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Review Essay 

Athos Eichler Cardoso (ed.) As Aventuras de Nho-Quim & Ze 
Caipora. Os Primeiros Quadrinhos Brasileiros 1869-1883, published 
by the Editorial Council of the Federal Senate, and with a preface 
by the Italian ambassador to Brazil., Brasilia 2000, 198 pp. 

David Kunzie 

The history of the Brazilian comic strip must be totally unknown to the 
cognoscenti, and this book, written in Portuguese, is, one fears, not likely to 
get much distribution outside Brazil and the Iberian peninsula. This is a 
great pity, because the discoveries it makes break totally new ground, and the 
book, which is designed with great care (down to the innovation of 
postage-stamp size miniaturization of the strips at the bottom of the page) 
deserves a translation of the dozen pages of relevant Introduction, as well as 
of the captions to the drawings. On publication the book received 
extraordinary repercussions in the Brazilian media, with nine full and middle 
pages in the principal newspapers of Rio-Sao Paulo, Recife and Maceio. 

The discovery of Ze Caipora shatters at a blow the assumption that the 
development of the extended exotic adventure strip (from Tarzan onwards) 
was a U.S. invention of the 20th century. This book, published by a federal 
agency and introduced and edited by a professor of mass communications in 
Brazil who is also a retired colonel in the Brazilian army, does us an 
immense service, comparable in its way to that of Antonio Martfn, the 
pioneer in the study of the Spanish strip (see review in following section). 
The treasure Eichler Cardoso unearthed, in Latin America, makes us wonder 
whether there is not more digging to be done in the journals of other major 
countries of that sub-continent. 

The genre "adventure story" ( or better "exotic adventure story," since 
as a matter of fact so many early comic strips are mini-adventure stories) is 
here thoroughly defined, and I am tempted to say, mature at birth, in at least 
four respects: variety of adventure, exotic setting, extension of treatment, 
and seriousness (non-caricatural) of style and tone. One might add a fifth 
quality, which is essentially of the novel rather than comic book, that is 
relative coherence and unity of plot. As to length: in my History of the 19th 
Century Comic Strip, I ventured that the European record was held by two 
Spanish strips: Mecachis' "Wedding Day" (about 306 drawings spread over 
17 centerspreads, 1885), followed by Cilla's "Extraordinary Voyages" (241 
drawings, 1888-89). Angelo Agostini's Ze Caipora both antedates and 
quantitatively outstrips these: 378 drawings published 1883-1886. Between 
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1901, when a third edition was published, and 1906 a further 518 drawings, 
the whole divided into 75 chapters, were added. This is wholly exceptional, 
and the novelty seems to have escaped the fundamental history of Brazilian 
caricature hitherto, the Historia de Caricatura no Brasil (1963, 4 v.) by 
Herman Lima who mentions Ze Caipora only in passing, without 
reproducing a single drawing from it. 

Serial publication in the humorous journals tended to favor brevity, 
anecdotes, or extended jokes run over a half, single or double page, and at the 
most little novellas, Maupassant-style, carried over two or three issues, and 
not necessarily successive. By 1886 Agostini had exceeded in length not only 
Mecachis' serially published tour-de-force, but also any picture story 
published hitherto in album form, which tolerated length better than the 
journals, and always had since Topffer, whose four longest stories carry 
between 200 and 220 drawings; Wilhelm Busch's longest, the Knopp trilogy 
(1875-77), has 208. 

The author Angelo Agostini, born 1843 and raised in Piemont, came as 
a youth to Brazil, worked on the railways, and founded various journals in 
Sao Paolo and Rio. He died in 1910. His role as the founder of the Brazilian 
comic strip is recognized in the Agostini prize given by the Association of 
Comic Strip Artists and Caricaturists of Sao Paolo; and 30 January has been 
declared the Day of the National Comic Strip, after the date that the first 
Agostini strip, that is the first Brazilian strip, appeared in 1869. It is fair to 
assume that he knew something of the French (-language) tradition of 
caricature and comic strip (his native Italy has remarkably little to offer in 
the 19th century); French culture was dominant in all Latin America. 
Agostini's style is closest, perhaps, to Cham in his post-Topfferian, mature 
period as modified by Daumier, although the Italo-Brazilian artist reveals 
specific debts to Topffer devices and (in Ze Caipora's trying out elegant 
postures (p. 65, from Jabot), in his hero's comical suicidal tendencies, as 
well as, I suspect, a more generalized inspiration .. 

