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Scholars and academics take nothing so seriously 
as the comic. They should fear nothing more than 
grinding it into scholarly dust. I hope this book does 
not love Töpffer to death, while it aligns itself with 
the tradition that sees in a comic masterpiece matters 
of life and death. Freud established wit and humor 
as essential psychological components for expression 
and survival. Shakespeare, Rabelais, Molière, Dick-
ens, Sterne (to cite just a few names treasured by 
Töpffer), and a host of other writers, but (curiously) 
fewer artists, understood the need for laughter. 
Without getting at all theoretical about this (theory 
exists in excess) let us just say that humor resists the 
oppression of the daily social and political grind; like 
music it relieves heartache of the mind and body; it 
is medicine to the soul. We see no problem in greet-
ing the humorous and serious as two sides of the 
same coin, or as fused into one. I now see, and take 
seriously, the serious underlay to Töpffer’s “little fol-
lies,” and I do so on the understanding that the cen-
tury-long interlude between Hogarth and Töpffer 
represents a struggle between caricature tightening 
its grip on personal and social real life, and then 
loosening it in order to embrace the fanciful, imagi-
native, impossible, and even nonsensical.
 This book and its companion, the facsimile 
edition Rodolphe Töpffer: The Complete Comic Strips, 
seem like a lifelong dream come true. I remember 
well the moment in 1960 when I first toyed with the 
idea of tracing the development of the picture story 
(following a suggestion of E. H. Gombrich in Art 
and Illusion, just published) from William Hogarth 
to Töpffer as a PhD thesis. Before it transpired that 

I would have to stop short of Töpffer, so great was 
the material before and between, I began to read 
heavenly funny comic strips by the Swiss under the 
celestially blue dome of the (then) British Museum 
Library. I was mesmerized, unable to contain my 
laughter in a place where you are not allowed to 
laugh out loud—subject to what Töpffer called le 
fou rire.
 I could take that laughter home with me, but 
not the texts. There was nowhere else to find the 
elusive Swiss, in no other library, and certainly not 
on the market. No one had heard of him anyway. It 
is astonishing, in retrospect, to record that outside 
that bottomless national library you could not find 
reproductions of many Hogarth engravings either, 
until Paulson’s compendium appeared in 1965. Finally 
there came in 1975 the much-desired Horay edition 
of Töpffer’s comic strips, which is not complete but 
served me very well while I prepared the substan-
tial chapter on Töpffer in my History of the Comic 
Strip vol. 2: The Nineteenth Century (1990). Now we 
have also the two oblong volumes from Seuil 1996, 
with its fine introduction by Thierry Groensteen 
(also coauthor of the excellent Töpffer, inventeur de 
la bande dessinée), but limited to six, fewer stories 
than Horay’s seven. The bilingual German edition 
from Herbig (n.d., 1967-68?) with six stories is also 
incomplete. There are numerous editions of single 
stories and facsimiles of some of the manuscripts, of 
which latter the Italian Garzanti boxed-set edition 
is the most complete as well the most rare. (I hereby 
thank again the Musée d’art et d’histoire in Geneva 
for giving me a copy when I needed it most.)

Preface
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 The complete correspondence of Töpffer, an 
indefatigable letter-writer, is under way thanks to 
the indefatigable Jacques Droin. This has proven a 
great boon, and I thank the editor deeply for his 
kindness in putting at my disposal advance print-
outs of his work, of which the third of five volumes 
is due in 2007. The last years of the correspondence 
became available to me while this book was in press. 
To him, who answered many questions, and to the 
great expertise of Philippe Kaenel, I owe much. 
Marianne Gourary in New York enthusiastically 
and wholeheartedly opened to me her incompa-
rable collection of Töpfferiana; to her I dedicate my 
Töpffer facsimile book. Her sweet encouragement 
of my Töpffer studies has, over the years, meant a 
lot to me.
 I am also indebted to Helène Meyer of the 
Musée d’art et d’histoire in Geneva, for giving me 
access to manuscripts of the sketchbooks, and to 
Michael Twyman, who explained lithographic pro-
cesses to me, which were kindly demonstrated in 
practice by Cynthia Osborne. A thank you, too, to 
Wilhelm Busch editor Hans Ries for encourage-
ment and advice.
 Töpffer became his own publisher; we schol-
ars cannot. We owe publishers a lot: their encour-
agement, their faith, their energy and attention to 
details that slip through the fine veil of authorial 
consciousness. The University Press of Mississippi, 
under the direction of Seetha Srinivasan and her 
staff, has been exemplary in these respects, and I 
thank especially Will Rigby and Anne Stascavage 
for careful and discreet copy editing, and Todd Lape 
for intelligent design.

