
today. It was a center that has now been displaced. The diversity ofthe medium is such
that it contains its own center and periphery, superhero or mainstream comics comprising
the center and independently produced altemative or contemporary underground comics
comprising the periphery. Even this description is sunplistic as each genre (e.g., superhero,
nonfiction, anthropomorphic, drama, etc.) contains their own center and periphery in terms
of popularity, production, etc. Some disagreements exist as well in terms of placing some
ofthe genres (e.g. anthropomorphic comics are sometimes considered its own medium
because ofthe wide diversity ranging from children's stories to pomographic stories).
Fragmented and displaced/shifting centers describes the history and acceptance of
comics as a medium. It also describes the transitions in terms of distribution, etc. Another
aspect ofthe post-modem world, a world without closure, reflects itself in the comics
medium. This notion of stories without endings and a lack of closure show up in two main
aspects ofthe comics community. Most mainstream comics consist of ongoing series (e.g..
Superman, Spider-Man, and the X-Men). These characters appear in monthly in continuous
adventures, as soon as one ends another begins and minor characters in one book can appear
in their own books. Also, some stories cross over into several different titles. Continuity to
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this extent afready existed in comics during the the modernist period, but since then, a more
pronounced soap-opera-like stretching of stories over many issues has become common,
making them fiilly postmodem in this regard.
Many comics stories and projects end abmptly due to a variety of reasons (e.g.,
disagreements within the creative team, between members within a creative team and the
editor or publisher, lack of interest from readers or within the creative team, bankmptcy,
etc.). These failed projects vary in terms of notoriety within comics fandom (e.g. Alan
Moore and Bill Sienkiewicz's Big Numbers, Angus McKie's The Blue Lily, Ho Che
Anderson's King, Christopher Priest's Concrete Jungle). No company or artist, writer, etc.
has been immune from project cancellations.
One other postmodem attribute, the blurring ofthe lines between writer and reader,
exists within the comics medium as well, and within comics it takes on a very literal sense.
The majority of serial comics have a letters section. In this section, readers' letters are
published, and these letters vary in content. Most letters give praise or criticize some aspect
of previous stories, while others offer suggestions for new stories, changes within a
character, etc. A few of these suggestions actually change the story, create a new character,
or create a spinoff, another character's own book. Perhaps the most famous example of this
occurred in the Batman comics. Readers were increasingly critical over the Robin
character, DC comics had a vote among the readership, the readership voted to have Robin
killed off, and Robin was killed. In addition to readers having the potential to make
significant changes within a story, the letters column also allows a dialogue between readers
and the creative team and/or writer/artist.
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Postmodernism has also given rise to the breakdown between "high" and "low" as
evidenced in the Birmingham school of cultural studies which has attracted scholarly
attention to comics and given some credibility to its analysis. While embodying
postmodem sensibilities, comics also lend themselves to mterpretation through postmodem
theories, and comics provide a usefiil pedagogical tool. The previous chapters have
presented a three tiered approach to comics scholarship: cultural historiography, theoretical
analysis, and pedagogy. One theoretical approach, which acts as an umbrella for various
separate theories, is cultural studies. This perspective is used in every chapter and takes the
form of an historical overview ofthe respective context of that particular chapter.
Approaches in cultural historiography have demonstrated that comics and issues related to
comics (e.g., censorship and genre histories) have a rich background and that comics have
both reflected social issues, and like all artistic endeavors, brought to light concems in a
radical manner. Comics have upheld the current hegemony and sown the seeds for
counter-hegemonic activities, in other words comics are, themselves, ideological, and elicit
ideological responses.
Chapter II offered some subtle hints towards this perception in the description ofthe
uses of anthropomorphic comics as, both, a vehicle for children's humor (hegemonic
indoctrination via Disney characters) and its longer heritage as a vehicle for social and
political satire. The history of talking animals is older than comics and thus demonstrates
that comics incorporate traditional narrative styles that have a long history and standing
across cultures. In the case of talking animals, comics appear to be a very appropriate
means of expression for this ancient parabohc form. The history outlined for
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anthropomorphic comics needs fiulher research (this is also the case for the comics histories
presented in the other chapters). Comics scholarship is a fairly recent field of study and
most ofthe historiographical work done centers on comic books and the superhero genre.