To buttress the claim that Agostini' s are the first extended "exotic 
adventure strips" and the novelty of their approach, it may be worth while to 
review briefly some antecedents. Topffer's Cryptogame (first drawn 1830, 
published 1845) carries the hero from Geneva overseas, in a Norwegian whaler, 
and in the belly of a whale, from the Arctic to Algeria, depositing him finally 
in France. Comic travel became the speciality ofTopffer's follower in France, 
Cham, in mid-century when the railways and the attractions of tourism brought 
people farther afield and in greater numbers than ever before. Cham is of 
course consistently comic, as Agostini, after the initial eleven chapters of Ze 
Caipora is not, an essential difference; and the "global" ambitions of Cham's 
heroes (which he liked to present as autobiography) reflect perhaps the 
"global" ambitions of a bourgeoisie enriching itself in imperialist 
adventures, Brazil reaching outwards and industrializing in the 1880s as 
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France was in the 1840s. Agostini's realm is smaller and less mobile (the big 
city, then an undefined region of the Brazilian interior), more concentrated 
and focused, with no stake in the humor of sheer geographical and national 
variation. 

Agostini's aim was surely to raise to the level of "novel" a genre that 
had never attempted such extension, and was indeed generally underrated 
and maybe despised by the critics, who never discuss it. Arguably, the comic 
strip in the 20th century overtook the novel in popularity, but in the 19th 
century it was still finding its feet. Topffer, amazingly, made it run before it 
could walk, but for several generations it was quite unable to assert itself as a 
major art form to rival the novel. One may detect nevertheless a certain self­
parodic ambition towards the full-length novel in Cham's claim of 121 
"chapters" each with its own epigraph (actually, so many single drawings), 
and in grandiose titles often reminiscent of Baron Munchausen, whose 
extraordinarily popular and absolutely incredible adventures, constantly 
republished and added to all over Europe, cried ( one would have thought) to 
be turned into a comic strip, but never got beyond a conventional level of 
illustration. 

Agostini, aiming for credibility, has as it were, consciously to strive 
against the tradition of absurdity in the tall tales told by Munchausen, of 
which Cham partakes. Cham's Travel Impressions of M. Boniface, 
ex-Deserter of the 4th, 5th and 10th. His Excursions on Earth, His Head and 
Nose etc. (1844) takes the reader-viewer to England and Ireland in order to 
satirize local customs; his Journey from Paris to America Pursued to Le 
Havre Inclusive (1844-45), is about the physical miseries of travel by coach 
and rail; his Lithographic Impressions of a Journey by M. Trottman and 
Cham ( a long string of episodes, run over 20 issues of the Charivari, 
November-December 1846), with its sequel Nouveaux Voyages, focused on 
the foolish national stereotypes of various European countries as far as 
Turkey and Russia. His Voyages d'Agrement 1849, set in Algeria (recently 
colonized by the French), is a satire on tourism. Around the period of the 
1848 revolutions, and especially in his Journey Round the World of Captain 
Cham and His Umbrella (1852), Cham's satire becomes politically paranoid, 
and with reason, with false arrests and jail time commonplace in all his comic 
strips, a feature moreover of the 19th century comic strip generally and 
conspicuous in both Nho Quim and especially Ze Caipora. Closest in theme 
to the latter in its second part is Cham's Episodes from the History of a 
Savage Nation; or, the Benefits of Civilization (1846), where the white man 
encounters the Red Indian; but unlike Agostini, Cham is entirely concerned 
with turning the encounter, in which the "1-o-Way" Indians are corrupted by 
"civilization," into a satire on French socio-political life, while Agostini 
conceives Caipora's terrifying encounter with Brazilian Indians partly, at 
least, for its own sake, that is, as a demonstration of his heroism, and partly 
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as a means of moral antithesis between civilization and barbarism. Ze 
Caipora's heroism, surviving and battling jaguars and Indians, is real; it 
idealizes, in the mature age of imperialism to which Cham's vision is as it 
were the skeptical forerunner, the generalized Euro-American struggle against 
the "savage." The Labors of Hercules ( 184 7) by another Topffer imitator, the 
very young Gustave Dore, can be viewed, in this context, not only as a parody 
of ancient mythology but also as mockery of claims for the kind of heroism 
that Agostini takes so seriously. He has to resist a debunking tradition which 
was virtually an instinctive reflex in caricature, evident from Marie Duval's 
"Sloper in Savage Africa" (1872) to Albert Robida's "Colonization Epidemic" 
(1886) and Camileff's "Let's Civilize Africa" (1893), all of which (and many 
more) ridicule the white man in Africa. 

