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I Pioneers of Comic Art Scholarship Series: I 

Kunzie and the Comic Strip 

David Kunzie 

It began when I discovered about age seven or eight, in my grandfather's 
house, shortly after moving back to Birmingham, England from the village 
we were evacuated to during the blitz, a huge ornamental cupboard reaching 
from floor to (high) ceiling. No-one else in my family (elders, older siblings) 
seemed to have even noticed this gigantic magical object, and found it odd 
that I would disappear next door from the living room to explore its contents, 
and stay away four hours. It was built with row upon row of little drawers, 
part real, part fake (the latter my first lesson in Architectural Deception). In 
these drawers I found a range of puzzles, most of which demanded impossible 
steadiness or sleight of hand plus luck, and frustrated me greatly; but below 
them in a space on the ground floor easily big enough to hide me in, lay a 
huge book I could scarcely lift. It was a fairly complete (1826, recut) edition 
of Hogarth engravings which must have been bought (since my grandparents 
were not cultured people) by a mysterious long-deceased uncle who had 
contracted polio and from his wheelchair collected things. 

Hogarth opened up all the mysteries of life which had been and would 
continue to be occluded by authorities at home and at school: sex, death, 
cruelty; a grim, raucous, tawdry sort of vitality, and lust combined with beauty 
(so well embodied in the Harlot of Hogarth's Progress). This book, laid and 
devoured on the floor, my immersions in which were never (I marvel in 
retrospect) intruded upon as if my family sensed (but I doubt it) that this was 
for me a sacred, intensely private experience, sowed the germ of that enduring 
fascination with realistic, narrative art which would subtend my research in 
the various directions it has taken ever since. 

I did not read comic books as a child. I do not remember there being 
any around. Amid the deluge of American culture that Britain underwent in 
the postwar years, U.S. comic books were strangely absent. So instead of 
Mickey and Donald, not to speak of the scarier stuff, I had old-fashioned 
wholesome adventure stories, the illustrations to which were not particularly 
exciting The first non-Hogarthian pictures that really turned me on, this now 
in vulnerable puberty, were some by Henry Fuseli. 

Having completed my first degree at Cambridge University in French 
and German literature, as a graduate student at the Courtauld Institute for 
the History of Art, I was lucky enough to have encountered the late Ernst 
Gombrich, then director of the sister Warburg Institute. He advised me, by an 
insight that still surprises me, away from Milton illustrations (by Fuseli and 
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others) as a Ph.D. thesis topic, first suggested to me by Courtauld Director 
Anthony Blunt (I suspect the suggestion was made at that dark time when he 
-- Blunt -- was being so cruelly grilled, in the very rooms above his study 
where we discussed such matters, by the British spy services; so he is forgiven 
for not seeing me clearly). Miltonic sublime was not for me. I had wanted 
originally to do my thesis on Fuseli as a master of the erotic, but the topic was 
"taken" by the big monograph on Fuseli which far from being "imminent" as 
Blunt thought, came out, with not untypical academic tardiness, fifteen years 
later. 

Gombrich's Art and Illusion had just appeared (1960); there, I found 
an invitation to trace the development of the picture story, antecedent to the 
modem comic strip, from Hogarth to Topffer. This I did so thoroughly and 
extensively that I never got to Topffer at all, in my dissertation (1964), finding 
worthy ancestry stretching back to the beginning of printing. (But please, no 
further -- I always found the urge to take the "comic strip" back to Trajan's 
column, Bayeux tapestry or even cave paintings a crude and vain procedure, 
akin to the desire to trace one's personal ancestry back to Adam and Eve ... ). 
Needless to say, my attempt at definition of the essential characteristics of the 
comic strip and picture story, and delimitation of their history, has not met 
with universal acceptance, but I continue to be part annoyed and part amused 
at that very stubborn U.S.-chauvinist authority (you know who he is) who 
denies that there is anything anywhere worthy of the name of comic strip or 
graphic narrative, before the Americans "invented" it in 1896. Which would 
seem to cry fraud at the two huge volumes ( covering c. 1450-1826, and 1827-
1896) I published representing the genesis and development of a genre which 
was very firmly established in Europe, and also in the U.S. in various 
magazines, long before 1896. 

