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THE VOICES OF SILENCE 

Willette, Steinlen and the Introduction of the Silent Strip in 
the Chat Noir, with a German Coda 

David Kunzle 

Throughout the history of the nineteenth century comic strip one can detect 

occasional impatience with the failure of word and image to harmonize, the 

stubborn intractability of captions to measure up to the promise of the draw- 

ing. Insofar as the very printing of drawings, the insertion of wood engravings 

(and in France, the lithograph) in the new mass journals, be they comic or se- 

rious in intent, was experienced as an exciting novelty, it was the graphics 

which seized attention first; explanatory captions and text, although usually 

deemed necessary, came second. Occasionally, as with the giants of the 

genre, Rodolphe Toépffer and Wilhelm Busch, picture and text engaged in a 

kind of duet—or duel. Both artists were also writers, and always consciously 

so. Topffer’s carefully crafted French prose captions offer a mock-staid, 

mock-pompous, mock bureaucratic-romantic commentary on the free-flowing 

crazy activities of his characters and anarchic plots. A generation later, 

Busch’s perfectly honed German verse offers mock-bland philosophical and 

moral truisms which appear to condemn the ludicrous, mischievous or vi- 

cious behavior in which he clearly delights. In both cases the disjunction be- 

tween picture and text has its own aesthetic effect; but with most other 

artists the addition of text was a pedestrian necessity—a walking after (more 

precisely, under) the picture anxiously scattering stop-gaps of narrative infor- 

mation. 

At a certain point, rather suddenly it seems, verbal commentary was 
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4 DAVID KUNZLE 

judged dispensable; it was as if the text was experienced as a kind of control 

or stricture upon the graphic, to be loosened and even abolished altogether. It 

may be no coincidence that the reaction to this form of “censorship” coin- 

cided with a relaxation, in France, of an all-too-real censorship in all media, 

literary and graphic, including political and illustrated, comic journals. 

There are no doubt connections to be traced with the development, in the 

late nineteenth century, of aesthetic autonomy in cultural fields across the 

board; certainly the “silent strip” begins to meet the category of “art for art’s 

sake,” “I’art (graphique) pour l’art (graphique).” 

The contribution of the Chat Noir to the history of the comic strip marks 

a short, sharp, brilliant and unrepeatable episode. It was short, lasting for a 

few years only, it was sharp, delivering a sudden, vanguard jolt to bourgeois 

sensibility; it was brilliant, in the hands of two artists: the lesser known, 

Willette, who I believe did nothing better in his life, and Steinlen, who went 

on to greater fame for work considered more socially potent, but hardly more 

subtle. And it was an unrepeatable moment: in the 1880s when naturalism 

was beginning to mutate to symbolism, and when in the comic strip various 

visual arts met in creative fusion: cabaret, music hall, pantomime, circus, 

shadow puppets, photography of movement and other pre-cinematic experi- 

ments. 

The place and the social moment were also propitious: a newly, truly re- 

publican France able, through relaxation of the censorship, to express its in- 

creasing dissatisfaction with a bourgeois order which produced cynicism, 

poverty and crime, and acted according to a cruel form of jungle law. This so- 

cial indifference, this insouciance, was embodied in Willette’s Pierrot and 

Steinlen’s cats. 

The roth century fin-de-siécle, like our own, was experienced as entering 

an acute technological and social speed-up mode. In painting, the impres- 

sionist revolution has been linked with the idea of social and economic ac- 

celeration: people moving, working and seeing faster. Caricature and comic 

strip were always in the vanguard of a kind of graphic speedup, of which 

Rodolphe Topffer is the recognized pioneer. But the speedup was not contin- 

uous, especially not in France where Tépffer was followed by Cham, who 

slowed his Swiss model down in terms of both graphic and narrative tech- 

nique. Cham was followed by Léonce Petit, mis-called the French Topffer, 

who dominated Le Journal Amusant, the chief caricature magazine of Paris 

in the decade preceding the Chat Noir. Petit developed another kind of slow- 
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down which was also a drawing-out: picture stories prolonged over several 

successive issues. These anecdotes, based on the strife between small town 

and rustic mentality, build momentum deliberately, methodically, some- 

times a bit ponderously, in a kind of illustrated narrative with a relatively 

discursive text broken down into long captions. Life is slower in the prov- 

inces and the countryside. 

