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Gary Larson and the World Upside Down

David Kunzle

Things shall not remain as they are; I shall exalt that which is low, and

abase that which is high (Ezekiel 21:26).

Step into “The Far Side” of Gary Larson -- it is as through a fractured
Alice’s looking glass into a very complicated and conflicted world, where
things go backward, sideways, upside down, awry and weird -- and especially
upside down. The World Upside Down (WUD), as it is known in various
languages (or in English also as Topsy-Turvy World), is a major theme of
popular culture, and in art can be traced back, in single scenes and systematized
in collections arranged in checkerboard grids with from 12 to 48 often crude
vignettes, to the 16th-19th Century (Fig. 1). There is no evidence Larson was
aware of this tradition, and he will not be the only cartoonist or comic artist
inclined to see topsy-turviness all over. The concept can enter into any analysis
of changeability, and is a reflex of the comic and critical mind.

Historically the term World Upside Down has been used to embrace all
sorts of incongruous, impossible (impossibilia, adynata in Latin and Greek),
unnatural (or anti-natural), and nonsensical kinds of inversion. It was used for
Bruegel’s famous Netherlandish Proverbs picture (1559), which is a

Fig. 1. Ewout Muller (publ.): World Upside Down, Dutch woodcut, late 16th Century.
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compendium of commonly used proverbs and is only incidentally WUD
(Kunzle, 1977). I want to distinguish here between what I call “true” or
“absolute” WUD where reversal or inversion is complete, and situations where
the reversal is only partial, equalizing, or only intended or threatened or heavily
nuanced, and even unsuccessful. “True” WUD should also involve a real and
obvious difference in hierarchy, that is, in physical and social power. Without
this power-differential, role reversal can appear as merely playful. To be sure,
Larson manages to obscure the distinctions I am trying to make, which is part
of the fun. With Larson as in old WUD broadsheets, non-hierarchical role
reversals or inversions are often benign, formalistic, and nonsensical; these
appear as fillers in WUD collections, as do verbal inversions, which generally
tend to nonsense. But they are also more than fillers and can serve an ideological
function, for the very obviously, on occasion proverbially absurd inversions,
like putting the cart before the horse, may be understood to ridicule possible
or imagined, dreamed-of social inversions.

By “hierarchical” I mean situations where the culture, or nature, have
established seemingly immutable inequity. These obtain obviously in all the
realms of animate nature: human to human, human to animal, animal to animal,
and on the margin, even human to inanimate object. Larson adds the insect
and vegetable kingdoms. Larson’s human to human inversions are, I would
say, less interesting and fundamental to his modus operandi than those
involving human/animal relationships. To be sure, the animals are often
behaving like humans, and sometimes the other way round; Larson is
thoroughly, consistently, and extravagantly anthropomorphic (Lavery, 2005).
He is a major and entirely original fabulist of our times, with myriad moments
which one imagines extended into narratives, and appear here as such,
embryonically, by virtue of my juxtaposition of cartoons in this one place
although originally conceived and printed at different times.

The ancient world of fable, where animals talk to each other and to
humans, and engage in essentially human competition with each other, is a
rich field for reversals, usually with a moral, to show, typically, humility or
cunning triumphing over strength and arrogance:  the tortoise outracing the
hare, is a famous example (from Aesop), but not true WUD because these two
creatures are not natural enemies in a prey-predator relationship. Any kind of
projection of human behavior and values onto an animal, insofar as animals
are generally subordinated to humans, represents a kind of or beginning of
reversal, but “true WUD” has to go further, and put the animal on top. Equality
is not really an issue, although the demand for equality, rather than superiority,
may be regarded as this kind of or beginning of reversal, which may be feared
more than real. Democracy was feared as the beginning of a “dictatorship of
the proletariat.” It still is, and “true democracy” would be “true WUD.”
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The Politics of WUD

Thirty years ago, when I was first drawn to the theme of World Upside
Down, in a study of the rich European broadsheet iconography (Kunzle 1978),
I posited “true” World Upside Down in the early modern era as essentially
ambivalent, speaking on the one hand to the disempowered, to social
discontent, and which sought solace in and dreamed of the idea of power-
reversal, and if not actual revolution, at least some radical change and social
justice.  On the other hand, “true WUD” also addressed conservative thinking
which ridiculed and feared changes and reversals, real or threatened. In
between, or at both ends, it was just found funny. Serio-comic inversions like
the mouse chasing the cat and the hare roasting the hunter occur in medieval
illuminations, but it was not until the serious political and social revolutions
of the 16th Century that WUD really took off as a theme of popular art and folk
belief. The medieval carnival tradition of ritual role reversal by this time often
threatened real rebellion (Chartier and Julia, 1976:43-53).1

 The favorite topos of the Wheel of Fortune was no longer worked at
random: it functioned to “exalt the low and abase the high” (in the words of
our biblical epigraph). The wheel made revolutions. Luther’s revolution against
the papacy inverted an ancient hierarchy, which itself (so Luther claimed) was
an inversion of true Christianity. The concomitant German peasant war (1525-
1526) temporarily unseated an aristocratic landlord class; it was the revenge

Fig. 2. Theodor Galle, Revenge of the Animals, engraving c. 1600.
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of the oppressed, the peasants said, for long-standing ill-treatment, for being
treated as beasts of prey, hunted down and killed; their revenge was akin to
that imagined of wild animals of the hunt, who begin to be shown in large
engravings judging and putting the hunter and his dogs to death (Fig. 2).
Note here the legalism of procedure: witnesses, written evidence, and/or
sentencing.

