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Review Essay

Philippe Kaenel. La Caricature en Suisse, Presses polytechniques 
et universitaires romandes. Lausanne: Series Savoir Suisse, 2018. 
152 pp. 9782889152681.

David Kunzle

Swiss caricature is not much known outside Switzerland,1 and also 
neglected, as Kaenel notes, in the world of Swiss art and criticism. Kaenel 
has published articles on the topic, but this is the first synthetic monograph, 
a small book from a small country, one of a series of compact studies of 
Swiss culture, of which there should be versions in the German and English 
languages. The term “caricature” is here to be taken in the broader sense of 
any humorous drawing, like what we call in English “cartoon,” for which 
there is no French cognate, except perhaps “charge,” which tends to be used 
for polemical portraits. 

Swiss culture is both rich and very Swiss, as Walter Sorell’s The Swiss, 
a Cultural Panorama of Switzerland (1972) shows, in terms of manifold and 
well-recognized literary and artistic achievements. A deep-rooted popular 
canard which finds the Swiss deficient in a sense of humor is hardly worth 
refuting. I find it significant that given the world reputations enjoyed by 
many Swiss writers, artists, and musicians, one figure in a great “minor art” 
of humor, the circus clown world famous as Grock (1880-1959, and “great 
musician to boot” --Sorell), has been held to be a world-wide non-pareil. 

If we put, with Kaenel, and as is customary, “caricature” generally in the 
broader category of printed graphic satire or polemics, the mandated starting 
point for Kaenel is the “Game of the Swiss” (Le Jeu des Suisses), a print of 
c. 1514 playing upon that apogee of respect in which the Swiss mercenary 
soldier was held internationally between the battle of Novara and the defeat 
at Marignano. There are just two versions (one copy of each surviving), one 
made locally, in Zurich, the other made in France, the latter a parody of the 
former mocking the Swiss pride and pretention. From the start this very early 
“cartoon,” the first of its kind from anywhere in Europe, preceded as such 
only by some German anti-semitic broadsheets, establishes a connection 
between graphic polemics and the art of war, or, as Kaenel puts it, “at the 
crossroads between battlefield and artistic creation.”     

The connection is evident in two graphic artists, Niklaus Manuel from 
Berne, and Urs Graf of Basel. Graf is regarded as a superior draughtsman, 
who adds the sinister threat of sex to the mix of warrior and outlaw. Both 
fought as mercenaries. Graf was convicted for his violent, homicidal private 
life and his defiance of local laws prohibiting soldiering for foreign armies. 
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The one Graf print reproduced (the second of the too few graphics illustrated 
in Kaenel’s little book),2 with mercenary soldier, prostitute (more politely, 
eroticized camp-follower), and a skeletal Death, functions as a dramatic sort 
of counter-recruitment poster.

The Reformation, that “Revolution from below,” engendered cartoons 
galore in the wake of Luther, Calvin, or their Swiss native equivalent, 
Zwingli, with some official encouragement from local princely and/or civic 
governments. The big name here, Luther’s friend and co-conspiratorial 
propagandist, Lucas Cranach the Elder in Wittenberg, being German does 
not qualify for inclusion here but the Swiss did much to help disseminate 
the new ideas pictorially. These were prepared by the international but very 
Swiss theme of the Dance of Death (Danse Macabre). The famous subversive 
woodcut version of and Holbein, a semi-Swissthe latter designed by semi-
Swiss Hans Holbein is the best known, but his portrayal of Luther as a 
Hercules spoke more personally.  

Passing quickly over the rest of 16th, 17th (when the term caricature was 
first coined, in Italy) and much of the 18th centuries, Kaenel pauses to consider 
the meaning and effect of the myriad sketched portraits of Voltaire made by 
the Genevese Jean Huber. The great French sage (exiled just across the border 
into the Republic of Geneva), and the purchaser of his portrait multiplied in 
various expressions grouped on the page, were invited to reflect, as a chapter 
heading has it, on “the ambiguities of the charge [portrait caricature]: Huber 
confronts Voltaire.” 

The Revolutionary and Napoleonic eras destabilized Europe and 
fomented resistance to radical change and dictatorship, and among the 
relatively democratic or oligarchic Swiss civic traditions in particular. The 
period gave rise to satire throughout much of Europe. Former soldier David 
Hess of Zurich attests to the primacy of English caricature by signing himself 
on occasion as “Gillray Junior,” on bilingual prints sold in England. 