It is evident that the impetus for graphic and narrative acceleration and 

abbreviation, came, after the French abandoned the Tépfferian model, from 

Germany. Wilhelm Busch and other artists of the Fliegende Blaetter were 

imitated and plagiarized all over Europe and in the United States. One of 

their attractions was their demonstration of the advantages of one radical 

means of narrative speedup: elimination of the caption altogether. This be- 

came possible because of the exceptional clarity and expressiveness of the 

drawing, which especially in the case of Busch reached a crystalline isolation 

of climactic physical moments. Elimination of caption and thus the need for 

translation into another language also facilitated the copying, the plagiarism 

which became internationalized in the last decades of the century—like 

other wordless arts, music, pantomime, ballet, silent film, the silent comic 

strip acquired the ability to move (and fast) across national boundaries, 

which it has conspicuously retained. Previously, texts had often enough been 

redundant, lacking in wit; even when they offered a necessary clarification of 

the visual elements they put a brake on fast reading. Fast reading was at a 

premium in the railway age: the paper with the comic drawings was to be 

read and perhaps discarded before the next station. 

Elimination of caption was first and foremost what both Willette and 

Steinlen took from the Germans. The Willette and Steinlen strips are as 

silent as the cat after which the cabaret and its magazine were named. The - 

so-called “wordless story,” the Histoire sans paroles, became a trademark of 

the paper, and both artists were consistent and systematic in the preserva- 

tion of it as such. The audience of the Chat Noir weekly, like the clientele of 

the cabaret of the same name, was literate, relatively sophisticated, van- 

guardist, attuned to innovation and experiment. But many readers, we know, 

were disconcerted by the lack of text they had come to expect, especially in a 

journal which prided itself on its literary quality. Fortunately, neither editor 

Emile Goudeau nor director Rodolpe Salis would yield to the summons to 

add explanatory captions. They resisted despite the example furnished by 
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Salis himself, who accompanied the mime skits put on in the Chat Noir 

cabaret with orations spoken by himself. The problem of comprehension was 

perceived as especially acute with Willette, whose narration tends to the 

mysterious, ambiguous and atmospherically evocative. There is a philosoph- 

ical and graphic analogy between the Chat Noir strips by Willette and 

Steinlen—and not just in the use of the cat as protagonist—and Herriman’s 

anarchist feline strip Krazy Kat which occupies another singular, discrete 

niche in comic strip history, one which has never been reoccupied, and 

where a relative silence also reigns. 

As in contemporary pantomime, the art which dramatizes silence, and 

which Willette was the first, I believe, to translate onto the pages of a comic 

journal, the lack of words focusses the expressive role of movement which 

becomes not just farcical, but alternately frenetic and subtly expressive. 

Pantomime also tends to dispense with scenery and stage props, in order to 

focus on the expressiveness of the human body alone. The minimizing of 

background in the Chat Noir comic strip, for which Germany also offered a 

model, is another factor in isolating the mechanics of movement and en- 

hancing the value of the silhouette, its semiographic base. In “C’est un conte 

noir” (see Fig.1) Willette adopts an unusual greyish background to suggest a 

kind of moral and physical fog in which his figures move, where verbality, 

the instrument of reason, dissolves before sensation and image. His is, in 

fact, literally a dream world, unique in comic strip history, successor to that 

of the surreal adventures in Topffer’s romans en estampes, and predecessor to 

that of Little Nemo and Krazy Kat, all of which however rely somewhat on 

texts. Both Tépffer and George Herriman, indeed, use verbal language in a 

highly self-conscious and idiosyncratic way, Willette’s world of dreams, ex- 

clusively visual and morally blurred, is the predecessor of that wave of ex- 

perimental, philosophically demanding books of textless visual narrative 

“for adults” which have proliferated since the 1960s. 