The Dutch in their war against Spain saw themselves, WUD style, as
beggars  (geusen) prevailing over the king, and as geese (gansen) defeating
the wolf. In the 17th Century, and with the Thirty Years War, when WUD
continued popular, there were more peasant revolts feeding the idea of justice
by means of role-reversal. The Dutch, in Paul Potter’s painting Revenge of the
Animals (1650, Hermitage, St Petersburg), imagined that revenge as a warning
against the tyrannical tendencies of the Princes of Orange (and thinking back
perhaps to the King of Spain), in line with a print on the same topic by the
same artist titled “Lords who are too severe turn respect into hatred” (Kunzle,
2002:29-31). The term World Upside Down occurs as the title to a Civil War era
pamphlet in England, when there was a very real reversal of classes and
power. Spanish literature of the Golden Age is rife with WUD, much of it
ambivalent, not just conservative (Grant, 1979: 17-34). The great cosmic
inversion in astronomy, which proved the earth rotated round the sun, might
be taken to underlie the WUD topos of the earth and sky changing places, but
this would be hard to prove, at the low cultural level at which the WUD
broadsheet generally operates. The cosmic inversion proved by the scientists
must however have filtered down to increase the general sense of mutability.

Meanwhile, real social mobility was increasing, and by the 19th Century,
culture all over (especially fiction) shows the poor and the weak in all social
domains asserting themselves against the rich and the strong. In England at
the time of the French Revolution and Napoleon (“that low-class upstart”),
WUD chapbooks explicitly warned children off the idea of revolutionary
reversals, and we know that the censorship in 18th-19th Century Russia
suppressed as seditious a plate with a centerpiece showing the ox slaughtering
the butcher, and the mice burying the cat. In 1797 a Dutch publisher of a print
showing the rats attacking a cat was arrested and jailed (Kunzle, 1978:87).

The 20th Century has seen more than its share of revolutions, at first
successful, corrupted, and failed. In the 1960s, when Larson (born 1950) was
a youngster, many were dreamt of, and some began: civil rights, human rights,
feminism, peace, environmentalism. Advances in the understanding of human
and animal psychology, the discoveries of biology, and investigation of very
low or small life-forms are the background to Larson, but he eschews, as a
rule, reference to the bigger political issues like war, nuclear bombs, U.S.
imperialism, and crimes of an economic or military-industrial nature. Yet these
fit easily into the WUD mold: our governments who make war in the name of
peace, take from the poor to give to the rich, and treat sovereign (adult)
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nations as children. According to the Feb. 12, 2007 New York Times, our latest
would-be president, Hilary Clinton declared herself unwilling to “baby-sit” a
civil war in Iraq (New York Times, Feb. 12, 2007).

Larson is no leftist, like Garry Trudeau, or Dan Piraro. Like our politicians,
he trivializes torture on occasion, even mocks it (e.g. 4/5/82),2 but he is not
alone among cartoonists in this. His mockery of the follies and childishness of
scientists does not bring science as such to book. His psychology is
interpersonal, not politically informed. To a degree, it is politically deformed.
He does not engage in certain current moral political “reversible” dualities,
such as war and peace, imperialism and subjugation, “free” market and
economic justice, tyranny and democracy, cruelty and compassion, women
and patriarchy. Larson’s humans and animals both are masks and distorting
mirrors for such ideas.  The “mask of humor” disguises what he might really
feel about euthanasia (a dig at Jack Kevorkian, 5/28/93), or the death penalty
(11/16/93), or the tobacco companies (Larson 2003, II:599). Trivialization?
Maybe he is callous about such things, but I am not about to add to all the
angry reader letters, some printed verbatim in The Complete Far Side,
complaining of Larson’s “lack of taste,” blasphemies against sacred cows,
going too far, etc.

Our very political language zoomorphizes in the worst way, even setting
aside the commonplace verbal slanders on animals such as “bestial” and
“brutal” when applied to human enemies. Israeli leaders have referred to
Palestinians as roaches to be exterminated, and examples could be multiplied.
While I here focus on Larson’s “Revenge of the Animals,” and share with
Larson the idea that this revenge is surely justified, it should not be ignored
that the artist is capable of mocking compassion for non-human species, as
when he has cooks throw balls at a target which will drop the terrified lobster
into the boiling pot (3/22/82), or suggests that chickens and cows would tell
us they don’t mind being slaughtered (4/27/82, 5/13/83), or that it is merely
ridiculous for scientists to produce human deformities. Larson does not take
on the more glaring and emotive issues relating to our treatment of animals,
such as the clubbing to death of baby seals, the extermination of rare species,
or the torture of animals by science and circuses. These lacunae have to be
noted, in an oeuvre of over 4,300 cartoons spanning 14 years. And in so vast
an oeuvre, there are bound to be contradictions. Larson speaks in many voices.

Nuclear war, nuclear weapons, atom-bomb blasts, the manufacture of
deadly missiles, mutations resulting from nuclear contamination, constitute
perhaps 20 cartoons in toto; inevitably, these heavy topics get trivialized. To
joke about such things, as we do (as we must?) in the ancient tradition of
mocking death (now self-inflicted) and the devil, is in itself a kind of moral and
power reversal. I suppose. Or a defusion: as the wise-guy in the audience puts
it in his taunt at “The great Mandini” who advertizes his capacity to “juggle
Nine nuclear warheads”: “more like defused nuclear warheads, if you ask me!”
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(1/10/85). The metaphor (if you want it) is potent, and the defusion not likely
to be achieved soon.

Animal Liberation

With the Animal Welfare, Animal Liberation, Animal Rights and Wild
Life Conservation movements of the last two decades of the 20th Century,
whose rise overlaps the Larson Far Side (1980-94),3 the relationship of human
and animals has undergone a major shift. There were by the 1990s literally
thousands of organizations on behalf of animals overall, and particular animals,
to which Americans give $10-15 million per annum. The Animal Rights
movement has been demonstrably one of the most effective of the many other
human(e) rights movements going on concurrently and interconnectedly. Since
Peter Singer’s landmark “bible” of the movement, Animal Liberation of 1975,
animals have become widely recognized as sentient beings with certain rights,
to be asserted like those of slaves, ethnic and sexual minorities, women,
children, and the poor. They are the animal victims of speciesism (Singer’s
neologism) as there are human victims of sexism, classism, racism, etc. Moral
distinctions between animals have diminished radically. Vivisection and torture
of animals is restricted and under attack. Revlon can no longer blind rabbits
nor poachers steal ivory with impunity.