English caricatural free-for-all in this period, where the censorship was 
more relaxed than anywhere else, was a model hard to imitate. The French 
Charivari from the 1830s was a closer, and more feasible model, affecting 
the social caricature of Rodolphe Töpffer, a talented and original polymath 
from a European scientific center, Geneva, which had recently joined the 
confederation. Töpffer may be called father of a (virtually) entirely new 
graphic genre: comic strip, or picture story, which he self-published in 
small but very successful albums, and from which, with outright plagiaries 
from Paris, almost complete German and a few Anglo-American versions 
were made. Many will be surprised to find his much less known father, 
genre painter and occasional caricaturist Wolfgang-Adam Töpffer, treated 
at greater length by Kaenel (at three and half pages) than his incomparably 
more exciting and significant, historically and internationally, son Rodolphe. 
The son, also schoolmaster and novelist, is represented here by his theory 
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of physiognomics (strictly, in French, “physiognomonie”), rather than his 
“histoires en estampes,” picture stories or “little follies” as the author called 
them in pretend disparagement. The reason for this choice may be that 
Kaenel has written much about his work in narrative caricature elsewhere. It 
may be that Kaenel expected his readers to be familiar with this remarkable, 
pioneering, and attractive figure from their shared Suisse romande. Rodolphe 
Töpffer was brought to art historical light by Gombrich in 1960 as a theorist 
of physiognomic perception and inventor of the doodle. The oeuvre of the 
writer-artist as inventor of the modern comic strip stories was fully Englished 
with scholarly apparatus only in 2002.  

Two early monographs (from France) on Rodolphe, both from 1886, 
deal with him as writer as much as artist, and he certainly deserved better 
in the first history of Swiss caricature by John Grand-Carteret, author of Les 
Moeurs et la Caricature en Allemagne, Austriche et en Suisse of 1885. Here 
Rodolphe Töpffer is misplaced and dwarfed in a much abbreviated prelude 
to Busch, as if he belonged to Germany rather than Switzerland, with a few 
pages mostly on the Essai de Physiognomonie. In 1885 there was no general 
recognition of “picture story” as a new and distinct genre, but Grand-Carteret 
should have known better, and must have been familiar with the almost 
complete 1860 re-edition of the Töpffer Histoires en Images from Garnier 
in Paris.

So much activity on the part of Swiss humorous magazines in the 19th 
and 20th Century, detailed in extenso by Kaenel, attests to lively democratic 
debate among the Swiss, if not real graphic excellence. Switzerland (as 
enlarged) may have been the most literate country in Europe: Kaenel cites the 
statistic that in 1914, the country could boast the greatest number of satirical 
illustrated journals per inhabitant: 108 classed as “humorous or satirical,” 
out of a total of 3,213 journals of all kinds. Grand-Carteret in 1885 had 
listed 30 humor magazines and 45 caricaturists. Journalistic attentions and 
continuities are of course important and were fomented over the last century 
by the ongoing institutional recognition of caricature by museums, galleries, 
festivals, conferences, symposia, and other activities. The creation of the 
Museum of Cartoon and Caricature in Basel in 1875 must be the first of its 
kind anywhere.

The role in caricature of the Swiss French-speaking population  (23 
percent of the whole) seems disproportionate. Emphasis placed by Kaenel, as 
long-time professor at the University of Lausanne, on the “minority” linguistic 
culture of his Suisse romande, is not just patriotic, but may be traced back to 
several artist-caricaturists of Swiss origin such as Steinlen working entirely 
in Paris, and the historian and scholar living entirely in Paris but originating 
in Geneva, John Grand-Carteret, who relied on Swiss informants. 

The founding in 1875 and longevity of the oddly named Der Nebelspalter 
(The Fog-splitter), a weekly which survives, to this day, is a landmark among 
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so many short-lived titles, and bears comparison in its way to the British 
Punch, which survived a little less long, outliving countless rivals, from 1841 
to 1992. Both strove to maintain a “critical equilibrium” appropriate to their 
role and reputation as a national institution. Both magazines have extensive 
historical monographs dedicated to them. The Nebelspalter deserves more 
attention than Kaenel, with his space limitation, was able to give it, and 
thrives today better than he suggests.  If I may fill a gap, after this disclosure: 
I discovered and subscribed to the Nebelspalter weekly for a while in my 
English high school, as a supplement to my German lessons, and reminder 
of my Swiss heritage.  I was intrigued to find that much of the magazine was 
printed phonetically at the time (the 1950s) in Swiss (was it Zurich?) dialect, 
requiring me to read to myself out loud, with all the peculiar grammatical 
forms adding an amusing complication of my acquisition of high German. 