In “C’est un conte noir,” Willette gives his own version of the origin of 

Pierrot, protagonist of all his comic strips, a character borrowed of course 

from the theater and with scenarios probably derived, indirectly, from the 

most famous mime of the July monarchy era, J.B.G. Deburau. Pierrot is aban- 

doned as a baby at the Gate of Paradise. He is taken in and raised by St Peter 

and St Joseph and then sent back as an adolescent onto earth, with the ad- 

monition not to let the black hand of the devil taint the white of his robe. 

But, young and heedless, Pierrot immediately finds himself bewitched by 
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Figure |. Adolphe Willette, “C’est un conte noir,” Le Chat Noir, 22 November 1884 
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black, that is, bad people: the enticements of a cocotte riding a broomstick, a 

tavern lout who has surrendered himself to wild alcoholic capers, and a can- 

can dancer moving in the blazing fire of erotic frenzy. The loss of all sense of 

family and sexual responsibility is symbolized in the infant in the stroller 

comically abandoned to the corruptions of the Figaro newspaper. 

The black cocotte and young Pierrot embrace passionately, but she sud- 

denly trips off, cocking a snook, leaving a trail of trampled flowers, and a 

black handprint from her glove on his snowy robe. This mark of infamy is re- 

peated, cosmically enlarged, on the half-veiled moon, Pierrot’s tutelary 

planet. Pierrot collapses in grief and perhaps repentance, and in an alcoholic 

stupor; while the black hand print on the moon begins to take it over alto- 

gether, crush it, and then reach for Pierrot himself, descending on him in a 

cloud as he resorts to further stupefying libations. 

The black—or now dark-grey—hand of guilt and vice engulfs him, greys 

him (le grise, i.e. makes him tipsy), leaving him clothed now in his familiar 

black suit of worldly vice on top of the white one of his primitive, juvenile 

innocence. In a self-destructive fury Pierrot shoots his pistol at the moon, 

now a death’s head, and threatens defiance at the world. Saint Pierre will 

have no more Pierrots, he has learned his lesson, and will waste no more 

time on charitable exercises which turn out thus; he ruthlessly sweeps away 

all the babies abandoned on his doorstep at Christmas time. So much for 

bourgeois charity in heaven—and heaven, for the anti-clerical Willette, is al- 

ways a bourgeois construction, as on earth, charity is a relative, one-chance- 

only affair. 

This little tale is told in a series of drawings which fuse, or float together 

on the page (actually, two pages), a single fragmented design on which any 

text would appear as an obtrusion. Maybe it contradicts the spirit of the pan- 

tomime to retell it in words, as we have done. You are meant to see, experi- 

ence, empathize, rather than merely understand. Or: seeing is understanding. 

“Comprenez-vous l’ecriture Pierrotglyphique?” retorted Willette to demands 

for explanation. Willette offers the first demonstration in France at the 

graphic level of what the early symbolist writers were doing, with words 

alone: autonomy of feeling, primacy of sensation over causation, of image 

over chronology. The function of captions had always been and would con- 
tinue to be to organize an anecdote in a linear and causative fashion, to pre- 

pare and deliver a punch-line in what is essentially an illustrated joke. To 

eliminate them is to allow for an expansion into modes of feeling where 
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humor is not predominant, but where an ironic world-view may prevail. The 

release from the constraints of the triviality of the joke was paradoxically 

also a release from the constraints of morality. 