Animals are no longer so easily torturable as slaves and food. They are
“good to think with.” They are the “blank slates onto which people have
projected their beliefs about the state of nature, about “natural” forms of
hierarchy and social organization, about language and rationality, and about
moral behavior” (Jasper and Nelkin, 1992:6). And not so blank slates: there are
ancient beliefs that animals speak to us in disguise, keeping their secrets and
us on our guard. “The animal has secrets which, unlike the secrets of caves,
mountains and seas, are specifically addressed to man,” says John Berger.4

They enter the human imagination as “messengers and promises.”
The treatment of animals has polarized: our pets increase and by 1992,

100 million cats and dogs were in 60 percent of all U.S. households (Jasper and
Nelkin, 1992:17), and are indulged in every way, while we experiment on, hunt,
kill, and eat other animals (many billions a year) mindlessly. The enslavement
and killing of animals grows worse, while we ourselves, to a degree, become
their slaves and victims. Many of us scarcely ever see animals other than as
pets; they animate children’s books even as the children are deprived of the
chance to see the real thing, except perhaps in zoos, and are encouraged to eat
what they never set eyes upon and cannot even imagine as once a living
beautiful being.

I openly admit what is readily apparent: my perspective on Larson is
informed by an Animal Rights bias. Now Larson’s “The Far Side,” unlike
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“Doonesbury,” “Bloom County,” or “Bizarro,” does not cite or propagate
these admirable movements, but he is part of them. He fits uncomfortably in
the new ethics; but he fits somehow. He is most easily understood perhaps as
aligning himself indirectly with the scientific discoveries of an intricate and
amazing animal psychology, especially among certain mammals, discoveries
often made, perversely, at the cost of torture. He adopts a “plague on both
your houses” attitude not uncommon among humorists.

The psychologists and physiologists who experiment on animals are
also hoping to illuminate human psychology which also, as in Larson, tends
to merge essences of animal and human. This experimentation may have its
useful aspects, but cannot be justified when cruelty is involved. Animal Rights
people and anti-vivisectionists challenge the idea that breaking a cat deliberately
to pieces will help us mend humans when they are broken to pieces by accident,
and maintain that physical structural or neurological resemblances between
human and animal species are either illusory, or not worth pursuing at the cost
of so much pain and death.

Fig. 3. Larson: Freezer Locker 37 (12/29/80).
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On the subject of physical comparison: Larson, curiously, has evolved a
simplified style of drawing that renders human and animals physically similar
in a generalized obesity. This is particularly noticeable when mammals stand
like bipeds, as they so often do. Man, dog, deer and bear all share rotundity of
belly, and a vague resemblance of outline. Species, human and animal, and
within the human and animals classes, are not closely differentiated. Obesity,
rapidly growing since “The Far Side” started, has been declared by the World
Health Organization as presently the number one plague facing the
industrialized world. And the man-made animal world also suffers: our domestic
and domesticated animals have been rendered obese by over-indulgence and
forced feeding, selective breeding, and genetic engineering. Thus we all weigh
in on the Far Side.

Without using his cartoons to directly protest zoos, circuses, factory
farming, hunting, and destruction of animal habitat, Larson has of recent
years publicized his stand on animal conservation issues by means of inserts
in the calendars. As I write, the 2007 “Far Side” calendar takes me from the
cow-as-butcher cartoon  (Fig. 3) to a page headlined Help End Trafficking in
Threatened Wildlife and filled with a photograph of the gaping sharp-toothed
maw of the Siamese crocodile, and a direction to the website
www.conservation.org/trade. The back cover of this Calendar justifies the
recycling of 365 old cartoons as done “for the beasties,” i.e. Conservation
International -- to whom all royalties go.

WUD in the Happenstance Now

As a reminder how frequently WUD happens upon us, whether we are
aware of it as such or not, take three things that happened to me in the very
days I was writing this: 1. In the play “Kimberley Akimbo” by David Lindsay-
Adaire, brilliantly performed at the Victory Theatre in Los Angeles, there is a
neat reversal of the child/adult: a 16 year-old suffering from progeria and
played by a 60 year-old woman, and her 16 year-old school-friend are obviously
more intelligent and mature than their elders, who behave childishly. 2. At the
Los Angeles County Museum of Art’s “Magritte” show, the floor carpet is
patterned with clouds floating in the sky, and the ceiling is covered in
photographs of LA’s freeway system. (As in the old WUD, where earth and
sky change places.) 3. In my Art of the Vietnam Era seminar at UCLA, I project
a slide of the photograph well-known from posters and history books (and
used on a Vietnamese postage stamp), of the tiny Vietnamese girl bringing in
at gunpoint the huge and bulky downed U.S. pilot. If ever there was an amazing
historical reversal, of weak and strong, it was the defeat by Vietnam of the
United States.
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Larson: The Human to Human Inversions. Female-Male

 The commonest and most prioritized old WUD motifs lie in the reversal
of male-female, parent-child, and master-servant relationships. These three
are all closely linked and are obviously the most fundamental in the family,
social, and political order. Among the variants of the master-servant relationship
we find the poor man giving to the rich and the peasant on horseback
commanding the lord or king who goes with him on foot.  None of this trio of
concepts shows up prominently in Larson, and we mention here only a few
male-female inversions, in line with a rich tradition of dominant women
informing both comic and tragic modes of the culture of the pre-feminist early
modern period, and dreamed afresh by feminists today. In the old WUD, the
reversal is symbolic rather than lethal: she wears the breeches, carries the
sword or gun, goes hunting, makes war; he stays home and tends the distaff
or the baby. An animal equivalent shows the cock sitting on top of the hen;
while a Bruegel proverb has the hay chasing the horse, to ridicule the idea of
woman chasing the man.

In Larson, the examples of woman on top range, as so often in his work,
from the symbolic to the lethal: the wife, in her usual cat’s eye glasses (do we
suppose they give her superior vision and power, like the multi-eyed monsters
and aliens who prowl the Larson world?) sews “tupid” under the big S on the
tunic of the aged Superman, quietly slumped with the Daily Planet in an
armchair (1/26/94). Elsewhere the newspaper, more important to the husband
than his wife, receives the shot-gun blast that has laid him out, presumably
dead, on the floor (9/22/92). The explorer’s wife, “gone native,” plays the
piano while the savages perform their victory dance around him bound at the
stake (3/4/82); and she sweeps the husband literally like dirt under the carpet
(5/17/85).

