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Review Essay 

Wilhelm Busch. Die Bildergeschichten. Historisch-kritische 
Gesamtausgabe. Bearbeitet von Hans Ries, unter Mitwirkung von 
Ingrid Haberland, Schliitersche and Wilhelm- Busch-Gesellschaft, 
Hannover, 2002, 3 vols, Early Work, Mature Period, Late Work. 

David Kunzie 

These are tremendous volumes, and represent a tremendous 
achievement, over a dozen precariously financed years, of the labors of 
author/editor Hans Ries, known as an authority on popular illustration, with 
editorial help from veteran Busch-connoisseur Ingrid Haberland. The three 
volumes together measure 12 x 10 x 7 inches, weigh over 13 kilos or 32 
pounds, and comprise a total of 5,439 column pages (two columns or Spalten 
to a page, each column equivalent of a normal-sized book page, and 
numbered as such), 111 color illustrations, with 1,108 comparative 
illustrations in the commentary section, which occupies up to half of each 
volume, the rest comprising the entire picture story oeuvre of the artist-writer. 
I would estimate the number of words at close to a million. Each volume has 
its own index, and there is even at the end of volume III an index to the 393 
column-pages with their 17 cumulative indices. These include some quite 
unexpected headings, like zeugmata, exclamations and onomatopeia. These 
volumes, cheap I would say at 190 Euros, has already sold out in three months 
its first edition of 1,500 copies, and this with hardly any reviews so far. A 
second, corrected edition is already underway. 

Not only do these volumes reproduce Busch's entire picture story oeuvre 
( one may prefer the term picture story, exactly Bildergeschichte, to comic 
strip, since Busch used it himself, and he in so many ways transcends the 
"comic strip" as commonly understood), but they include single illustrations 
to texts by Busch and others, as well as many related drawings and 
comparative graphics. Not included, and sufficiently repertoried elsewhere, 
are drawings not connected to the picture stories and illustrations; the large 
body of oil paintings; unillustrated prose and poems; and letters, although all 
these are always referred to where relevant. Nor does this work include or 
need to a biography as such, which exist aplenty, as do within the work the 
relevant, often extensive biographical references. This edition thus resumes 
and immensely enlarges the task of not only the first "historical-critical" 
edition undertaken by Friedrich Bohne in four small (octavo) volumes 
published in 1959 and long out of print, but also the much bigger Samtliche 
Werke edited by Rolf Hochhuth (the famous creative writer) in 1959/60 
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(republished in 1996), which carried much new material and encompassed 
the unillustrated writings; and also the edition in three volumes by Teichmann, 
also of 1959-61 (these are the years the copyrights ran out), published in the 
DDR and written from a socialist viewpoint. None of these, however, attempt 
the daunting task of painstakingly comprehensive annotation and 
commentary that Ries has set himself. Clearly, this compendium is destined 
to be definitive, I would hazard indefinitely; it tempts one to turn that pat 
reviewer's phrase "unlikely to be superseded for a long time" into a flat 
"impossible to supersede, ever." The magnitude of this achievement is in no 
way diminished by the fact that one place, the Wilhelm Busch Museum in 
Hanover, holds an incomparably complete and finely tended archive, 
including correspondence between Busch and his publisher Bassermann which 
is in itself a record of an author-publisher relationship incomparable for the 
period. 

In terms of its material apparatus -- physical description, account of 
printings and editions, changes (verbal and graphic) to those editions, which 
are tabulated to the last comma and tiniest orthographic variation, plus a 
detailing of preparatory drawings and woodblocks, it is unimaginable that 
anyone would want to repeat or even revise the labor, although one can 
expect the author himself to do a little of this in future editions. If Busch had 
not destroyed the great majority of his preparatory drawings and texts, and 
all the preliminary sketches, the task would have been even greater. Busch 
spared us this further insight, but the publication by Ries of some inedita, 
including sketches for a late, aborted story called Der Privatier, gives us a 
glimpse into a creative process Busch wanted to conceal from us. 