The great advantage of a European-wide research into a truly European 
phenomenon is that it gave me the excuse to travel all over Germany and 
spend lots of time in Paris, as well as, later, making visits to Milan, 
Washington, and Madrid. I limit myself here to a few highlights: one of them 
shines with a political dimension at a time when The Wall served to deter 
people from going to East Berlin ("a great place to live, but you wouldn't 
want to visit there"), and the Russians were broadly accused of having looted 
all the treasures of East Germany. I discovered that all files of German 17th 

century broadsheets of mixed historical and social subjects in the Bode 
Museum in East Berlin bore very neatly penciled inventory numbers and 
words, in Russian, on the back these trivial, relatively valueless objects had 
all been inventorized by the Russian occupying forces, who might be supposed 
to have had better things to do. (And had the engravings actually been taken 
to Russia, and returned?). 

Other highlights offer moments of great, unrepeatable, today unthinkable 
privilege of access, like getting to the folio upon folio of caricatures in the 
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storerooms of the British Museum printroom, where now they fob you off 
with microfilm and hate to trust you with an original. Liekwise in the Paris 
Cabinet des Estampes, where the then Keeper, Jean Adhemar of blessed 
memory, let me downstairs to unfathomably catalogues and arranged mixed 
folios of prints (I still remember "Tf(d)Res." As a kind of magic code), thus 
circumventing endless waiting and severe restrictions on numbers of albums 
deliverable on one day. Similar restrictions on printed volumes in the library 
proper were evaded by getting, by special pleading, directly to the shelves 
where the umpteen French caricature journals were kept. Such exemptions 
would be quite verboten today. 

I came to the U.S. after getting my Ph.D. in 1964, hoping not so much 
for improved career prospects in the Land of the Free, as in quest of a different 
climate and a different culture (a sort of Bildungsreise). I soon found myself, 
at UC Santa Barbara, the recipient of a Fellowship from the just-founded 
National Endowment for the Humanities, and in the eye of a controversial 
storm, for a project on vol. II, the 19th Century Comic Strip (Topffer, Busch 
etc., 1827-1896). A certain congressman Hall of Missouri complained in 
Congress that public money was being wasted on "comic projects" such as 
this. It turned out that this congressman had himself in the past been wasting 
public funds on a far from comic project called the House Unamerican 
Activities Committee; so that, when he discovered that I had done something 
so Unamerican as send a letter to the local paper protesting the Vietnam War, 
he went ballistic and demanded to have me fired. This storm in a teacup got 
a front page headline in the LA Times. UCSB could hardly fire me (yet), but 
after I was in fact fired eight years later (for some very minor anti-war 
behavior), and when with the help of the AFT (American Federation of 
Teachers) I began a lawsuit against the Regents of the University of California, 
it emerged that the university authorities, far from thinking my National 
Endowment grant an honor to their institution, considered this one among 
other embarrassments. All this because of comic strips -- and the Vietnam 
war. 

I have always considered myself primarily a historian of pre-20th century 
art, and I ventured into the modem comic only after the chance discovery, I 
1972 en route to Chile, in Lima, Peru, of a chapter from the now famous 
Dorfman and Mattelart How to Read Donald Duck. I found Ariel Dorfman in 
Santiago, offered to do the English translation of the first, Valparaiso edition, 
adding "Imperialist Ideology of the Disney Comic" as a subtitle (I virtually 
taught myself Spanish in the process) This, after some rejections from major 
publishers fearful of the copyright issue raised by the (not very numerous) 
illustrations, appeared in 1975 under the marvelously named International 
General imprint. IG is just one, very eccentric expatriate America, then living 
in Paris, and prepared to confront the long arm of Disney legal and copyright 
department (the story of that little confrontation is told in the 1991 edition of 
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the book). My Introduction ran into some sharp political objections from the 
author, who disagreed with the merit (or expediency) of my palliative view of 
Barks as a satirist of the capitalist-imperialist system both he and Uncle 
Scrooge represent. With some small compromises, I like to think I prevailed. 