Animal to Human: Generic Animal Revenge

Animals are generally preponderant in the old WUD; so too in Larson,
in inverted and other roles. The WUD broadsheet collections, whether divided
into a number of units representing different species of prey and predator, or
limited to a single scene in which various animals of the hunt execute death
upon the hunter and his hounds (the Potter painting has both), constitute a
kind of generic inversion in the fundamental animal-human relationship. Larson
codes the prey as a parody of Disney-ish “happy little animals” of the forest
(quoting the caption) -- moose and/or deer and a bunch of rabbits -- projecting
threatening grins as they confront, en masse, the hapless hiker (8/28/88).
Alternatively, the animals barricade themselves in a solid, hostile line versus
the hunters (8/11/92), and besiege campers who find themselves backed onto
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and forced to sit on the spiniest cactus -- and these are only the small animals
of the desert (5/17/94).

Animal to Human: Bovine Revolution?

We start, logically with a kind of self-portrait (the only one I have found)
showing the artist engaged in drawing a “Far Side” cartoon, under the aegis
of an Ernie Bushmiller’s “Nancy” portrait (an inversion in itself: the most
sophisticated of cartoonists inspired by the most childish?). He turns in alarm
to encounter a bunch of cows armed threateningly with rake and spiked club
(10/28/88). My first reaction, knowing the major subversive role cows play in
“The Far Side”: this is unfair. Larson is an ally, not an enemy. An uncertain and
unpredictable ally, perhaps. We may further ask:  is this thecows’ way of
pressuring the hapless man? Is his full commitment to their cause in doubt
(well, yes, maybe)? Or are they treating the cartoonist as a scapegoat for their
normally miserable condition?

For there is a considerable number of cartoons about subversive,
freedom-questing cows, seen in several essential stages of a potential bovine
revolution. The logic here is inescapable: The cow has always been regarded
as the most productive, passive-innocent, female and vulnerable of all the
animals tamed by agrarian man. In terms of our diet, the milk and butter is of
course one thing, the slaughtering for meat is another. Larson clearly sees
cows and bulls, with chickens, as primary victims of human exploitation. You
do not have to be a vegetarian to believe that if ever a revolution were needed,
it is in our addiction to beef which is ruinous to our health, and the planet (but
I editorialize: Larson does not say this). There is in Larson no actual legal
indictment on behalf of the bovine accuser, of the murderous human hamburger
habit, as Dan Piraro inscribes it on the cover to a “Bizarro” album (Piraro,
1989:6);5 at best, the Larson cow defiantly flaunts her unspecified crime of
revenge in court (“and I feel great,” she cries -- 11/23/82).

The Larson cow has many species of crime to avenge. But Larson does
not condemn the bull-fight, which figures in several cartoons, and which
ritualizes, as “sport,” some of the immense cruelty meted out to calves and
cows (the toro bravo is lucky -- his agony is relatively short, he has
sympathetic spectators, and he thinks he has a chance). The slaughterhouse
should become a public spectacle in the U.S. like the bull-fight in Spain. Larson
mocks matador rather than bull: His nightmare is to find his girth immensely
increased by an obesity excessive even by the standards of the universally
obese Farsidians, and himself armed only with a puny flag (2/5/88). The
nightmare of the cow is the Golden Arches! (8/21/82), or a look into Farmer
Brown’s freezer (8/8/83).
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The most potent revenge-cartoon in this group shows a cow looking
around with sinister-conspiratorial gaze, as she opens the door to Freezer
Locker 37 (are all 37+ so occupied?), revealing a glimpse of human carcasses
strung upside down (sub-reversal here) by the feet, like sides of beef (12/29/
80, Fig. 3). This is a contemporary variation on the “classic” WUD of the ox
slaughtering the butcher, lacking only identification of the human carcasses
as those of professional butchers -- and are we not all accomplices of the
butcher when we eat beef?

The next step: cows have made a diagram of the human form, marked out
in sections as butchers mark the different cuts on the outline of an animal --
unfortunately they are caught at it by the farmer (2/12/86, Fig. 4). Less
circumstantially but more professionally symmetrical, and no less lethal, is the
fate suffered by the farmer (butcher) Old McDonald, buried alive by his farm
animals including (led by?) a bull, who taunts him with the old nursery-rhyme
(2/18/80). A simple chalkboard diagram is sufficient to instruct the assembled
cows how to entrap Farmer Bob (12/27/84). Cows, to be sure, are often
represented by Larson as biped and human-smart, like any other animal, beyond
the strictly vindictive WUD mode:  thus she sits in Indian robes and the lotus
position, the philosopher (3/28/83), or figures as a (very primitive) wooden

Fig. 4. Larson: “Farmer Brown froze in his tracks…” (2/12/86).
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rocket-builder (7/30/84), and capable of the sudden, savvy (conspiratorial?)
linguistic switch from the human-scientific argument (joined in by chickens)
in a study group, to safe, banal mooing and clucking at the moment the farmer
appears in the barn (8/6/82).

The first step in attaining their freedom is for cows to tunnel their way
out of a barn and under barbed wire (8/14/81) -- like prisoners out of a prison
camp, which is what cow-barns really are. The bovines seek freedom, and
revenge, in the African wild, where they threaten, like mafiosi, the safari-ist,
after commandeering his vehicle (4/6/92).  This revolution demands sabotage,
as some Animal Rights groups know, of the oppressor’s theater of operations.
Cow agent 6373 (again: are there so many agents or more?) has fulfilled her
mission of setting on fire the Chicago stockyards -- or is it the whole complicit
city? (3/13/80). (In the real world, animal liberationists, without using
explosives, have applied “terrorist” tactics, such as cutting fences of ranch
feed lots, as we see in the film “Fast Food Nation”).

