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Book Reviews

Thierry Groensteen, M. Topffer invente la bande dessinée, coll. Réflexions
faites (Brussels: Les Impressions Nouvelles, 2014). 320 pp. ISBN: 978-
2-87449-187-0 (paperback, €24.00)

My own discovery of Rodolphe Topffer in 1960 was prompted by some
remarks by Ernst Gombrich in Art and Illusion published that year, sug-
gesting the history of the picture story from William Hogarth to Tépffer
would be a topic worth pursuing. Gombrich’s interest in Topffer was
primarily as a physiognomist (one should say, in the French manner,
physiognomonist), as an explorer of the doodle as a creative stimulus,
and as a theorist of what Gombrich called ‘Topffer’s law’, by which the
merest scribble of a face is subject to expressive interpretation on the
part of the reader. Gombrich was perhaps the first of his generation, of
his distinction, to take caricature seriously. My own interest in Topffer
carried me first towards his picture stories, his caricatural graphic nov-
els (the term scarcely existed then); his own term was just that, romans
(or nouvelles) en estampes. In 1960 I could find editions of these only in
a rare copy of Topffer's complete works, graphic and prose, in the Edi-
tion du Centenaire, started in 1943 with distribution much hindered by
the war, but held by the British Museum library. There were no earlier
(least of all first) editions available anywhere in the U.K,; I resigned my-
self to sitting under the celestial blue dome of that library, embarrassed
by having to stifle periodic outbursts of laughter.

Rodolphe Topffer, schoolmaster of Geneva, founder of the modern
comic strip, is, surprisingly, a relatively recent discovery. But since the
1960s studies of Topffer and the whole history of the comic strip or
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picture story or graphic novel have blossomed. American comics (since
1896, supposedly the moment of the invention of the genre) had been
reviewed, descriptively, by a few American historians and connois-
seurs. I myself found more than enough material to fill a bulky PhD
dissertation dealing with the narrative prints of Hogarth, with much
before and much after (PhD 1964, book 1968-1973), stopping short
of Topffer. In the 1970s and 1980s comics studies took off, and I was
drawn again and again to this remarkable figure who became more
multifaceted all the time (he was a novelist, art critic, art theorist, travel
writer and much else). All over Europe descriptions, theories or semi-
ologies of comics burgeoned, whether in the old, scruffy comic book
format or the new, big, luxurious graphic novels worthy of that new
term. In 1988 Art Spiegelman, famous for his Maus series, canonised
Topffer as the ‘patron saint’ of the ninth art; French cartoonist Wolinski
marvelled that the modest Swiss schoolmaster could have produced a
new art genre ‘perfect’ from the start.

The graphic novel, recalling Topfter’s own terms, is now well estab-
lished as a major artistic-literary genre. In the 1980s in France, Thi-
erry Groensteen quickly became the major theorist and historian of the
bande dessinée, meaning ‘drawn strip'—a better term than comic strip,
which only became truly comic with Hogarth, the ‘Great Age’ of En-
glish caricature (1780-1820) and Topffer. Groensteen's groundbreaking
Systeme de la bande dessinée appeared in 1999, and he has maintained
an impressive flow of related books and articles over two decades. He
was also for many years director of the Cité internationale de la bande
dessinée et de I'image in Angouléme, the most capacious museum of
its kind in the world.

With him and others, Topffer studies thrive, although we still lack a
much-needed biography of the master, after the first two written simul-
taneously in the late nineteenth century. A major step has been taken
towards this in the multivolume compendium of Topffer’s correspon-
dence, six volumes of a projected eight out so far, edited by Jacques
Droin, a former juge de la cour in Geneva, who has dedicated his retire-
ment to this task.

The present work by Groensteen is a reworking and amplification of
his Topffer: L'Invention de la bande dessiné (1994), with the considerable
contribution of coauthor Benoit Peeters replaced by a major chapter
on the heirs of Topffer, notably featuring ‘the firework called Doré’,
‘Cham, the prolix heir’ and ‘Christophe[, who] reignites the smoul-
dering fire’. Groensteen also includes, transcribed verbatim, certain
canonical, explanatory and theoretical texts by Topffer that will be ap-
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preciated by those less familiar with the Swiss. The most important of
these are the Essais d’autographie, in which Topffer explains his special
method of informal drawing with lithographic pen that ends up the
right way round in print, and his Essai de physiognomonie, which pro-
pounds his all-important theory of the doodled face and a new visual
aesthetic. Groensteen reproduces the original manuscript version of
the latter as it was actually printed, together with a regular print ver-
sion; the latter is no doubt helpful to those unwilling to bother with
reading the author’s own charming and perfectly legible script, the ex-
act reproduction of which in the form of captions under the drawings
of his graphic novels is an essential constituent of the author’s unique
fusion of word and image.