It is perhaps odd that the arch-imperialist nation, Britain, produced no 
exotic adventure strips beyond a series satirizing Scots barbarism (McNab of 
That Ilk), and a curious effort which in one crucial plot-device parallels 
Agostini's: the white man's rescue by the native female, which served as a 
palliative to the stereotype of native cruelty. "Mr Touchango Jones" (Man in 
the Moon, 1848) by Albert Smith and H.G. Hine, is propelled onto the shores 
of Quashybungo ostensibly by wife-trouble at home (not unlike Cryptogame), 
but in this highly politicized strip obviously with reference to the massive 
European repression leading to emigration at this time. After the hero is 
saved from an angry lion by his umbrella, which he rescued from an ape, we 
are left with a cliff-hanger borrowed from the serial novel, consciously as is 
testified by a concluding note: "with which providential escape we leave him 
to hang by the monkey's tail for thirty days." Like Caipora Jones is saved 
from certain death (by boiling in a cauldron) by a local Queen who falls in 
love with him. He then undergoes Topfferian adventures with a whale and in 
a balloon. 

The white man-savage antithesis enlarges an old city-country 
opposition familiar in European culture for centuries, and the transition from 
Agostini's earlier Nho-Quim and the first part of Ze Caipora with their 
entirely urban comedy, to the exotic Brazilian jungle which is the setting of 
the main body of Ze Caipora, recapitulates the shift of caricature and comic 
strip from city to country. This "culture clash" is the substance of Parisian 
Leonce Petit's immense series of comic Histoires Campagnardes appearing 
in the Journal Amusant during the decade immediately preceding Ze Caipora. 

The immediate point of reference, in terms of exotic adventure story, 
must however be with the Spanish work mentioned above: the Viajes 
Extraordinarios of Ramon Cilla, published in Madrid C6mico 1888-89, that 
is, not long after Agostini's first batch of Ze Caipora, and possibly inspired 
by that work A detailed comparison cannot be made here; suffice it to say that 
although it engages similar themes -- wild, dangerous animals and natives 
(in the Cilla, African Negroes), the treatment is altogether more light-hearted, 
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and truly caricatural in style, as Agostini is not. 
Eichler Cardoso, in his all-too-short introduction, is not concerned with 

such graphic antecedents, nor with political context in terms of the struggle 
to end slavery in Brazil, in which Agostini actively joined, or, more cogently, 
westward expansion. As with any Wild West story, real-life subjugation of 
the savage is, surely, at issue. Such contexts would seem to me essential for 
the fuller understanding of the comic, which stands, obviously, also in a 
literary tradition, which might have been sketched (the author e-mails me 
that Agostini admired Chateaubriand's Atala, probably in the edition 
illustrated by Dore, of whom there are graphic echoes in Agostini, and would 
have found the theme oflndian princess rescuing the hero in Jose de Alencar's 
famous romance Iracema). Eichler Cardoso is mainly concerned with more 
immediate circumstances of content and publication, and facsimile of the 
stories themselves, which necessitated some digital reconstruction of 
damaged pages. 