In terms of historical-critical interpretation, and all assessments of 
origins, precursors, derivations, and comparisons, there will always of course 
be room for updating, as there is with any truly great artist or writer, who will 
be shaped by each generation according to its own needs. For the Germans 
Wilhelm Busch has been compared to the bible and Shakespeare for the 
Anglophone, with respect to his quotability, and broad, unwavering 
popularity. But Busch's standard 19th century German language (with some 
very whimsical manipulations), and the cultural references embedded there 
and in the drawings which are not so distant from us in time, would seem to 
limit the extent of explication invited by more ancient or more abstruse texts. 
In this case, however, scholarly explication has to take account of what 
neither the bible nor Shakespeare normally demand: the fact that Busch worked 
in a dual interpenetrating medium, pictorial and verbal. 

Art historians have of course long been adept at reading pictures like 
texts, but have not had to deal with long interconnected sequences of 
drawings functioning as narratively as texts, and simultaneously with verbal 
texts bound intimately to the drawings. This is a mix, a dialectic, which 
demands the discovery and application of new critical criteria and 
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vocabulary. For here beats the heart of the genius of the comic strip. As we all 
know it is an essentially (in terms of its commercial success) although not 
exclusively 20th century art form. This historical newcomer, this gatecrasher 
at the party of traditional art, for much of its life escaped serious criticism, 
although William Hogarth, its "great-grandfather" in the mid 18th century, 
was subjected early on to very extensive commentary -- curiously, first in 
Germany shortly after his death by a witty and learned professor of physics 
-- which has accelerated greatly in the later 20th century. Scholars of Hogarth, 
who prided himself on turning literary ideas and narratives into pictures 
without recourse to words, have generated rivers of them which threaten to 
drown him. 

The comic strip classics may eventually catch up. The Bruce 
Hamilton-Geoffrey Blum-Thomas Andrae Carl Barks Library of Walt Disney s 
Donald Duck published by Another Rainbow Press from 1984, in ten boxed 
sets of three volumes each, occupies 33 running inches of my bookshelf. 
This, comparable in its way to Ries 's Busch, although so much bigger and 
less scholarly in the stricter sense, does not deal with foreign editions and 
translations, as the Busch compilation does summarily in part. A full 
accounting of foreign editions and their often significant variants might have 
multiplied the Barks-Disney volumes manifold, and the Busch edition by 
another volume. 

It could be argued that the aggressively, globally marketed "Disney style," 
of which Barks was the supreme individual comic strip exponent, has marked 
popular art from mid-20th century as deeply as Busch's did in his time; but 
clever as Barks was with dialog, he is clearly not in a class with Busch, or 
with other American classics such as Walt Kelly or George Herriman, both of 
whom strove to be linguistically inventive and evocative, like Busch, and 
also combined unique verbal and graphic skills. They too will be ground 
fine, eventually, in the scholarly mills, perhaps when they are not fully 
understood any more as we think they are now. The fact remains: 
scholarship, of art or literature, which usually operate in distinct domains, 
has seldom been challenged, as Ries was, by such mastery over both, 
combined, intertwined, fused and yet inevitably distinct, now in duet, now 
duel, always dialectical. 

The dual task explains, in part its immensity. This immensity also poses 
a problem for a reviewer who cannot be expected to read, expeditiously, the 
whole. This is essentially a work of reference, although there are enough 
Busch addicts out there (in Germany) who will eventually read it all. But I 
have, I believe, read enough to detect a pattern of indulgence -- in occasional 
excessive, superfluous or marginally relevant information, which outside 
editorial advice might usefully have restrained. Do we (for instance, at 
random) need a lengthy account of the Greek philosopher Diogenes, who is 
easily looked up in a reference work? More useful would have been an 
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assessment of the humorous tradition (if any) engendered by the anecdote of 
the naughty boys of Corinth. Do we really need a lengthy, gratuitous 
comparison between the literary style of Wilhelm and brother Otto, who made 
no claims to creative writing, although he helped turn brother Wilhelm on to 
Schopenhauer? The long detour into the "scandalous" cuirasse fashion of 
the 1870s (II, 912-915), apropos a single drawing, -- or actually a single 
misconceived line connecting a portly woman's belly and thigh in that 
drawing (Adele in Fipps der Affe) -- also seems at first sight excessive. But 
the larger question why Busch, an academically fully trained artist, here and 
in other places (notably St Anthony of Padua), is embarrassed and clumsy 
when it comes to erotic nudity or near-nudity, is a singularly interesting one, 
explicable in part, no doubt, by the prudishness of the public, and partly by 
the limitations of Busch's own sexuality (he never married, or came close, 
and is not known to have had any sexual experience). 