The visual arts are not organically humorous like the literary arts. In the 

great tradition of painting, there appear few artists one could characterize as 

primarily humorous, compared with the legion of comic writers. It is easier 

to be funny with words than the visualization of actions. This may be simply 

because we are taught to communicate principally with words, and very sec- 

ondarily with pictures; most of us can write, few of us can draw. In a silent 

strip, the burden of humor is carried necessarily by the drawings alone. The 

caricatural style is of course in and of itself humorous, or perceived to carry 

humorous potential; and the lightness of Willette’s graphic touch is usually 

at odds with the macabre, even tragic import of his story. To underline this 

import with words would be to weigh it down, make it literally ponderous, 

vulgarize it, trivialize it. The very muteness of the mime has its pathetic and 

tragic aspect; his inability to communicate in the normal, direct way, gives 

us a figure marked by fate for incomprehension and suffering. We imagine 

muteness acted on the stage or drawn on the page as an affliction, as of course 

it is in reality. 

Willette saw his Pierrot this way, identified with him as his creator, and 

like him condemned to an unnatural silence, which he would not break de- 

spite the clamor of viewers, readers by training and instinct, who wanted the 

creator Willette, if not his creation Pierrot, to speak words. On occasion, 

however, Willette took pity on Pierrot, and on his readers crying out for com- 

mentary, by supplying one. What he supplied was not so much commentary 

as a kind of verbal paraphrase, printed under the same title as the drawings, 

but without direct reference to them, and on a separate page. In the example 

chosen here we can see that this was a mistake, but an instructive one for our 

_ purposes. 

In “Deux Pages d’Amour,” (see Fig. 2) we find Pierrot recapitulating the 

story of his own origins as laid out in “C’est un conte noir.” The infant we 

see lying at the base of a lamppost at the beginning of the second page is the 

love-child begotten, corrupted and then abandoned by Pierrot. He symbolises 

also the woman’s love that Pierrot has stolen and cast off. A cocotte passing 

by has pity on the poor whimpering amor, and brings him to her brutal pimp, 

who is given the generic professional type-name of Alphonse. The kind of 
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seedy company the pimp keeps is rendered in a brilliant genre scene set in a 

low tavern. His response to her generous folly is apparently to beat her up for 

bringing in another mouth to feed, and introducing an obstacle to her work. 

Such we assume to be the motive of his anger, but we next see the Alphonse 

with the infant in his arms, accompanied by his cocotte, entering the miser- 

able hotel which they call home. Inside, while the bruised cocotte restores 

herself with a smoke in bed, the pimp dandles the new acquisition on his 

knee. 

Why does he change his mind? I do not think we need to know, and the 

commentary, which in Willette’s limp prose says so much less than the draw- 

ings, simply fudges the issue. He says “il (l/Alphonse) voulut bien adopter le 

md6me, se proposant de lui apprendre le métier, rapport qu’il avait horreur des 

feignantes” (the Alphonse was quite willing to adopt the brat, intending to 

teach it the trade, seeing that he hated idle females). So this is an investment 

opportunity? If so, it is a problematic one, since we already know that the in- 

fant is male, another Pierrot, and find it hard to imagine Alphonse waiting 

for the many years to pass for his investment to reach adulthood, a status ob- 

viously required for the metier of pimp. And would he want a rival anyway? 

Then we register that the idleness which Alphonse purports to abominate 

” a feminine form, so that the metier in question pertains to “feignantes, 

must be that of female prostitution, for which one can imagine, alas, that the 

infant, if female, would be qualified all too soon, child prostitution being 

common. But even here, realistically, one cannot suppose that a pimp would 

bother to wait even the few necessary years, when desperate pubescent or 

adolescent girls were readily available. But hold it: suddenly, we are caught in 

the midst of a tiresome, irrelevant explication de texte, an untangling of the 

author’s intentions from his actions, or perhaps better (and I think more 

probably) of the actions of his drawings from his post-facto, externally im- 

posed verbal reaction to them. 