Groensteen's section on antecedents, after some arbitrary glimpses
of really remote examples running from Lascaux to medieval manu-
scripts, dallies sufficiently with Hogarth, who was recognised explicitly
by Topfter as his only precursor. The century separating those I call
grandfather and father of the comic strip is actually full of Hogarth
imitations, derivatives and offshoots, generally scanted in the Topffer
literature, which likes to cite Rowlandson’s Dr Syntax, which is not a
comic strip, although featuring a caricatural, continuing pedant figure
Topfter would have known. Oddly, Groensteen uses single cartoons by
James Gillray, the great master and worthy successor of Hogarth as
satirist, but not his occasional narrative strips (John Bull’s Progress; De-
mocracy, or a Sketch of the Life of Buonaparte), ignoring also narrative
comic strips by George Cruikshank and the many other Progresses ‘Pro-
gresses’ and Lives ‘Lives’ done by lesser artists unjustly forgotten, nota-
bly Richard Newton, who died at the age of twenty-one. Yet the role of
this medley of ‘Great Age’ caricaturists as stylistic precursors to Topferr
is important despite difference of format (single, multiscene etched
plates, unlike Topffer’s extensive lithographic albums), differing in
the radical simplification of Hogarth's teeming compositions and the
self-conscious development of a rhetorical vocabulary of pose and ges-
ture. In Germany, the numerous, highly narrative, miniaturist almanac
etchings by the ‘German Hogartl', Daniel Chodowieki, are omitted in
favour of David Hess's single cartoons and a very new discovery: the
unpublished (except on the Internet) Lenardo and Blandine engravings
(1783) of Joseph Franz von Goez.

Groensteen's excellent introduction to the genesis, character and
popular reception of Tépffer’'s seven or eight stories need not detain
us here. If I may just make a correction to much of the literature that
is not as minor as it may seem: Topffer did not ‘publish’ (13) or ‘go
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public’ (68) with the world’s first true graphic novel/comic book, L’His-
toire de M. Jabot, in 1833, as is so often said, on the basis of the date
printed on it. It is true that he did in 1833 have some copies printed
and distributed among his friends, hence the date. Then he changed
his mind, at this critical moment, when he realised that such a ‘folly’
risked compromising his reputation and dignity as head of a Geneva
private school and a university professor. For this and a variety of other
reasons, some technical, in very complicated circumstances, he delayed
a general distribution until 1835. Groensteen gets the date matter right
on page 55: Jabot was ‘printed in 1833, distributed only in 1835’. It is
all the odder that the date 1833 should survive, in that Topffer himself
says explicitly in his ‘Notice sur I’Histoire de M. Jabot’, published in
1837, which Groensteen reproduces in its entirety (from page 219):
‘this book although it bears the date 1833, was only published in 1835’.
If I insist here (partly in self-defence),' it is because birth dates matter,
especially the exact moment when the first modern comic strip was
born and delivered to the world.

‘Autographie’, carefully described by Topffer as an artistic novelty
and in common use only (and ‘coarsely’) for petty commercial circu-
lars, actually served to reproduce manuscript handwriting, music and
original drawings. It was known less well in Geneva than Paris, where
Topfter’s first disciple, usually called imitator, Cham (Amédée de Noé),
must have used it for his first albums (1839-1840), in which the cap-
tions are by a professional calligrapher and the capital Ns inscribed
internally to the drawing are correctly drawn, not reversed, as in all the
stone lithographs I have seen (Daumier, for instance), in a hitherto un-
explained habit. It is unfortunate that when Cham came (in 1845) to re-
draw Topfter’s Cryptogame on wood for L’Illustration he did not bother,
as Groensteen observes, to allow for the reversal, so that figures that
should run from left to right end up, after reversal, doing the opposite.
To his reproduction demonstrating this, Groensteen adds a slightly
misleading caption (76): the original Topffer pen drawing to the left is
actually the autolithographic version that Cham would not have seen,
but was made by the author afterwards to add to his completed works
in the same medium in a sequence cut short by his death. An original
Topffer drawing at the prelithography sketch stage is given on page 85.