When cows organize a regular “revolutionary” party at a mass meeting,
they find themselves, as revolutionary parties often (always) do, infiltrated by
the enemy, here some human clumsily stitched into a cow suit, the discovery
of whom causes the revolution to be postponed (3/2/81). Then there is the
traitor: lured into driving for a meat company (6/19/85), or worse, cooking
hamburgers (7/22/87), to be naturally reviled by her kin. En masse, as
revolutionaries must act, they simply trample the humans down, like the
elephants (8/31/86). They have gone wild, as mobs do, and the wild kind, as
buffalo, are always a threat, bursting into the human home and bed like bulls
in a china shop, cruising the streets in cars, and on the prairie defying the
hunter who historically almost exterminated the species. We also witness
another kind of revenge, which may not be lethal, but which neatly reverses
control over the instruments of oppression, and certainly carries a sinister
aspect, when the cows approach unsuspecting Farmer MacDougal’s home
carrying the milking machine, to use as a weapon against him. We have only
the caption to tell us that the police next day find a scene “grisly but strangely
hilarious” (1/7/92).

Pigs, those most intelligent and affectionate of farmyard animals, shown
in the old WUD gutting and cooking their master, are generally absent in
Larson.

The Chicken Revolution

The chicken, second to beef as America’s favorite meat, and with a life
as miserable, is Larson’s second favorite comic meat. Like cows they organize
into revolutionary bands. Like cows they have the humans in the slaughter-
house -- even if, alas, it is rubber humans on the assembly line (1/23/86). It
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could be, however, that the artist misinterpreted in the caption the reality of
the scene here, for elsewhere the poultry have reduced to a rubberized mess
the real body of a company vice-president (3/23/85). They drive a wedge
between the cows and Farmer Bob by painting graffiti and a defiant caricature
of him on the fence (2/5/86). A barn-full of poultry armed with clubs and forks
approach the farmer’s door -- but alas they “chicken out” as their leader
laments (2/1/88) (Fig. 5). But not always: they have an individual hero who
takes her revenge with an ax (“with a whack whack here and a whack whack
there”), the boast, if not the exploit, and the claim to true WUD diminished by
the fact that the boast is made from jail, to another (human) prisoner (3/28/88).
The farmer carrying a basket of eggs passes by a chicken carrying a (her?)
human baby (1/2/82). As the farmer leaves the hen-house with yet another
robbery of the eggs, one sitting chicken says to the other “Well, that does it!
Tomorrow he dies” (12/30/81).

The chicken (as cow ally?) can terrorize a Western cowboy town, “wanted
dead or alive, $5,000” -- but is alas caught as the Western ethic demands (4/14/
88). She, like the cow, is a spy, Madame D’Gizarde, whose seductions play
fatal havoc on the farmer (2/19/93). They cooperate: while one duck distracts

Fig. 5. Larson: “Again? why is it that the revolution…” (2/1/88).
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her, the other duck kicks the old mistress down the stairs (8/20/81).  Otherwise,
the poultry rely on acts of God, who fells a tree that kills the farmer, still with
his ax in hand (3/18/92), or who places (effigies of) chickens at the Pearly
Gates, to judge Colonel Sanders as he seeks entry  (1/16/92). The beavers
manage the tree-felling on the trapper themselves (5/19/83).

The Larger Wild Mammals of the Hunt: Bear, Etc.

Deer, boar, wolf, and occasionally bear (of old seen more in baiting pits
than by hunters in the forests of Europe) are typical prey who seek redress in
the old WUD broadsheets. Many carnivores take their traditional occasional
revenge by eating the hunter or tourist (semi-WUD). This happened
(pre)historically and becomes WUD insofar as its incidence decreased. With
buffalo or bison the largest animals considered dangerous to tourists, bears
occupy a special niche in Larson, maybe as the symbol of California (editor:
where does Larson live???), maybe as the potential intruder in camping trips,
maybe from Larson’s childhood memories of their infantilization and
sentimentalization in toys and children’s books. Is it a teddy-bear or a real
bear-cub the children play with, as the mother bear looms up behind, and
ensures they are never heard of again? (11/2/83). Maybe ursine revenge is
motivated by European baiting for “sport” or (perhaps more to the point)
humiliation and torture in circuses as well as the historic trapping to which
bears have been subject in the U.S.? So the bear plots escape and killing of the
master in the circus ring (6/8/83), ties the hunter helpless to a tree (4/24/84),
and lurks menacingly on deserted forest roads (12/22/84). The Larson bear
adds theft of his wallet to his killing of a prostrate nature-lover (not a hunter,
thus not true WUD, 8/10/81), or the particular humiliation of trussing up the
hunter “like a Christmas present,” or we may add, like a turkey, as the phrase
goes (10/1/93). Hikers in sleeping bags beckon to the hungry bear like
“sandwiches” (7/23/82); or else, like fruit on the tree (9/3/80; 6/22/82). In a
double inversion, a human female is the bear’s lover, and in her bear disguise
shoots her human husband dead (5/12/92).

The deer attain equality, but no more, on several occasions (e.g. 5/20/
87). They engage in exchange of prisoners, of their captive human for the
hunter’s captive animal (6/22/86), and assert psychological mastery like that
of the canny cop over the nervous criminal, persuading the terrified hunter to
hand over his gun (5/1/85). Of “true WUD” here there is none.

Like bear, sharks (not of course in the old WUD) are in reality much more
killed than killers, but their capacity to take humans has become mythic, from
Copley’s painting “Watson and the Shark” (1778) to the movie “Jaws.” Larson’s
shark is a frequent presence and always dangerous, like the crocodile (e.g. 1/
3/83): the shark delivers a diver literally as if it were a pizza (8/23/90); and picks
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off swimmers’ legs as if they were so many tasty hors d’oeuvres (e.g. 11/10/93,
3/30/83). Oddly, I do not find lions, the king of large prey and the circus, taking
their true revenge in Larson. A collective revenge of large carnivores may by
deduced from the zoo vet, whose hideous mutilations are the revenge for a
collective incarceration (1/19/94), or from the tourist, of whom only his brochure
(“Safari. See wild animals up close!” adorned with a picture of some horned
beast), camera, hat and glasses, and the enormous footprint of some huge
three-toed mammal, remain (1/15/82).