According to the current chief editor (Chefredaktor Marco Ratschiller, 
in an email), this use of Swiss dialect started in the 1930s. “Helvetisms” and 
current dialectal language in cartoons, verse, and articles, served to “to come 
closer to popular usage and perception,” and as a hallmark of the journal. 
It became truly Swiss, and was banned in Germany in 1933. Nebelspalter 
patriotism ended up raising sales dramatically, at a time when they had 
been plummeting, from the 364 copies printed in 1922, to 30,000 in 1945. 
Circulation rose further to 70,000 in the 1970s, by which time the Swiss dialect 
was dropped. Down to 8,000 by 1998 and by then a substantial monthly, 
the magazine retired, until relaunched in 2005 under Marco Ratschiller, who 
has brought it to a printing of 21,000 and estimated readership of 160,000 
readers (website). In a curious parallel, Punch, likewise an enduring national 
institution, also expired in recent times, in 1992 (against competition from 
Private Eye), was relaunched four years later, then died again in 2002. 

In a book restricted by the small series format, one should not carp at 
omissions. But I missed Giovannetti (mentioned by name only, Luigi Pericle, 
1916-2001), a favorite of my youth, whose best creation Max, a cuddly 
murmeltier or marmot (and national symbol), scored an international success, 
first appearing In Nebelspalter, then in Punch in 1952, reaching Japan, and 
available in many albums in various languages, including a German one titled 
Max, the Marmot over which the Whole World Chuckles. Max has been called 
zeitgeist in reverse; to me he is a graphic Grock.

One would have to be living in Switzerland to judge how well the 
Nebelspalter’s reputation for ”critical equilibrium” has been continuously 
maintained. Not of course vis-à-vis Germany in and between two World Wars; 
any more than the always patriotic Punch then was. Amid so many Swiss 
humorous journals, one finds, expectably, viewpoints judged extreme: on 
the Left, antimilitarist Vigousse from Lausanne, modeled on Charlie Hebdo, 
tripling its sales after the attack on that journal of January 2015; and, to the 
Right, Le Pilori run by a Genevan “fascisant” playwright Georges Oltramare 
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(1896-1960), who took Mussolini as his model.
Switzerland, which manages to stand geographically at the center of 

Europe without being a member of the European Union or officially committed 
to the Euro, nevertheless sees itself very much as a player in European history. 
Let us take, somewhat at random, from Kaenel’s bibliography, two very large 
exhibitions mounted in the 1990s in the Swiss capital Bern, accompanied by 
lavish catalogs, under the titles Emblems of Liberty. The Image of the Republic 
in Art from the 16th to the 20th Century and Between Horror and Rejoicing, 
from the Ancient Regime to the Federal State. The first offers a smorgasbord 
of international political iconography through great swaths of European 
history from a Swiss perspective. Caricature as such plays a minor role there, 
but politics is always present, more or less partisan.  Emblems of Liberty, at 
762 double columned pages, after surveying the major revolutions since the 
16th Century, ends on a chapter called “The Battle of Images: Caricature in 
the Era of Revolutions,” passing from William Hogarth and James Gillray 
cheek by jowl with the Swiss Balthasar Dunker and Wolfgang-Adam Töpffer, 
to the familiar territory (via Germany in 1848) of Daumier, for whom there is 
no equivalent anywhere in the world. The more emotionally titled Horror and 
Rejoicing treats more exclusively of Swiss events, but in a way that reminds 
us that Switzerland in the 19th Century was a European concern, if not a major 
one, too easy to mimimize, and that it suffered like so much of Europe in mid-
century what standard histories of the 19th Century ignore in that country: 
civil war. This was for a moment a great threat and minor reality--the term 
was used in a headline on the front page of the Illustrated London News of 
April 1845. Revolution--bringing on civil war--was exactly what Rodolphe 
Töpffer, who remains after all, the greatest of all Swiss caricaturists, was 
combatting in Geneva when he died in 1846.   

Kaenel ends his book on a signal Swiss victory over censorship. The 
Nebelspalter had just been seized by the Swiss military censorship for 
reprinting a caricature from a German paper mocking the Swiss armed defense 
forces. On Jan. 20, 1942, the military official in the censorship department in 
the course of the legal hearing said, in “incontrovertible” words with which 
Kaenel leaves us, “A people which understands nothing about humour is 
shaken in its very foundations.” 

Endnotes

1 John A. Lent’s Comic Art of Europe. An International, Comprehensive 
Bibliography, 1994, among the 28 countries included, has more than 100 
items under Switzerland. Of these, over a quarter are about the internationally 
best known modern Swiss caricaturist, Rodolphe Töpffer.
2 At 28, fewer than in his major article of 1991, “Pour une Histoire de la 
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Caricature Suisse,” in Nos Monuments d’Art et d’Histoire 1991-4. The 
cover of the book under review showing an arresting design about social 
exploitation, here unattributed, is by Wolfgang-Adam Töpffer.