To the stories themselves we tum, in brief summary. In The Adventures 
of Nho Quim, or Impressions of a Trip to Court, published in the weekly Vida 
Fluminense January 30, 1869 - January 8, 1870, averaging one centerspread 
installment a month, the first nine (called "chapters") are by Agostini, the 
five remaining by Candido da Faria in a similar style, and with an 
inconclusive ending obviously not intended as such. There are short 
descriptive captions (those of Ze Caipora are longer) handwritten in the 
original, but reproduced typographically in this facsimile, as in the later 
editions of Caipora. The handwritten character of the captions was 
mandated by the fact that the drawings are lithographic, a medium which did 
not allow for the use of typography (the European tradition was to use 
wood-engraving for the illustrations, one wooden block per vignette, which 
did allow for captions to be typeset beneath). 

Nho Quim (short for Senh6r Joaquim, i.e. Mr Jim, Everyman) is the 20 
year-old scion of a well-off rural family, who sets off to seek his fortune in the 
big city. After some typical little mishaps in the train, he suffers various 
traffic accidents in the crowded city streets, which lead to his arrest and jail. 
Traffic accidents, physical fights, and damage to property form the bulk of 
the first part of the story, at one point involving a harp, in a Topfferian 
cumulative absurdity. The pell-mell rush of trivial accidents, which are the 
common coin of the comic strip in the 19th century, gells into a familiar 
unifying theme: the tribulations of the innocent abroad, the country bumpkin 
in the perilous, hostile city, which readily involves an array of social 
situations and types. The usual sexual temptation, curdling into farce, in the 
usual mistaken bedroom, an attempted seduction, and virtual and outright 
robbery (shades of the old 16th-17th century iconography of the Prodigal 
Son), are staples of the comic tradition in various media. Topfferian 
tranvestism is here heightened in absurdity by the hero's actually being 
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proposed to, in his would-be seducer's garb, Some Like It Hot style, by an 
elderly suitor (an Englishman). The hero repeatedly lands in jail, where he is 
left when the story is suspended. Technically there is little new: a series of 
medium views, monotonous to our eyes and slow-moving by European 
standards, alleviated once by a close-up of the astonished hero's face, and the 
inclusion of a large-headed portrait of what must be a friend or professional 
acquaintance of the artist. 

The slow movements, or reduction of time interval in tracking 
movement, influenced perhaps by Wilhelm Busch whose work appeared in a 
Spanish edition in 1881, is heightened in As Aventuras de Ze Caipora (The 
Adventures of Unlucky Joe), published first in centerspreads of A Revista 
Ilustrada (23 "chapters" 1883-1886), and culminating in an album, as was 
the custom, at the end of that period. This magazine is cited by Cardoso as a 
magazine of large circulation, 4,000 subscribers, which is small by European 
standards. In 1901 a "third edition" was published in Don Quixote adding 
eleven new "chapters," all the previous ones being redrawn with details 
modified, and using typographic captions. In 1905-06, 40 new chapters were 
added in the magazine O Malho (The Sledgehammer, the Flail), bringing the 
total to 75. Simultaneously a fourth edition, of the first 35 chapters, was 
issued in a collected album form. In the decade following 1906, Agostini's 
creation was turned into four plays, two silent films, and popular songs. Ze 
became a national hero, a myth. All this before Tarzan was turned into a 
comic strip in 1928/29. 