Questions of the motivation for the pimp’s change of heart, his intentions 

with the adopted infant, and indeed his reasons for finally murdering Pierrot, 

are in the drawn (mimed) version irrelevant, or left open. The symbolist 

world is one of suggestion rather than statement. The murder is shocking, of 

course, all the more so for being gratuitous; Willette in his commentary 

spoils it for us by saying that the pimp “Veillait sur son apprenti,” (was 

watching over his apprentice) which is hardly a sufficient motivation, and 

plainly contradicted in the drawing, for he leaves his “apprentice” clinging to 
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Figure 2. Adolphe Willette, “Deux Pages d’Amour,” second page, Le Chat Noir, 17 January 1885. 

the corpse of Pierrot, his real father. But before the tragic finale, we see the 

adoptive mother, the soft-hearted cocotte, in the street again with her weep- 

ing amor in tow, spurned by bourgeois (and cop too?); it is a tough trade, says 

Willette superfluously, especially in winter. Whether the bourgeois type who 

spurns her does so in his role as potential client, or as potential agent of char- 

ity to rescue her and her child, remains undecided. Fortunately, the com- 
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mentary is silent on the point, as on the role of the policeman seen disap- 

pearing down the street; for me, subjectively (and of course the symbolist 

method invites subjectivity) he represents the indifference of the guardians 

of the law towards someone so obviously innocent and needy as the naked 

infant, if not the cocotte herself. 

Pierrot saunters by at this moment; mutual recognition between father 

and son results in a passionate embrace, which provokes the pimp, who sud- 

denly appears on the scene, to plunge a dagger in Pierrot’s back (qui donne 

une fraicheur sans le dos a notre ami Pierrot). Pierrot is left dead, in a pool of 

blood, beneath a lamppost. Provokes? Our own commentary here is prejudi- 

cial, as any commentary is, unless it is to stress the essential meaningless- 

ness of the pimp’s action. The point is simply that Pierrot, as an archetype of 

amorality, is destined to a death as meaningless (in the conventional sense) 

as his life. As to the higher, poetic, metaphysical sense of that life and death, 

wellz. 

STEINLEN 

The cat fables of Swiss-born Theophile-Alexandre Steinlen have an un- 

mistakable origin in Wilhelm Busch, whom he must have studied closely. 

Like Willette’s Pierrot, Steinlen’s cats are a kind of social-Darwinian anar- 

chist, both victim and victimizer; like Pierrot they are morally indifferent, 

and driven by instinct. As in Busch and Willette, the humor in Steinlen is 

physical, farcical and often cruel. Although also wordless, Steinlen’s se- 

quences have a structure and morality which is simpler and clearer than in 

Willette. 

The simplicity of structure derives, often enough, from Steinlen’s particu- 

lar gift, developed from Busch, for tracking closely-spaced phases of move- 

ment, and the elimination of all but the most minimal clues to define the 

environment. In the case of the page called “Idylle” (see Fig. 3), this creates 

what may be termed a cinematic kind of suspense, achieved without the cin- 

ematic shifts between close-up and distant shots that will characterize the 

comic strip of the following century. The first design includes a vestigial out- 

line of a building, lost in the fog which envelops the design as a whole. The 

pale light from a sickle moon serves chiefly to outline the silhouette of the 

black cat and to cast slight shadows from its feet; we find ourselves sharing 

the cat’s absence of vision, which is moral as well as physical. We are cast 

adrift in a grey world deprived of spatial coordinates. 
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Figure 3. Theophile-Alexandre Steinlen, “Idylle,” Le Chat Noir, 28 February 1885. 

The cat seems to be watching, stalking, waiting, calling—for a female who 

only gradually appears in a casement opposite. The urgent cry of the black, 

surely a tom-cat, at a time when the vocal “Language of Cats” (this is the 

title of a chapter in Champfleury’s 1869 book on cats, illustrated by Manet) 

was taken to be highly developed (more so than that of dogs, for instance}, 
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impels the white, surely a female, to make the leap. The imposed silence of 

the narrative makes the voice of the male echo all the more eerily. Only now, 

in the drawing at the bottom left of the page, do we realize the magnitude 

and perilousness of the gap separating the lovers, when the female appears 

clinging desperately to what we now recognize as the ledge of a rooftop, from 

which she drops to her death below. She dies for following a fatal, instinctual 

signal, and for her enticer’s unwillingness, or inability to help. 