Maybe I cavil at fleas. One may easily forgive the author for erring 
occasionally, or it may be often, in varying degrees, on the side of excess, and 
his compulsion to point backwards and forwards to every similarity of graphic 
and verbal expression. One may also forgive the author's bias (or should I 
say selective process) in his summary and disentangling of the enormous 
existing Busch literature, which is overwhelmingly in German, and which, 
he tells us, he had to limit due to budgetary (i.e. size) limits, but seems (to 
this relative layman) always detailed and ( over)thorough. Ries states his bias 
( or personal conviction) quite openly, in favor of Busch as the critic of "world 
nature" or the "universal human." I confess I have never known what such 
terms mean, although I have a good notion of what they conceal. They 
conceal or circumvent my own not exactly original or heterodox conviction 
that all art emerges from contextual roots that are deep, complex, and 
historically bound. This does not mean, of course, that art cannot also -- the 
best art will always, by definition -- be transcendent. Repeatedly Ries bridles 
at the copious recent Busch criticism that sees the master tied closely to 
topical concerns, and he complains that such and such a direction takes one 
away from, not towards the creator himself, that it imposes on, rather than 
deriving from him. Again and again one comes across the caveat that such 
and such an approach would not have been "intended" by Busch -- as if the 
author's intentions must limit our own sense of deeper or further 
connections. A writer's intentions, as Friedrich Engels knew, are not 
necessarily a good guide to the meaning of their work, and Balzac warns us 
"even the most profound author does not always understand -- one might say 
never understands -- the different meanings of his work, nor its true scope, 
nor the harm or good it may do."1 

If one respected only Busch's intentions, one would not criticize him at 
all. He was ever keen to sell, but not otherwise interested in the public or 
critical reaction to his work. He would rather have done without reviews 
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altogether. He liked to see himself as apolitical, as above parties, and was 
particularly adept at avoiding or denying the political implications of his 
work, which are often quite blatant. For him to claim "I have never in my life 
dealt with tendentious [polemical] things" is absurd, a defensive pose 
disbelieved even at the time. He engaged in sustained, provocative, 
well-timed anti-Catholic satire in two of his best and longest works, the 
Fromme Helene and Pater Filucius, and cast a hundred barbs against the 
petty bourgeois foibles and hypocrisies peculiar to his time and place. 

Satire is never or seldom only philosophical; it is always social, or 
political or both at once. Let us take Max and Moritz as the most famous of 
Busch's works, "the most famous children's book of all time" (in Germany, 
for sure, rivaled only by Struwwelpeter; but are not the Alice books better 
known worldwide?). The commentary here is virtually a book unto itself, at 
105 column-pages under 16 headings. It would, says Ries (I, 1312), be "quite 
wrong to raise Busch's story of rascals to a work of topical and social 
criticism" (Zeit- und Gesellschaftskritik). Busch's pessimism, Ries explains, 
is derived from human nature, not from social conditions, which were not 
particularly interesting to him, since he regarded human nature as 
unchangeable. This position, familiar from conservatives everywhere, defies 
both biology and history. If "human nature," understood in any particularity 
at all (beyond, say, the drive to eat, reproduce and survive), does not change 
with social conditions, there is no such thing as historical evolution. 