This Introduction involved me actually penetrating the Disney archive 
in Burbank, in search of the original English-language editions of the comics 
referred to by the Chileans, a difficult experience I doubt I would ever want 
to do again, were any kind of "unauthorized" research permissible in that 
paranoid fortress anyway. On the wings of the Chileans' brilliant polemical 
analysis, my (milder, more nuanced) introductory text (updated in 1991) has 
surely reached more readers in more countries than any of my other writings, 
in the English-language editions and others like the Finnish edition; I would 
be curious to know if the Serbo-Croat or Turkish or Danish or Portuguese 
editions also decided to use it. 

I planned a book of my own, expanding on the Introduction, along the 
lines of Barks as complacent satirist but satirist nevertheless, thus critic of 
the capitalist imperialist system (well-initialled Uncle Scrooge= U.S.), and 
adept at basing comics stories on the real-life U.S. foreign adventures of the 
day. He did this in defiance of the stringent Disney rules against such realism 
not least in his references to Vietnam ("Unsteadystan"). My idea stumbled 
along for a while until I realized that the copyright issue with any publisher 
in the U.S. or U.K. might frustrate all efforts at representative visual 
illustration, to which as an art historian I am committed. All that has finally 
emerged (so far, but I have no further hopes) is a little 95-page book in a 
Fischer Kunststiick series, called, in translation Carl Barks, Uncle Scrooge 
and Donald Duck. World Conquest in Duck's eye View (Entenperspektive, 
1990). I even planned for a while to pair and contrast Barks with Herge as 
the masters of the imperialist comic book, both Ducks and Tintin having a 
comparable supremacist global reach in their adventures, although their 
character and intent is quite different. Worth attempting, no? 

In Chile I also found a new, native, counter-Disney production in which 
Dorman and Mattelart were involved: a series of comic books designed to 
explain the socialist process underway under Allende (murdered and 
overthrown with the help of the U.S. on nine-eleven 1973). The best of these 
went under the title La Firme (Steadfast), and I wrote a few articles underlining 
their inventiveness, Chileanness, and didactic-amusing character. Castigat 
ridendo mroes. There should be an English anthology of these unique and 
wonderful political comics. Visiting the Quimantu publishing office I made 
one mistake: in a gesture of generosity typical of Allendistas at this time, I 
was offered to take my pick among the original cover art of their comics 
series, from a huge delectable pile. I modestly took only one, showing a U.S. 
soldier with a Vietnamese woman in his gunsights (for a reoriented war comics 
series). A mistake I have eternally regretted, because of the offices were trashed 
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and the contents destroyed when the military took over a year later. And my 
one piece of original art was disappeared in the course of an exhibition of 
Unidad Popular posters I lent to Germany. 

My research interest seem to undergo cyclical rebirths. After fifteen 
years I have now returned to that Rodolphe Topffer who first ravished me in 
1960, when literally the only place I could find his comic strips was I rare 
editions in the British Museum Library. Since then there have been many 
French and German language editions (and one Topffer story has reached 
the status of classic as a children's story in Dutch), but there is oddly no 
English one. Nor has there ever been a critical edition, with the kind of 
scholarly paraphernalia that has been accorded to some of our "classic" comic 
strip masters, notably Carl Barks. I hope the combination of "scholarly 
apparatus" (introduction, notes, unused or unfulfilled sketches etc) and the 
need for straight reproduction of the stories -- which are wildly funny -- will 
not deter a publisher, whom I have yet to find. [This is an advertisement]. 

As I write this I am teaching a seminar on nonsense in 19th century art 
and literature, which turns out to be headed, via Munchausen and Lear, mainly 
towards Lewis Carroll, and I am convincing myself, as I compare Carroll 
with Topffer, that the genius of the latter is little less than that of the former. 
Of course the two men (both in real life sober academics, by the way) are not 
really comparable, the Alices being text driven, and Topffer, that the genius 
of the latter is little less than that of the former. Of course the two men (both 
in real life sober academics, by the way) are not really comparable, the Alices 
being text driven, and Topffer's "graphic novelettes" being picture-driven -­
but still, I believe Topffer 's sense of the absurd is not much inferior to Carroll's. 
And Topffer didn't need a Tennie! to ensure his success with public. 
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