I have inevitably drawn on my presentation of 
Töpffer as master and virtual (re)inventor of the 
comic strip in my big Nineteenth Century History of 
1990. I have reworked many of the ideas and infor-
mation from that volume, but most of the material 
here is entirely new, and I have incorporated the 
considerable new research available over the last 
twenty-five years. I have tried to further the idea 

of Töpffer, with his world-conquering invention, as 
essentially a Genevan, to localize him in the great, 
small, and very cosmopolitan town in which he 
lived all his truncated life, and of which he was so 
proud, as well as to introduce on occasion the Euro-
pean perspective. This is no more than the way he 
was seen at the time.
 Criticism of the Töpffer literary oeuvre as a 
whole, and a sense of the centrality of the comic 
strips, has not been lacking. The Société des Études 
Töpffériennes, Genevans, and others have kept the 
bibliography rolling and the spirit of Töpffer aflame. 
The major recent contributions are signaled in the 
bibliography. Recognition that an “obscure” Gene-
van could be truly the father of the comic strip, way 
back in Europe of the 1830s, was delayed in Anglo-
phone countries by a chauvinistic insistence in 
the U.S.A. that this arch-American phenomenon 
was invented there in 1896, with the advent of the 
newspaper supplements. Europeans knew better of 
course. Official Swiss philatelic recognition came 
late, only in 1999, for the bicentennial of Töpffer’s 
birth, setting aside a Pro Juventute stamp of 1946 
(centenary of his death) with a portrait of the man 
as writer. The 1999 issue used, quite properly, scenes 
from the comic strips. Yet the Swiss postal system 
had already celebrated Wilhelm Busch (in 1984), 
and all Europe and the U.S. had been celebrating 
Tintin.1 The Rue Rodolphe Töpffer (actually and 
wrongly, Toepffer) in Geneva recognizes the current 
order of things by listing him as caricaturist first, 
and writer second. The plinth of the bust (1879, p. 6) 
nearby gives equal prominence to five of the comic 
albums on one side, and five of his best-known 
writings on the other—a prescient (but at the time 
not the general) view accorded the picture stories 
relative to the rest of the oeuvre.
 The publication of the enormous Töpffer cor-
respondence makes it possible and necessary, for 
the first time, to write a new critical biography of 
Töpffer, the last full-dress ones (of Auguste Blondel 
and Abbé Pierre-Maxime Relave) being now a full 
120 years old. I deal with biography here only insofar 
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as it affects the life of the picture stories; but I do give 
some Genevan and European sociopolitical and cul-
tural context, of the kind one would expect in a book 
someone (else) should write in the future under such 
a title as Rodolphe Töpffer: His Life, Art, and Times. 
Such an enterprise would take more account of the 
prose fiction, landscape drawing, art, and social the-
ory of this singularly versatile man than I can man-
age here. This might also be the place to plead for 
English translation of the best of Töpffer in these 
domains; and a new critical edition of the Complete 
Works, Pléiade-style, which is overdue.
 I am reminded by Philippe Kaenel, who kindly 
read the whole manuscript, that even for the full 
understanding of the comic strips, let alone the 
purely literary oeuvre, more is needed than I can offer 
here on the role of literary antecedents—Rabelais, 
Sterne, Cervantes (for Festus), Molière—and on the 
relationship with Töpffer’s theatrical farces, unpub-
lished as they were at the time.
 The concurrent facsimile edition I have pre-
pared of Rodolphe Töpffer: The Complete Comic Strips, 
with English translation, includes a critical apparatus 
giving minutiae of the Töpffer versions (manuscript, 
printed), their dating and plagiary, annotations of 
captions, and other such matters deemed to be of 
scholarly interest. I also include there all significant 
manuscript fragments of picture stories cut from the 
printed versions, some fragmentary sketches of sto-
ries aborted, and a scenario for one never sketched. 
Here (in the Voyages chapter), on the other hand, it 
is appropriate to assess a literary aspect of Töpffer, as 
a verbal inventor and fantast, in a way that runs par-
allel to his graphic invention, and to compare him 
with the immortals in this domain, Edward Lear and 
Lewis Carroll. For this reason I have also included in 
the appendix a little-known, aborted story (Sébastien 
Brodbec) that seems to me to anticipate Carroll, even 
as it looks back to E. T. A. Hoffmann or Grimm. The 
Voyages demanded consideration for their enactment 
in real life of Alpine excursions with his schoolboys, 
of comic situations and moral attitudes embedded 
in the picture stories. The inclusion in an appendix 