It is in fact easy to prove that Busch like all important figures was very 
much a "child of his time," as German critics have shown abundantly and 
increasingly since the 1960s. If I may quickly offer my own gloss on the 
time- and class-bound character of the famous rascals, which goes further 
than most, and which I have elaborated elsewhere.2 Max and Moritz are not 
merely the quintessentially naughty boys, nor only the quintessential naughty 
child-in-the-adult, nor even the quintessential petty criminal, but 
representative of a potentially explosive alliance of working-class and 
disaffected petty-bourgeois (1848-ers), and as such much feared and regarded 
as criminous by conservatives and bourgeois of various kinds. Not that Ries 
has failed to look very hard at how the two principals are drawn. He has an 
excellent passage showing how carefully the two boys are differentiated in 
appearance and action: Max the active, Moritz with his perky, Tintin-esque 
quiff, the thinker. But one can go further, for the very shoes, ignored by Ries, 
as continuously worn and once, at the start, displayed in close-up, are 
insignia of different classes: one lace-up pair shown worn with checkered 
trousers appropriate to Moritz as son of the superior artisan or petty­
bourgeois type; rough clogs and plain trousers for the working-class and 
rustic Max. The concerted action of different classes comprising thinkers 
and doers, minds and bodies, is one essential precondition of revolution, and 
a concept ominously familiar since 1848-49, years which shook Germany to 
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its roots. Moritz gestures to Max to put the bugs in uncle's bed: is this not 
(ultimately) pointing to Marx sending the proletarians ( or the 
proletarian-student-petty-bourgeois alliance) to the barricades? 

Max and Moritz are quintessential social troublemakers. They above 
all other Busch characters have made trouble among the critics too. One of 
the gnawing questions they have raised is why their drastic ( and mythic) 
punishment (being nearly cooked alive, then shredded in a mill), is so 
disproportionate to their petty offenses, tricks any real child might attempt. 
To me, the simple answer is twofold, socio-political and psycho-pedagogic. 
These tricks, practiced by the weak striving for power, are metaphors of the 
real-world behavior of inferior, dangerous (proletarian, artisan) classes 
agitating for better conditions: Organizing, sabotaging, and stealing (that is, 
demanding higher wages) must be severely -- but not too realistically -­
repressed. At the same time, insofar as the victimized authorities, arrayed by 
Busch quite systematically and unsympathetically, are themselves 
hypocritical and corrupt, it is a pleasure to see Power humiliated. 
Nevertheless, the perpetrators must eventually suffer, like any deviants. In 
Busch's pessimistic view, they cannot learn, or repent; they must be, rather 
than jailed or executed (lest realism take over), extinguished. There is a twin, 
psycho-pedagogic satisfaction, which also runs cross-class through Busch's 
readership, in seeing crime simultaneously conjured up, enacted, and 
punished. Fantasies of rebellion were harbored not only by the 
disenfranchised and poor, but by many bourgeois elements like Busch 
himself, discontented and surrounded by discontent, who needed both to 
manifest and repress their own criminous instincts. So is goes with our own 
fascination with murder mysteries. 

Comparative light may be thrown on this theory by a milder, English, 
adult equivalent to Max and Moritz: Ally Sloper in the 1870s, the first truly 
popular (and merchandized), regular comic strip character, is the genial 
prankster of lower-middle-class life, evoking in the reader delightful 
fantasies of living by one's wits on the fringes of the law rather than by 
regular work. Ally (whose creator Marie Duval knew Busch's work, which 
she used and once copied), defuses, justifies, and punishes (mildly enough) 
the idea of cheating. 

Skeptical of the socio-political approach, Ries is also leery of the 
psychoanalytical, which he calls at one point "blind." The psychoanalytical 
approach is often, to be sure, fanciful, but there are rich pickings with Busch. 
His work is throughout a Freudian dream or nightmare in terms of castration 
complex: the frequency with which masculine protuberances and 
appendages -- toe, finger, or thumb, or nose -- get pierced, bloodied, and 
otherwise damaged is quite extraordinary, one is tempted to say, obsessive. 
The animal and human-sartorial tail, moreover, very evident in children, 
also functions as vulnerable penis-substitute, and animalizes humans in a 
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sub-Darwinian manner. 
In terms of narrative structure and incident Darwin is even more 

important than Schopenhauer, always cited as the great philosophical 
influence. It is known that Busch read Darwin. His On the Origin of Species 
was published in 1859, the very year Busch began his career in the picture 
story. The struggle in early Busch between animals of various species, 
between animals and humans of various species ( or classes), and between 
humans and humans, is almost socially systematic, and thoroughly 
Darwinian. This struggle is also, as Marx (whom it is unlikely Busch had 
read) would have recognized, political. This is particularly apparent in Buzz­
a-Buzz or the Bees, executed 1867-69, when Marxist thought and praxis, 
and their manifestation in the General German Worker's party, founded in 
1863, reverberated through German life, forcing even Bismarck to court the 
social democrats. The social struggle is quite inescapable, although Ries does 
not mention it, in The Bees, where the language adopted by the bees against 
the obtuse, tyrannical bee-keeper, is overtly liberationist and revolutionary, 
The idea that bees are an insect equivalent of "the people" is of ancient 
origin, and actually appears as such in a poem of 1845 by a Busch 
predecessor in the picture story, Carl Reinhardt, as Ries points out without 
drawing the necessary conclusion that Busch is on the same tack. 