Further research in these areas will create a thorough and detailed history and reveal the
evolutionary changes that the medium has undergone and open a wider window into an
anthropological understanding of culture and how a culture's psychology reflects itself in
art.
The historical background was brief in all chapters but served to provide some
contextualization for the discussion. In some cases the history was relatively easy to piece
together and an acceptable amount of resources were available, but in other cases piecing
the history together required creative and non-traditional research (e.g., email
correspondence) and gaps occurred due to the lack of available sources and studies. The
historical information in all chapters need additional study; the information on censorship
and criticism of comics has focused mainly on the 1950s and some significant advances
have been made, but studies of earlier periods and contemporary attacks on comics are
lacking. The one area with the least amount of information was anthropomorphic animal
comics. In light ofthe popularity of talking animals, it constitutes a glaring omission in
comics scholarship. Important strides have been made in the study of women and comics,
but the information on queer comics is sorely lacking. The same holds tme for nonfiction
comics. Perhaps the modest beginnings made here will inspire others to join in the search
and analysis of these various histories.
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The second approach taken involved the use of literary theory and each chapter
reviewed the history and definitions of these theories with varying depth in order to provide
a foundation and framework for the comics analysis and also established a connection or
bridge between the comics related history and the analysis, a slight variation occurred in
Chapters II and IV which used the comics related historical information to establish a
connection between the theory and analysis.
Chapter II examined the history of talking animals and anthropomorphic animal
comics through the Bakhtinian lens, while Chapter IH contained the most direct assessment
of this aspect through a history of censorship of comics and a theoretical approach utilizing
Gramscian neo-Marxism. Even though the chapter focused on a range of works by Alan
Moore, the diversity of his works served to extrapolate observations on the praxis between
the hegemonic and the counter-hegemonic in the comics community as a whole. Notions of
hegemony and counter-hegemony were easily extended into discussions of feminism and
queer criticism, and the history of women and gays in comics was discussed in Chapter IV.
Another forum with strong ideological leanings is new historicism, and the accompanying
theoretical stances found in deconstmction and narratology, these theories, however, were
only used slightly and as a means for grounding the discussion on New Joumalism. The
works of Joyce Brabner contained direct ideological concems and Chapter V also focused
on the history of nonfiction comics and how this genre has been used throughout its long
history.
The analysis pointed to the ability of current literary theory to interpret the semiotic
process within comics and to tease out layers of meaning between words and pictures. This
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process can assist students in understanding how literary theory works, especially because it
works on a visual level. It is also valuable for comics scholars. As mentioned in the
literature review, there is a group of scholars working towards a stmcturalist approach in
developing a rhetoric of comics and the previous chapters have demonstrated that this is a
wheel that does not need reinvention. Current literary theory offers sufficient terms (terms
familiar to a broader audience) for discussing the inner workings of comics. In fact, in
varying degrees, some ofthe visual techniques that illustrated theoretical stances could only
occur in comics. Some ofthe best examples appeared in Chapter II where particular panels
in Maus demonstrated some ofthe finer points within the concept of chronotopes.
Not only does it help in understanding the theory and how comics can work within a
theoretical framework, but it also adds a different perspective to the original concept. Once
a theoretical stance is seen m a visual setting that is peculiar to that setting alone, the theory
will never be perceived in quite the same way again. Another example exists in Barr's use
ofthe playfijhiess which exists in the margins of her comics. The visual aspect of this
playfiihiess, the way in which it draws attention to the outside ofthe story, is a technique
ahnost impossible to duplicate in a text only medium (though the work of B. S. Johnson
approached this), and it can lead to discussions on the allegorical implications of margin
and the marginal.
This approach of conjoining literary theory with comics scholarship has the
potential, as amply demonstrated in the preceding chapters, to benefit both students learning
literary theory and theorists looking for new frontiers, new edges where their theoretical
work can perform.
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