1 I give a lengthy and rather technical account of the matter in ‘“The Gourary Topffer
Manuscript of Monsieur Jabot: A Question of Authenticity. With the Dating and Dis-
tribution of Rodolphe Topffer’s First Published Picture Story, and the World’s First
Modern Comic Strip’, European Comic Art 2(2) (Autumn 2009), 173-203.
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I do not understand why Cham did not simply trace the Topffer
drawings given to him, as did, evidently, the plagiaries made in Paris in
1839 (and subsequent foreign-language copies based on them), which
were given to an incompetent hack with poor results. By contrast, the
tracing undertaken by a competent German in 1845, for transfer to
autolithography in the collected Franco-German edition of Tépffer
(by Kessmann), and that done by the author’s son, Francois, for the
Garnier edition of 1860 are almost perfectly faithful. The reason for
Cham's deciding against tracing may be because he realised that the
Illustration version must involve a certain amount of adaptation for the
large French audience. Topffer, in his letters (they never met in per-
son), strongly urged Cham to feel free to be himself, to preserve his
own (Cham's? actually Topfter’s) liberty of line. Groensteen gives us
something of the intense correspondence that passed back and forth
between the two artists, testimony to the passion for detail the Swiss
brought to his art, now really reaching the ‘big public’ for the first time.

For lack of space I give only these alluring examples of subjects
broached in part III, called ‘Elements of a Topfferian Poetic’, which
testify to Groensteen's particular interests and expertise: outline draw-
ing (dessin trait), mechanics and instalment, the Topfferian building
yard (chantier), page spacing (i.e., montage) and grammar of the frame,
hero and type, ubiquitous figures, the fixed idea, avatars of the body,
from scribbling to story, the physiognomonic key, and more. Preceding
this part, Groensteen has inserted four drawings I did not know and
believe are unpublished despite the fact they are in the Geneva public
library in the Suzannet collection dedicated to Topffer (no. 132). They
were apparently missed by the Edition du Centenaire, which includes
several other series of sketches for aborted stories. These drawings ap-
pear to have no title other than the makeshift one given by Groensteen,
‘Histoire d'une institutrice’. The schoolteacher in question is subject to
the unwanted attentions of gentlemen at a ball, and brightens up only
when surrounded by her young pupils — a promising beginning.

I will end with a not entirely relevant complaint (since the book is ba-
sically about Topffer), which is that Groensteen is rather unfair about
his first imitator, Cham, even as he devotes several informative pages
to him. Cham was actually much more than a mere imitator, although
this word is always used. To say that he has not ‘one tenth of the wit
of his model’ (165) is to misread, or not read at all, Cham’'s numer-
ous picture stories (about twenty-two, by my count) and to be deterred
by his unfathomably immense journalistic ceuvre, adorned with all
those witty captions for which he became famous. His comic strips
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and graphic novels, of varying lengths and on various subjects, are, to
any who give them the time, simply hilarious. They are not as subtle
as Topfter’s, and they are often crass, but they are funny and imagina-
tive nevertheless. Cham may have been forgotten since he died, and
since the late nineteenth century. His popularity and acknowledged
reputation in his lifetime as chief Charivari cartoonist is demonstrable
nonetheless. The light of his all-too-immense ceuvre is beginning to
pierce through the shadow of Daumier and Gavarni, with whom he
was always compared, not always unfavourably, in his own time. No
one would argue that the unsurpassable Topffer is not definitely supe-
rior to Cham, but these comparisons are odorous — to use a Chames-
que (or is it Shakespearean?) malapropism. So if we have, thanks to the
likes of Groensteen, done well by the Swiss, it is now Cham's turn for
a bit of the limelight.
Davip KunzLE
UCLA

Ole Frahm, Die Sprache des Comics [The Language of the Comic], Fun-
dus 179 (Hamburg: Philo Fine Arts, 2010). 400 pp. ISBN: 978-3-86572-
656-8 (paperback, €22.00)

In his wide-ranging and well-illustrated Die Sprache des Comics, Ole
Frahm posits that repetition is the central property of the comics me-
dium: repetition of a character within a story, repetition of information
between picture and text, repetition of a strip or book on the page or
newsstand, repetition of basic ideas across strips and books, and ulti-
mately repetition of all of these elements across media. The result is a
‘parodistische Asthetik’ [parodic aesthetic — ‘parodic’ in a Nietzschean
sense]: ‘Comics lachen tiber sich selbst wie tiber alles Hohe’ [Comics
laugh at themselves as they do at all that is elevated], and their form
‘kennt keine andere Zeichnung der Figuren denn als Karikatur’ [knows
no representation of the characters other than as caricature] (8-9). Due
to their inherent self-referentiality, however, comics need no external
original to be parodied; they thus become komisch in both senses — that
is, ‘funny ha-ha’ and ‘funny peculiar’. Frahm's central thesis is that this
aesthetic ‘die rassistischen, sexistischen und klassenbedingten Stereo-
typien reproduziert und zugleich aufgrund ihrer immanent erkenntni-
skritischen Anlage reflektiert — durch den operationalisierten Modus
der Wiederholung in der Konstellation von Bild und Schrift einerseits,
die Serialisierung von Bildern, Figuren und Geschichten andererseits’
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