of a translation of considerable segments from F. T. 
Vischer’s essay on Töpffer from the first collected 
edition of the picture stories (1846) is justified by the 
inherent merit of this, the first sustained analysis of 
the originality of the new genre, and by its general 
neglect by critics since.
 In the Legacy chapter, which limits itself to 
the generation succeeding Töpffer’s, I have seized 
the opportunity not only to recapitulate in brief 
the immediate effect of Töpffer on some European 
(mainly French, but also German and English) dis-
ciples whom I deal with more thoroughly in my 
Nineteenth Century History, but to add some new 
discoveries, notably Thackeray and Lear, whose 
essays in the Töpfferian genre are little known. 
Thackeray is a good example of a might-have-been 
for whom the audience was simply lacking.
 A word on terminology: Töpffer called his 
invention by all kinds of disparaging terms, and more 
formally, as histoire en estampes (story in prints, pic-
ture story). I use the terms picture story and comic 
strip indifferently; I usually refrain from the tempting 
new coinage graphic novel, which has now overtaken 
comic book, although that is exactly what Töpffer’s are. 
What distinguishes the new graphic novel from the 
old comic book is length, unity of theme, and a real 
moral focus; so too, Töpffer is distinguished from 
most of his followers in the 19th century, who typi-
cally ran their strips over a single page, double pages, 
or at most a few installments of a magazine.
 Töpffer’s “graphic novels” were always a side-
line, a hobby in a very busy literary and academic 
career. Yet they comprise a total of eight stories 
(one not quite complete) and 1523 drawings. His 
total output of other drawings, not counting those 
(about equal in number) of the sketched versions of 
the comic strips but including about 1164 drawings 
for the Voyages, has been estimated at 3,000–5,000.
Some of his prose works never went out of print, as 
did his picture stories; perhaps the time has come 
to give the man his literary due, as well. But that is 
another book. One thing is clear: even if his liter-
ary importance (as opposed to commercial viability) 
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remains shadowy, the international effect of his pic-
ture stories is easily provable.
 In rendering into English the captions to the 
illustrations I have sometimes translated as accu-
rately as possible, but at other times paraphrased 
and compressed (mainly with non-Töpffer pictures) 
in the interests of brevity.

 Another thing: it is too late now, but I do wish 
I had been sent to the Pension Töpffer in Geneva 
as a youngster. My grandparents were all Swiss, my 
mother too, and should have known. I drool at the 
thought: a real vie de famille presided over by Mrs. 
Töpffer, Mr. Töpffer acting as the “witness and 
friend of their games as of their work,” no exams, 
few rules, no physical punishments, no punish-
ments at all (virtually), a fun principal who took me 
on hikes in the Alps and wrote plays for me to act 
in, and drew silly stories for me . . .



Father of the Comic Strip
rodolphe Töpffer
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Go, little book, and choose your world . . .

Rodolphe Töpffer was born in 1799 at an intellec-
tual crossroads of Europe: Geneva. Apart from a 
nine-month stay in Paris as a student, he scarcely 
ever moved from his native town and its immediate 
environs. When he did so, for a few weeks every 
summer, it was to hike with the boys of the board-
ing school he had started, in the nearby Alps. He 
turned the chronicle of these hikes into a galaxy of 
little adventures, full of funny incidents and sur-
prises, which he wrote up imaginatively and eventu-
ally printed and illustrated. He visualized the funny 
little worlds around him as easily in pictures as in 
words, and wanted to be a painter like his father. 
Fortunately he was afflicted with poor eyesight at 
an early age, which led him to evolve a manner of 
sketching as quick as thought and quick with ideas, 
so that he mutated almost unconsciously into picto-
rial storytelling: the narrative comic strip. On his 
own, new recipe combining the visual and the ver-
bal, he cooked up and seasoned with assorted satiri-
cal spices a new comic medium. He did this as a 
relief from the humdrum life of the schoolmaster 
and, later, university lecturer.
 The schoolmaster liked to complain that his 
pedagogic duties prevented him from writing and 
socializing. Yet he socialized (much, to be sure, in 
an epistolary way) and wrote prodigiously. In terms 
of sheer literary output, he, the self-proclaimed lit-
erary-artistic amateur, resembled the most prolific 
of professionals: essays on art practice and theory, 

