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Rodolphe Topfter’s Aesthetic Revolution

DAVID KUNZLE

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

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

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

17



DAVID KUNZLE

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

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

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

The preference for the primitive, to use the title of Gombrich’s last book, is deeply
embedded in the rise of modernism, and is surely linked closely to Topffer’s theories,
probably more indirectly than directly. The loose, incomplete touch became that of
Impressionism; the appropriation of the childish, crude, and ugly became a norm of
twentieth-century art; the rejection of the academic, the systematic, of rules became the
rule. Caricature, and comic strip as its narrative form that gave this style of draughts-
manship unheard-of popularity, blended into modernism, as did the fantastic, the
surreal, the dreamlike. The tenuous line of social theory in the Reflexions purports to
serve as justification for Tépffer’s “graphic follies.” Being reproducible, they have a
large potential audience, being simple-looking—and thus aside from their sophisticate
content—they appeal to the “simple man,” the masses of unlettered folk; conceived like

18



RODOLPHE TOPFFER'S AESTHETIC REVOLUTION
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Essai de Physiognomonie, title page, 1845.

Hogarth’s engravings with a moral purpose, even if that is not always as clear as with the
great English precursor, they serve social improvement. Unlike Salon painting, which is
for the rich, and unlike /a7t pour l'art, an absurdism leading to amoralism and anarchy,®
Topfter’s “engraved literature” serves the people. While the citizen militates against it,
the artist, malgré lui, speaks for democracy.

ESSAI DE PHYSIOGNOMONIE

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

19
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William Hogarth, Characters and Caricatures, 1743.

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

20
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There is a final irony here. The very method that Tépffer proposes depended on an
auto-lithographic technique excluded from popular imagery, which for economic rea-
sons relied on woodcut. Tépffer’s Essai is, moreover, written on a high intellectual level
and is not the kind of text read by the simple makers of imagerie populaire. They were
moreover under strict surveillance of a censorship quick to suppress anything politically
untoward. Topffer’s stories really bear no relationship to the tepid folktales peddled to
the masses.

The Physiognomonie booklet is, like the Essai d’Autographie, a how-to-do-it treatise,
an appeal to the amateur who does not need to know how to draw in order to be able
to draw. Simple contours allow for easy development and recognition of forms; artistic
signs are conventional and need not depend upon nature, especially when linear (there
are no lines in nature). Expressions may be arrived at by doodling, that is, allowing the
free-flowing pencil, accident, and chance (we would say the unconscious) to take over,
and interrogating random scribbles for expressive effects. Hogarth insisted he was in
the business of drawing credible characters and not grotesque caricatures. But Hogarth
is also, in this plate, doodling and varying like Tépffer, but in his own, more finished
way, while Topffer allows himself the barest signifiers, flicks of the pen. Broken lines are
sufficient to render expression and character, and have the advantage of inviting what
Gombrich called “the beholder’s share.” We supply character or feeling, be the face
never so crude, for merely by existing in lines on paper, a face must have an expression;
it cannot indeed 7oz speak to us, if only we listen. This is what Gombrich brightly codi-
fied into “Topfler’s law.”

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

The face of Crépin, as we have seen, happened by chance, and was then briefly inter-
rogated until a character and future blossomed forth. The doodled face thus allowed
for the unfolding of a destiny—such a face on such a man was bound to give him
wife—and children—trouble. Can we not add here that the physiognomic broken line
which encouraged the beholder’s share found its counterpart in the narrative broken
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“And note well that the least practiced eye supplies the gaps in imitation, with a facility and above all
truthfulness which turn entirely to the advantage of the artist. There they are, heads, a gentleman and a lady
who present broken lines in the highest degree, discontinuities of contour not a little monstrous . . .” (Essai
de Physiognomonie, 1845).

line, with open space for a succession of accidents and unpredictables—the share of
the artist himself as beholder, or that of a boy observing him at work, the share of the
artist’s unconscious? Topffer does not say what I intuit here as the logical consequence
of his graphic method, which, drawn out into the time dimension, creates unpredictable
patterns of incident and non sequitur. Or, like temporary physiognomic marks on the
permanent signs of character, the pattern may be varied by circling back to “permanent”
comic refrains such as Albert getting kicked in the pants, or Vieux Bois changing his
shirt, or the dunking of the Rival on the waterwheel.

FRAMES AND CAPTIONS

The only place where T6pffer mentions his method of framing is in letters to Dubochet
wanting the filets tremblotants (the trembling frame lines) introduced into the album
edition of Cryprogame. This kind of frame actually complements the perfect unity of text
and drawing design. Philosophically, T6pffer was averse to the straight line, to rules and
rulers. When hiking, too: he disliked the “ribbons” (rubans) carved straight through the
Alps to facilitate the horse-drawn vehicles; they were boring and unnatural.

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

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

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

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

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

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