Thirteen years later, Ze Caipora finds himself, at first, undergoing similar 
farcical mishaps of the urban jungle, as if Jim had simply morphed into Joe, 
both upwardly mobile dandies who initially try out postures like Jabot. 
Aristocratic romance is thwarted by a dinner-table accident. He is arrested 
(the wine-stains on him being mistaken for blood), fights the police, flees, 
causes even more farcical and snow-balling accidents, his imprisonment in a 
carnival drum being reminiscent of the Abbe's attachment to his beam in 
Topffer's Cryptogame. The doctors who quarrelsomely attend his injuries 
abandon him when they discover he has no money on him; refused by his 
lady-love, Ze takes ship, and successively tries, imagines, then fakes suicide 
(all this again reminiscent of Topffer's heroes). Brought to his lady-love in a 
drowned-looking state, he jeopardizes his chances anew when mucus dribbles 
disgustingly from his nose -- this in a prolonged, six drawing episode 
unimaginable in European illustration at this time, or later. There are more 
shenanigans in a mistaken black maid's room, with the police, and as a 
suspected thief, and all kinds of fleeing and searching, complications 
explained in increasing caption dialogue (for this, and more flexibility of 
scene size, Leonce Petit might have offered a model). Ze goes back to jail (or 
nearly) before the final public humiliation of being seen with horrible pock 
marks. 
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This is the turning point (in chapter 12), where the hero (and author) 
decide enough is enough, and make a break for it. Ze takes off towards a 
friend in the country on muleback, along a danger-ridden track, where he is 
attacked successively by rattlesnake, pigs, monkey, and finally a jaguar. The 
encounter with this redoubtable, handsome, and symbolic creature occupies, 
as in a Tarzan comic, extensive treatment: no less than 15 drawings, but the 
way the hero manages to kill it is both shameful and incredible. Captured by 
Indians (bugres, savages), he is saved from a horrible death by Inaia, 
beautiful daughter of the cacique, sympathetic because she had been 
captured by whites before being recaptured. The two are pursued, and leave 
their enemies dead in heaps. Further adventures include a cave from which 
they escape by rope, an armadillo (which they eat), battles over bridges and 
ravines, much drowning of Indians, and Inaia's near death and last-second 
rescue. After some Robinson Crusoe-style shelter building, the lovers are 
shown sleeping side by side, and Inaia, ever virtuous as well as courageous, 
prays for the soul of her father who had wanted to kill her. The whole 
sequence ends, in 1886, on a kind of literal cliff-hanger: Inaia's original 
Indian betrothed standing on a promontory, vengefully observing the smoke 
rising from the fugitives' shelter below. 

Resuming seamlessly 15 years later in 1901, Agostini has Inaia's 
Indian fiance Cham Khan discovering his betrothed, but saved from a giant 
snake by her and Ze; after having his wounds bandaged and after being fed, 
he is reconciled to his erstwhile enemies. There is much hunting of exotic 
creatures, notably jacu birds, a paca (or spotted cavy), and "an enormous 
tamandua" which grabs the hero, in an unintended comic effect, like an 
anthropophagic wooly rug. All this is "cinegetica," that is (as Cardoso's 
glossary helpfully explains) related to the art of hunting; but on the same 
page is a highly "cinegenetic" concept: the flash-back, Caipora's whole life 
returning to him, in a moment of depression, in a cloud of tiny vignettes. 
Inaia, captured by an enemy tribe, is once more saved by Ze and his Indian 
ally Cham-Khan, with much killing of Indians, and regular battles where the 
whites are always vastly outnumbered. 

The story resumes again in 1905, at chapter 38, leaving now the 
lithographic for a pen and ink style in photographic reproduction. There is 
another mortal battle with a jaguar, and after several chapters, and another 
literal cliff-hanger, the scene switches back to the city, where Ze's inamorata 
is desperately awaiting his return. A search party is sent out, Inaia is rescued, 
again, and again, now as before (nota bene) displaying the most fetching 
upper-body nudity, with conspicuous nipples on ample breasts which could 
never have been permitted on a white female. Once in the city, of course, she 
and Cham Khan have to adopt decent clothing appropriate to their new role 
as his servants; they disappear as Ze gets involved in new adventures. He is 
left at the end (intended as such?) in jail accused of "a great crime." The 

IJOCA, Spring 2003 



384 

quality of drawing (and at one point, the reproduction -- from a very 
damaged original page?) deteriorates so markedly over the last chapters, that 
one wonders whether Agostini can have had anything to do with it. 

IJOCA, Spring 2003 


	Front Cover

	ToC

	“Review Essay”