Like other great artists Busch liked to pretend he had no precursors. He 
claimed he knew the other great pillar of the 19th century comic strip, the 
Swiss Rodolphe Topffer only "by hearsay." This is probably true, and 
probably for the best -- one cannot imagine Busch better for having fallen 
under his spell, as many other caricaturists did. T opffer (I here declare an 
interest: to do a "historical-critical" edition of his work in the spirit of Ries's 
Busch) is misleadingly characterized by Ries as a "charming dilettante" (I, 
xii) and as such is deemed to bear no comparison with the German master. 
Actually Topffer was a trained artist, whose painting career was aborted very 
early because of weak eyesight. He became by default a writer and 
caricaturist, not unlike Wilhelm Busch who very early "defaulted"' from a 
career in painting from lack of confidence, although in later life he painted 
canvasses with what is now considered brilliant brushwork of 
"impressionist" brio, which he never wanted to exhibit in public. Although 
the taut, muscular, spring-steel line of Busch is as different from Topffer's 
casual, scribbly effects as the German's hard-edged social pessimism, tinged 
with cruelty, is from the crazy and relatively benign adventures drawn by the 
Swiss, Topffer must be regarded as an essential link in the tradition, 
reanimating the idea of the picture story when it had fallen into decay after 
Hogarth, and offering a model of expressive physiognomic variation. 
Cogently, Ries points out that a new German edition of Topffer published in 
1887 (three years after Busch had played himself out in the Bildergeschichte ), 
was due to Paul Neff in Stuttgart, a relative, friend, and advisor of Busch's 
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publisher Bassermann, whose Busch compilation called the Humoristischer 
Hausschatz bears "an astonishing [physical] similarity" to the Topffer 
edition. 

But Topffer's romans en estampes (as he called them) were available 
in Germany in Busch's youth, both in an early German edition and via the 
work of Munich artists who adapted his style and ideas -- Franz von Pocci, 
who should be remembered in comic strip history for creating in mid-century 
the first continuing character in a periodical, the Staatshiimorrhoidarius, a 
satire on German bureaucracy; Johann Detmold and Adolf Schrodter in The 
Deeds and Opinions of Deputy Piepmeyer (1849), a satire on the idea of 
democracy; and Carl Stauber and Carl Reinhardt, in lesser strips of the 
period. All were working in the aftermath ofTopffer (who died in 1846) and 
the revolutionary activity of 1848-49. Pocci, Stauber and Reinhardt all 
appeared in the Fliegende Blatter, where Busch cut his caricatural teeth from 
1859, and must have constituted Busch's schoolboy reading much more readily 
than, say, Struwwelpeter, to which Ries makes copious reference, which 
became immediately famous but which is not really a continuous narrative at 
all, and is primarily intended for younger children. The suppression of direct 
political commentary in the course of the 1850s, evident in the Fliegende, 
must have affected Busch's decision to circumvent it in his early farcical and 
animal fables. 

Topffer, apart from his highly original graphic style, was a model of 
ironic caption craft, more than the "dry explanatory prose" of Ries 's 
formulation (I, 1064). Captions, even if they came later and were subsidiary 
(Busch, so highly regarded as a poet today, tells us airily that he "got the 
verses as dogs do fleas"), could possess attractions of their own. While the 
story should be basically "written in pictures," and owe its market appeal to 
this factor, freed of the banal texts supplied him by the magazine Busch soon 
came to regard the verses as an aesthetic substance no less challenging than 
the drawings, and freely extendible. 