Elephants, mythically innocent and anthropomorphic (see “Babar”),
vegetarian but huge and dangerous when provoked or hunted as they have
been relentlessly, take their opportunities for revenge. They squash humans
like flies under their huge feet (10/30/84, etc.) and destroy safari cars (5/11/86).
Never forgetting or forgiving wounds suffered 40 years before, they come
back to take their revenge (11/24/84). As for the big apes, who should be
seeking retribution for their countless lesser brethren cruelly killed by medical
experiments, unless we seek their kin in monster form, they merely threaten
something nasty on reading disparaging remarks about themselves in the
ethologist’s notebook (5/30/85). The first cartoonist to thoroughly
anthropomorphize the ape was Busch in “Fipps der Affe” (1879), where,
captured from the wild, he runs thoroughly amok in human society. But despite
one heroic deed, he has to end, in Busch if not in Larson, badly, dead, formally
executed like a criminal.

Dogs -- Domestic Revenge

Dogs and cats, who are both spoiled and sometimes abused in our
society, are essential enemies in Larson. In the old WUD, dogs are the allies of
man and suffer with him the revenge of their prey; cats are chased by the
mouse. (Larson has few mice, many more rats, and often only as snake-fodder).
In WUD terms, Larson dogs are pitted against their masters; their enmity to
the cat is not of course WUD, even if their success in cultivating cats like fruit
to be harvested from a tree (1/4/86) is a kind of WUD-style (or Land of
Cockaigne) nonsense. Among the trophies the dog fastens to the wall of his
house is the “hand that fed him” (6/18/86). Fed up with begging, he draws a
gun on his master (6/3/87). The dog-terrorist prepares to dynamite his owner’s
home (9/26/84). The canine seizes the technological advantage. So, armed
with a steam-roller, he has killed his master, by accident, for he was only after
the cat, flattened with him (12/21/94). Or so the police determine: maybe they
are wrong, for to use a steam-roller on a mere cat is surely overkill, and would
the dog have such a poor aim? More benignly, he uses an earthmover to
destroy the flower-bed, an unlikely scenario given the pleasure dogs take in
just rooting around (6/8/85).
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The perennial enemy is (as in real life) the mailman, whom he attacks
singly and collectively. He uses a bazooka against him (4/24/86). This is not in
itself true WUD, nor is it when he attacks (armed with a tank) the casual
passer-by (1/22/80). But is it true WUD when a virtual canine takeover or
revolution is unleashed against the whole cherished bureaucracy? Dogs gang
up on and terrorize the very post office, disguised as mailmen (4/29/86). Nothing
like taking on the enemy disguise to defeat him, and here without special
weaponry. Knowledge, magnified by machine, is also a weapon: so that the
dog can threaten his master with unpleasant revelations, as he (dog) sits at
the typewriter (9/23/93). But it is, again, without weapons, only presumably
force of numbers and variety of breed (a true canine coalition), which permit
the dogs of an obedience school, with leaders in terrorist masks, to bind and
gag the owner (Calendar Sept. 07).

The dog is as much or more seen simply in (non-WUD) human roles,
chauffeuring his master, glorying in his own ticker-tape celebration (“every
dog has his day,” 5/28/85), secretly engaging an elephant in his criminal
intention to squash the cat (oversquash, surely -- 1/20/86). The dog pleads
his case in the court of cats (9/28/85, etc.); judged (guilty?) as he will be by the
weaker enemy, this is near WUD. The cat, as natural predator of the domestic
fish bowl, is clearly the victim of the piranha, as he gazes perched on prosthetic
legs, glumly at it. Such legs are not unknown in reality. (For another fish-cat
reversal, see below.) The cat in Larson, unlike the dog, does not generally
attack its master, so that I regard the “cute little Siamese” who leaves the
owners with horribly mutilated faces, as an exception (9/17/85). The dog, if not
victim of the cat as he should be in true WUD, is at least once victim of the his
natural prey the chicken: as the poodle who is served up as a roast instead of
the chicken disguised as the poodle (5/30/90). The poodle, despite (because
of?) its unaggressive nature and small stature, is capable of plotting against
the innocent mistress -- when the thought of all that pampering stays the
murderous thought (2/21/94).

The appearance of a suicidal terrorist dog must be a rare, veiled, and
unspecified allusion to the spate of suicide bombing in the real world, probably
Palestinian. This one taunts his master to kick him, belted as he is with
explosives, as if being kicked was the norm  (2/6/88). The several cartoons
about dogs chasing cars, which they certainly do in their “urban nature,” may
be regarded, in the spirit of WUD, as symbolic revenge for all the road-killing
they suffer along with so many other animals. So the car appears as a trophy
in the doggie home (Cal. 07). A peculiar variant, of which one wonders how it
passed syndicate screening (it certainly did not pass reader protest), shows
the dog copulating with the upturned car -- the car-chaser’s wet dream (1/25/
88).

Dogs often drive cars, but this is not WUD. The horse on the other
hand, the essential means of traction in olden days, who shows up in the old
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WUD as driving or riding the master, in Larson appears once as driver of the
vehicle drawing the horse-trailer in which the human is confined (1/7/87).
This, I am told, is not as fanciful as it appears: drivers of horse-trailers are
trained to drive carefully by being first put into the trailer themselves.

Other Small Creatures Of The Wild

Larson’s menagerie is capacious and includes a number of odd animals.
The raccoon, wearing a human-head hat, struts by in the forest to the alarm of
raccoon fur-hatted hunters (8/24/87). This revenge for so much skinning is
rare in Larson, but raccoons have proved in reality quite capable of infesting
human habitat. More prominent in Larson are snakes and penguins. The latter
are innocently capable of invading igloos like flies (7/15/81); the former can be
of course dangerous in real nature, but more often slither into Larson’s zoo as
mere imitators of human foibles. The fakir who displays a little cobra obedient
to his music (deaf as snakes may be), finds to his terror that he has also
conjured up a monster variant (parent?), whose huge shadow looms over him
(2/29/80). Snakes, tired of serving in pits to terrify and torture humans, use
pits filled with humans to torture other snakes (4/13/81).