We look back and absorb the significance of the simple line which 

emerges, at first drawn faintly, then a little firmer and longer, each time at 

the black cat’s front paws, a line which he cannot transgress, although the 

grey-shaded rooftop on which he stands is graphically continuous with the 

ground beyond, which is not ground at all, the very opposite. The lamppost 

at the foot of which the cat falls looms faintly through the grey mist in a 

drawing earlier in the sequence, top right. At the end she lies in a pool of 

blood rather like Willette’s Pierrot, like him an emblematic victim of her so- 

ciety, and of a dominant male; not actually murdered of course like Pierrot, 

but victim of the force of her sexual nature. In the Pierrot story the glass 

lantern atop the lamppost contains a reflector which looks like a vestigial 

miniature of Pierrot’s own tutelary planet, the moon. It fades, with the lamp- 

post as a whole, as the real moon rises on the scene of the crime. In the 

Steinlen the dead she-cat lies below a lamppost of which we see only the em- 

phatically modelled pedestal. Despite the fog, one imagines her reflected in it. 

I take the gas lamppost, in the Willette as in the Steinlen, to be a quasi- 

satirical symbol of bourgeois claims for enlightenment in an industrial age. 

Built in cities to deter crime, to bring light to nature’s darkness, lampposts 

functioned symbolically to dispel the tenebra of ignorance and malfeasance. 

Here, they are the mute tombstone markers of and witnesses or silent sign- 

posts to violent deaths brought about in the social penumbrae that is Paris in 

the 1880s, and that no effort at artificial lighting can abolish. 

Violence and death always had their place in the comic strip and pictorial 

narrative, since Callot’s Miséres de la Guerre, since Hogarth; they figure in 

Topffer in much mitigated and alleviated form. In the roth century, on the 

whole, violence is farcical, especially in Busch; it takes a stretch of the imag- 

ination to see it as tragic, although Busch’s mode of farce frequently invites 

such a stretch. The histoire sans paroles, Chat Noir style, takes death lightly, 

a visitor striking down lives unbidden and undeserved, capricious and brutal. 
* * * 
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I started out approaching Willette and Steinlen from the formal or format 

point of view, their wordlessness, their introduction into France of the word- 

less strip. I wonder now about the connection between their sense of social 

tragedy, their sense that social relations are ruled by the instincts of selfish- 

ness, callousness and cruelty, and the idea that conventional morality, ex- 

pressed by captions which traditionally functioned as a kind of censorious 

social super-ego, falls mute in these circumstances. It is as if Willette and 

Steinlen, confronted with the implacability of the social question, fell liter- 

ally mute, mute in wonder, shock, and helplessness. They then turn their 

muteness to graphic advantage, as if to say: these are matters too big to bear 

speaking out on, all we can do, from the edge of the stage, is shrug our shoul- 

ders or raise our hands in despair, curl our lip, knit our brow, darken our soul. 

Worse, the addition of captions would only vulgarize and banalize, or even 

make a joke out of what should be left bathed in an aura of irony. The draw- 

ing may establish itself as a kind of a priori truth, and set itself up in critique, 

and even in contradiction of a banal, official version which comes to us in 

verbal edict. The great example of a deliberately vulgarized, banalized and in- 

deed “officialized” caption, the hollowness of which is exposed by the draw- 

ing, is the Histoire de la Sainte Russie by Gustave Doré (1854), that magnum 

opus of the album comic strip and a regular compendium of such disjunc- 

tions, relentlessly piled up in Rabelaisian prolixity: the caption states the of- 

ficial line, the received truth, which the picture corrects with the grim, 

discordant reality, laughter sparking across the gap. (Through these extrava- 

gant captions, incidentally, there glimmers Doré the suppressed prose-artist). 