Is it the extent and very quality of these verses which has impeded the 
popularity of Busch outside his own country? Is Busch untranslatable, 
despite all the attempts into so many different languages (and even dialects)? 
After many English language versions (that by Charles Timothy Brooks of 
Max and Moritz went through at least six editions 1871-1900), the latest in 
1982 By Walter Arndt, of a wide selection of Busch's oeuvre, succeeded 
well, perhaps too well, trading Busch's simplicity for verbal fireworks, but 
keeping the humor and much of the rhythm. Is the humor, the physical 
cruelty too "German"? As if physical cruelty were not the hallmark of 
American popular culture. Such questions have been around for a long time, 
and "EuroGermans" gathered around this monument raised by Ries will pose 
them afresh, and many new ones too. 
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Endnotes 

1 Quoted by Graham Robb, Balzac, 1994, p.412. 
2 History of the Comic Strip v. IL The Nineteenth Century, 1990, p.244-250. 

IJOCA, Fall 2003 


	Front Cover

	ToC

	“Review Essay”



CORRECTIONS / COMMENTS :

----------------------



This file is an addition to "[DK - on Wilhelm Busch]  Review Essay - IJoCA, 5-2 (2003, Fall), pp.441-449.pdf".



When extending the below with further comments or corrections, you mustn't forget to also save the pdf file, or your updates will be lost.

Please bear in mind that it takes a pdf editor to do so; if you don't have access to a pdf editor, you can make a local copy of the updated attachment, so that your input doesn't get lost.



More importantly, we would appreciate if you also shared your updates with the editors of the "David Kunzle page" (DKP), where the pdf originally comes from.

(see "http://www.topfferiana.fr/2025/03/david-kunzles-bibliography")

That way, they can be added to the source file (pdf) on the DKP, and thus be shared with other scholars.



The DKP editors can be reached via "topfferiana@free.fr".





...................................................................................................................................................................



1.

ISSUE:			Publisher of reviewed work is not correct.

OBSERVED BY: 		Michel Kempeneers (MK)

DATE ADDED:		03 Mar 2025 (MK)

DATE LAST UPDATED:	13 Mar 2025 (MK)





DESCRIPTION:



Kunzle's review starts with the bibliographical description of the publication he discusses:



	"Wilhelm Busch. Die Bildergeschichten. Historisch-kritische Gesamtausgabe.

	 Bearbeitet von Hans Ries, unter Mitwirkung von Ingrid Haberland,

	 Schlütersche and Wilhelm-Busch-Gesellschaft,

	 Hannover, 2002, 

	 3 vols, Early Work, Mature Period, Late Work."



This is not completely correct: the Wilhelm-Busch-Gesellschaft (= Wilhelm Busch Society) is not a co-publisher.

In the books' colophon the Wilhelm-Busch-Gesellschaft is mentioned only as the commissioner and the copyright holder, but not as a publisher.



This is confirmed by the record for this publication in the German National Library's online catalogue:

https://d-nb.info/964913445





NB:

- It is debatable if the titles of the individual volumes of a publication can be quoted as a translation only, as David Kunzle does in his review.

According to the GNL, the original titles of these volumes are:



	Bd.1: "Frühwerk"

	Bd.2: "Reifezeit"

	Bd.3: "Spätwerk"





- According to the above record by the German National Library, the "second, corrected edition" announced by Kunzle, was only published 4 years after this review, in 2007.

ISBN-10: 3-87706-650-X (1st ed.)

ISBN-10: 3-89993-806-2 (2nd, corrected ed.)





- The IJoCA has archived this issue from its starting years by having it scanned, as no electronic materials of the period were available anymore when the journal started its e-archiving.

So Kunzle's "Review Essay" has also been scanned, and OCR'ized next --- a.o. to make it searchable.

However, we noticed that this process has some issues with German-only characters, like the "ü" in "Schlütersche" (the publisher of the reviewed book).

As a consequence, looking for "Schlütersche" in the pdf will return no hits, though there should be one.

The reason is that the pdf believes the publisher's name is "Schliitersche", owing to imperfect OCR'ization. (hence looking instead for "Schliitersche" will find one hit!)

Obviously, there's no point in correcting such minor issues in the original pdf. Users will understand themselves where the problem lies.