Among the lower vertebrates we may single out the frog, who looms so
large and magically in folk-lore: a “poison-arrow” variety has stricken down
the explorer and performs a victory-dance on his corpse (6/25/91); immobilized
by the beam from the flashlight of the naturalist about to net him from the river,
froggie is rescued (one supposes) by the much larger, quasi-divine (god-
frog?) light beam descending from the sky above through the night, upon the
naturalist’s companion, who is immobilized in turn. Best of all, the legless frog
takes revenge at gunpoint on the cook (8/11/93).

Squid (a favorite Larson character), and the octopus take little revenges
on humans; fish hang their owner by the leg (2/28/83), use a cat’s paw as
trophy on the bowl wall (see above). The ubiquitous snake’s propensity for
rats is not reversed.

The wild squirrel, hunted somewhat but not generally the prey of (eaten
by) humans, has less motive for revenge but uses a tree to devour an old
grandpa (9/9/80), and fires at humans from a tree (4/4/91). In a benign reversal,
the squirrels merely find it “so cute” when a woman stoops to feed them in the
park (1/20/82). The caged bird has motive in full, and having caged her owner
in her place, gains her freedom (true WUD -- 6/24/80), but are the Hitchcockian
birds devouring an innocent old man who only wants to feed them, taking a
generic revenge, on behalf of chickens and turkeys, perhaps (2/5/81)? The
revenge of the parrot, certainly much abused in and by captivity, is only tit for
tat, or a nose for a beak (6/3/93).
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Insects

This aspect of Larson’s expanded cartoon universe demands special
attention for its ubiquity, originality, and extension. An autobiographical touch
from the text of the Complete Far Side: Larson shares a common fear of
insects, especially those we encounter when camping, and he gives us a
close-to-lifesize view (Larson, 2003, II:93) of a whip scorpion giganteus thus
encountered and encouraged as a joke by his camping mate. The episode is
recounted as an illustration of how quickly the human nervous system switches
gears, from peaceful contemplation to panicked screaming. “As a cartoonist I
enjoyed plumbing this aspect of human nature.”

Insects irrupt into the world of the cartoon in the 19th Century and reach
a climax with Wilhelm Busch, that most Darwinian of artists, for whom the
“chain of being” reaches down (or up?) to flies, gnats, earwigs, fleas, wasps,
beetles, and bees, all of which Busch shows pestering and threatening human
tranquility, and by extension the social peace. Bees, a long picture story album
unto themselves under that title (Die Bienen), became with Busch a metaphor
for the danger of a worker revolution in Bismarckian Germany of the late
1860s. Insects never appear in the old WUD, partly because their essential
role in nature was not fully appreciated until the 19th Century, and partly because
they are simply too small to represent in relation to the humans.

Insects, increasingly the subject of scientific investigation in our own
times, also became mythic and terrifying, especially in film. They take ample
revenge for our thoughtless poisoning and extermination policies, in Larson
and reality. The poisons we use against them, of course, are now recognized
to poison us. Larson is not alone in imagining the insects as the sole survivors
of the nuclear blast — they even rejoice in the catastrophe (1/4/84) -- on the
few occasions when he alludes to so dreadful a topic.  Small, as in nature, ants
overpower humankind (3/24/92), or else, gigantic, insects are capable of
blocking the progress of a car (11/19/81) and ridiculing the notion of easy,
casual squashability (7/18/86), 8/16/82).

We readily imagine insects as monsters (the idea goes back in art to
Hieronymus Bosch), gigantic, hideous, carnivorous, the misbegotten children
of science and a kind of existential guilt (5/3/83). Even when they are not
visible, their work is: the aphids have tied and gagged the gardener (3/17/82).
Monsters are usually animals enlarged and mixed up, ugly and often insectoid.
Our monster lore has always sought ugliness and fearfulness in animal traits.
As a child Larson imagined monsters in closets; they now infest his cartoon
world, in a kind of global psychic insect takeover. This is, broadly, WUD,
revenge of the animals also; but for a neat reversal of the monster’s “normal”
mythic power over us, we find her (female: she wears a flowered print dress
-- a mother in disguise) terrified by the child (7/20/82). And why not? All
Larson’s children are ugly, even uglier than their parents. So onward, to the
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monstrous insect actually terrified by its mischievous offspring dangling tiny
humans on a string before it (5/16/80), or one five-eyed beetle panicked by the
discovery of a minute human on its back (11/9/81).

Often wonderfully, uncannily, and invincibly organized in nature, insects
are lent by Larson the capacity to organize in human political fashion too. So
they march, in orderly file, all different species (a class alliance), carrying
signs saying “Free the Mayonnaise Jar Seven” who are their brethren trapped
by a child of typically unpleasant mien (4/12/90). Huge flies are annoyed to
find their light fixtures obscured and tainted by dead human forms (6/13/83).
And in a true WUD power reversal involving an inanimate instrument of their
oppression, the monster-sized insect crashes like a kamikaze pilot into and
destroys the factory of the Acme Windshield Co. (10/24/90). The favorite
horror movie for the insect audience is “The Return of the Killer Windshield”
(9/17/80).

Butterflies avenge the historic genocide of collectors, who admire them,
with heavy irony, as symbols of “beauty, innocence and fragile life” even as
they prepare to etherize them (12/10/80), by becoming dangerously rabid (3/
26/88) and carrying aloft a huge net to trap the hunter (4/8/80), while a giant
butterfly flies away with the hunter clinging desperately to his leg (8/5/85).

Vegetables and Plants

I see the links in the chain unified: children, parents, people, animals,
plants and stones. And I see all filled with a single power (Wilhelm

Busch, cited by Bohne, 1958:142)6

There was a time, in prehistory and since, when vegetables ruled the
(Farsidic) world. There was an age of beets (10/16/88), and the giant carrot as
the “early vegetarian’s” prize prey (5/8/84). Vegetables and plants, which barring
a natural toxicity, are totally vulnerable to human appetite, are like animals
imagined as capable of wreaking revenge. That nature is capable of striking
back in a big way is not a discovery of the new ecology but illustrated in the
history of natural disasters, of exploration, and all over our culture both popular
and elite. Talking back is a start. We were warned by Lewis Carroll and
Grandville, folk-tales and fable, that vegetables and plants no less than animals
can talk back. Quite apart from dangerous animals and insects, nature can be
poisonous and vindictive, and even in its productive, vegetable form can take
revenge on those who violate it, laying traps for invader, explorer, and hiker.
The nearest I find in Larson to the virtual classic of the tree taking revenge on
the lumberjack appears in the most gruesome and literal reversal of what we
do to trees: lifting the enemy wielder of the chain-saw by the scruff of the
neck, they discuss whether to “cut him in half and count his rings,” or “drive
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holes in him and drain the sap,” or “turn him into pulp,” or simply “limb him”
(3/14/86). As a token of arboreal suffering in general, the spirit of the stricken
tree is received by angels into heaven, to the amazement of the killer (9/12/81).
What fate awaits the children wanting to carve their initials on a very angry
tree? (Tolkien would know, 5/1/80).