With Willette and Steinlen, where we are willy nilly invited to supply our 

own captions, and compare our own preconceptions of how the story should 

go, surprise, if not laughter, sparks across the gap. Often lacking humor, as 

well as always lacking text, Willette and Steinlen in the Chat Noir visualize 

the social struggle as they see it, which is as it really is, rather than as we 

have been taught to read it. 

CODA: THE WAGGING OF THE GERMAN TALE 

As noted, the abandonment of captions by the Chat Noir had its precursor 

in German Bilderbogen of the 1860s, although Willette spent some effort 

denying this. The Germans went further in an outburst of experimentation 

in the ‘80s, starting just about the same time as the Chat Noir. The auton- 

omy acquired by graphics freed from the burden (and support) of text encour- 



16 DAVID KUNZLE 

aged a kind of “Pierrotesque” free-floating of graphic tricks and acrobatics, 

and exploration of realms of childhood and adolescent experience (there is of 

course a sense in which imagery is always antecedent to the word, in terms 

of childhood learning): so we find the voracious vocabulary of caricature 

drawing on the trivia of playroom and schoolroom, noting the structure and 

behavior of toys, the challenge of puzzles visual and verbal, the application of 

simple mechanical laws and geometrical constructions, the charm of chil- 

dren’s scribbles, and exploiting that impulse that seems so modernist, to 

make something out of nothing. We discern in the very quality of line what 

seems a national difference: the nervous, impressionistic contour of Willette, 

against the taut, spring-laden, steely clarity of the Germans ever under the 

spell of Busch. Wordlessness which encouraged, as we have argued, arbitrary, 

gratuitous, anarchist violence in France, had the opposite effect in Germany, 

generating a certain physical quiescence, mitigation of violence, and diminu- 

tion of moral charge. Were the German (lower-) middle classes, satiated by 

the successful war against France, the formation of Empire at home and 

abroad, and accelerating material prosperity, more secure than their French 

equivalent? 

Hyper-activity and speed-up in France were paralleled by a tendency in 

Germany towards the repetitious, slowed-down design. Some times this had 

a mechanical basis, as if in demonstration of some elementary law of physics 

(there is a lot about the workings of pulleys and levers which are virtually di- 

agrams of slapstick); at other times, by contrast, the strips assume a dream- 

like and poetic quality, not unlike Willette’s. We may take, in illustration, a 

work by Emil Reinecke which is symptomatic of a (fin-de-siécle?) kind of 

weariness with loud moralizing and noisy violence, and of a taste for the off- 

beat, weird—and silent (see Fig. 4). Here, silence is immediately associated 

with sleep, that ideal petty-bourgeois existential state subject (in Busch and 

others) to constant fracture. Athwart this kleinbiirgerlich ideal of the peace- 
ful life of sleep, exemplified at the beginning and the end, making the story 
circular, something happens we do not at first understand. This demand on 
the reader’s patience, and willingness to be puzzled, which is superficially 

in contradiction to the pleasure of speed-reading, makes its own point, 
Reinecke gives us only seven rather similar drawings, differentiated sud- 
denly by a terrible figure framed against the night sky through a window—a 
murderous burglar, who disappears as quickly as he appeared. Working back- 
wards and forwards (as in a Mallarmé poem) we eventually cotton on: the 
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burglar has been scared off by the barking of the little dog, a dachshund, who 

had been also asleep, on the bed. This barking has awakened his master, who 

peevishly glares at the author of what he takes to be a false alarm. Humil- 

iated (but not physically abused, as tradition would have it) the dog is left in 

silent weeping, and guarding now the carelessly discarded crumpled boots of 

his owner. These may (perhaps) be interpreted as symbols of that dangerous, 

disorderly outside world from which sleep, returning quickly to the master, 

is the refuge. 

Is criminality, which stalks the whole history of the comics, merely the 

passing shadow of a fear, a peril a little dog can exorcize? Are moral guards 

hye 
i 
i i 1M payatty Hee 
uN fill 
H, 

E Feinicke. 88, 

Figure 4. Emil Reinecke, “Ingratitude is the world’s reward,” Fliegende Blatter, January 6 1889. 
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slipping here? European popular culture did not normally permit even petty 

criminals to get off scot free, offering rather the satisfaction of condign pun- 

ishments for them, in the manner of Busch’s Max und Moritz. Reinecke’s 

drawing is entirely dependent on the inescapable master Busch (the perkily 

foreshortened nose and smile of blissful somnolence are unmistakeably his). 

But the moral of the incident—if moral there be—is not. The system of re- 

wards and punishments, which is the very structure of Busch’s oeuvre and 

which subtends also Willette and Steinlen, has evaporated, if it is not indeed 

parodied, or denied (Reinecke’s title—probably superfluous—is “Ingratitude 

is the world’s reward”). We are left in sad contemplation of the failure to re- 

ward, and worse, of the mindless infliction of moral punishment on a crea- 

ture of more-than-human intelligence which has prevented a terrible deed, 

when religion (see the cross on the wall) is helpless. 

By sacrificing its verbal constituent, and thereby a frame for moral judg- 

ment, the comic strip enters the realm of new possibilities, of which animal 

psychology is one of many, anthropomorphized as it may be. The twentieth 

century comic strip, animated cartoon and film is awash with animals of all 

kinds, speaking and silent, more or less moralized, more or less anthropo- 

morphic. Steinlen’s cat tries to reduce, indeed eliminate the anthropomor- 

phism; Reinecke’s dog uses it to sentimental and dramatic effect. The last 

scene with the weeping dachshund is sad enough, but the preceding design is 

sadder still, with a sadness a caption could have alleviated. The master, 

awakened from sleep, is too unaware and stupid, that is too presumptuous of 

the superiority of his senses as a human, to credit his dog, scolding him/her 

instead; at which the poor creature shrinks in shame—or could it be frustra- 

tion at having no human language to defend him/herself and tell of the very 

real danger to his master he/she has just heard, seen, and averted? Should 

there not be the mercy of captions (or, later, balloons) to imagine his/her 

thoughts and feelings, to vocalize his barking or whimpering? Of course not. 

Dogs, like cats, are condemned to silence. Millennia of domestication 

have not changed this. They suffer in our obscene medical laboratories and 
factory farms largely in silence, and as such are barbarously perceived as not 
really suffering at all. Artists know better, and see them as our pre-eminent 
mimes, social victims expressing themselves in a wordless language of 
movements and attitudes which may not succeed in communicating at all. 
Mute by nature, further muted by human cruelty and ignorance, animals fit 
into the wordless comic strip as if the medium were created for them 
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1. The Willette and Steinlen portion here is developed from chapter 9 (“Chat Noir”) 
and the Reinecke coda from chapter 12, in my book The History of the Comic Strip: 
The Nineteenth Century, University of California, 1990, p. 190-214 and 287 f. 
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2, January 1997, p. 60-75 and no. 3, January 1998, p. 92-105. 
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1. The genre of wordless comics seems firmly established with the publication of 
Comix 2000, (Paris: L’Association, 1999) that boasts 2000 pages of wordless comics 
from an international list of comics artists; zine’s like Sunburn (“Beyond Words: a 
wordless comic anthology” No.11 Summer, 1999) that dedicated an entire issue to 
wordless strips by international artists; and a continuing series of wordless graphic 
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Gabelentz, New York: Rizzoli, 1977. A study on the character in Mein Stundenbuch 
(Passionate Journey), is found in an article by Chris Lanier, “Frans Masereel: A 
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3. For an overview of woodcut novels, see Perry Willett, The Silent Shout: Frans 
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