Quicksand, familiarly, sucks the explorer to death (1/9/84 etc.). The jungle
vegetation sets booby-traps for the explorer, enacts a virtual execution on him
by hanging him by the feet and piercing him horribly with a bamboo pitchfork
apparatus (4/27/92). An innocent-looking but fanged plant eats human noses
(9/20/88). We are spared, visually, the dismemberment awaiting the poor boy
who wanted to play “she loves me she loves me not” on a flower whose center
turns the iconic “happy-face” to one of malicious glee (7/4/80). An
anthropophagous plant awaits the shipwreck survivor swimming towards a
tiny desert island already strewn with human remains (7/16/88). The Venus-
fly-trap will devour children (9/1/84). The carnivorous lawn (helpfully marked
as such: “Danger…”) swallows up the pestilent salesman (2/13/82).

Inversions Involving Inanimate Objects

“The hay chases the horse” -- this Bruegelian inversion uses, at the
bottom of “the chain of being,” the inanimate object, which usually figures as
a nonsensical   embellishment of the old WUD at a verbal level. There are
whole verse stanzas dedicated to this, fun to say, hard to represent visually:
“A village sat in a peasant, who liked to drink spoons with milk…” (Kunzle,
1978:78).7 Goya has a Capricho (no. 36) illustrating “The chair sat in the man.”
A chap-book illustrator was set the impossible task of showing a man getting
inside a quart bottle or jumping down his own throat.  Larson manages to
show an infant trapped in a bottle (like a model ship -- 2/12/88) and a child
sucking himself into a bottle (Larson, 2003, I:7). The automobile is the “natural”
enemy of the dog; the milking machine that of the cow, as we have seen.

Household objects, stones (as in the Busch quotation) were once
invested in soul, energy, life of a kind. Naturally, the Buschian “deceitfulness
of the object” (Tücke des Objekts) shows up in Larson, who loves to animate
the inanimate, as no mere slippery banana skin, but as truly hostile, with
scissors floating in the ocean ready to cut the diver’s lifeline (4/23/80), or as
dog-shaped animal cookies biting the fingers of the child that grabs them (10/
19/83). There is also relatively benign nonsense: the diner complains to the
waiter that there is a soup on his fly (12/24/91).
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Science and Microscopic Life

“The Far Side” ventures frequently far beyond the capacities of the
naked eye, into a world former biology major Larson could see through a
microscope: cells, microbes, bacteria, amoebae, and infinitely small life-forms
I can’t even recognize, all anthropomorphized. I do not detect much “true
WUD” in this domain (although the idea of the very tiniest life forms, the atom
or some bacteria destroying us all is implicit WUD, I suppose), but insofar as
much of this kind of research is directed towards medical science, and insofar
as the Larson scientific laboratory at work is often visualized as crass, childish,
and productive of nonsense and monsters -- it may even turn the scientist
himself into a monster, a mutant (1/2/84), and the farmer into producing chicken
mutants (8/29/86) ) -- the stated purpose of much, and especially medical
science, to improve the quality of human life, is truly subverted, if not inverted.
The animal scientists likewise destroy themselves, even if only in fulfillment
of the proverb “curiosity killed the cat” (9/26/85).

Monsters and aliens abound and usually win. I don’t know what the
tally is in movies, but their many deadly victories over man in Larson seem to
be telling us something about the potentially and actual superior relationship
to humans of his “normal” animals (i.e. anthropomorphic, but of an existing
species). Watch out, the animals will win.

These monsters are the creations of science, and of guilty, fearful scientific
imaginations. Science is (still) a primarily male pursuit. In a double or triple
inversion-subversion, we find the cleaning woman casually and innocently
(?) sabotaging (by tidying away) the research calculation of the scientist
engaged in nonsensical variations on Einstein (1/14/85). And to what does all
this science tend? The purpose of the universe, mathematically expressed,
turns out, after the most thrilling and elaborate calculations, to -- equal nought
(9/17/84).

Endnotes

8 The authors see WUD as essentially conservative, while citing many
examples that are clearly not. The analysis is based on 28 broadsheets, and is
made independently of my 1978 article, which refers to about 50 examples.
2 References are to dates of cartoons in Larson, 2003.
3 A good book on this topic, with Peter Singer’s, is Jasper and Nelkin (1992),
which gives names and statistics: People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals
(PETA) was founded in 1980, with 300,000 members by 1990 and a budget of
$6.5 million; the more or less clandestine Animal Liberation Front, which went
in for direct action, and was labeled terrorist by the FBI, was founded in 1979;
The Animal Legal Defense Fund, In Defence of Animals, The Society for the
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Study of Ethics and Animals, The Fund for Animals, World Wilde Life Fund,
Greenpeace, as well as traditional welfare groups like Humane Society of the
U.S. (one million members in 1991), vegetarian groups -- all flourished in the
1980s.
4 Cited by Lavery (2005) from Berger’s essay “Why Look at Animals.”
5 Also in Piraro (2006:89), one of a whole section of Animal Rights cartoons.
Piraro is a vegan, and committed to the Left.
6 For insects, see Kunzle (1990:233-235, & 253 f). For Busch and WUD generally,
see Kunzle (1990:232-232).
7 The poem is by Hans Sachs used in an illustrated broadsheet of the 17th

Century.
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David Kunzle, retired recently from UCLA, is one of the pioneers of comic art
scholarship. He is author of many books and articles, including his
definitive two-volume history of comic strips.
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