short sentimental novels growing on occasion to 
full length, annual accounts of Alpine excursions, 
reviews of books and exhibitions, little dramatic 
farces, literary squibs of various kinds—and eight 
longish (serio-) comic strip stories. Towards the 
end of his truncated life (he died in 1846) he wasted 
himself (it is said) on polemical, political journalism 
to combat the incipient Genevan revolution.
 Deeply conservative in his social philosophy, 
fearful of the budding economic and cultural indus-
trialization and of social change generally, Töpffer 
the anti-democrat created the most democratic of 
art forms. Made originally for an educated elite, his 
picture stories were copied, popularized, and plagia-
rized in various languages. They straddled genera-
tions, from the older child to the adult, and social 
classes. Out of the austere, Calvinist, scientific 
Geneva came imaginative fireworks fizzling with 
the impossible, the absurd, the surreal, illumined 
with flashes of serious satire.
 His domestic life, with long-lived parents, a 
wife, and four children was, by his own account, 
idyllic. Grandson of a German immigrant tailor, 
he wrote a pure French tinged with archaisms that 
charmed the Parisian elites. He learned quickly to 
fit into the tight little Genevan ruling oligarchy 
that finally succumbed to the radicals—happily 
for Töpffer, only after his death. He died as one 
of the most famous of all Genevans. Letters were 
addressed to him “M. Töpffer, à Genève.” He was 
famous, of course, for more than the comic strips, 
but his quasi-accidental invention of the genre did 

Introduction
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not pass unappreciated, and there were those in his 
circle and farther afield who enjoyed them above all 
his other works, as we do today. But no one, least 
of all the author, could have predicted that he had 
sired a progeny that would come to populate the 
wider world.

Töpffer the innocent, Töpffer and Geneva
The long biographical obituary published in 
L’Illustration, the popular French magazine to 
which Töpffer had been closely bonded, lauds the 
“honest and tender heart, delicate and sprightly 
wit, naïve yet refined talent. . . . A pure and simple 
life, peacefully full of sweet affections and gratify-
ing attentions, divided between serious and modest 
duties and innocent pleasures, a life spent entirely in 
the bosom of the family.”1 “Thoroughly pure, moral 
and lacking in French galanterie” (i.e. adultery, sex), 
is the judgment on the picture stories of a German 
critic in another obituary;2 “the sweet and healthy 
flavour” of his work as a whole is what makes 
him unique, in the view of his best French critic, 
Charles-Augustin Sainte-Beuve.

 The Illustration’s portrait of the man and his 
art living in perfect harmony as they seldom do 
in reality, idealized (“false as an epitaph,” Töpffer 
would have called it) as befits an obituary, and fore-
fronts what was and would remain a critical reflex: 
the virtuous innocence of the man and his writing. 
We shall be contesting this prevalent idea. Töpffer 
and his innocence (or naïveté) were always viewed 
as the quintessence of Geneva, especially when he 
was placed within the larger context of European 
culture in the legacy of Genevan Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. His “innocence” was his individuality, as 
well as his Genevanness, what separated him from 
the French. It was deemed to infuse his oeuvre as 
a whole, including his picture stories. Professor 
Friedrich Vischer in 1846, the first to look deeply 
into the picture stories as a genre unique to the 
Swiss (see Appendix B), saw him straddling a Ger-
man kind of humorous amiability (Gutmütigkeit der 
Komik) and French theatricality; he transcended the 
“prosaic and moralistic” Hogarth, and was closer 
perhaps to George Cruikshank, but more naïve (my 
stress). Töpffer himself recognized only one model, 
William Hogarth, but the favored question was 
whether he was more French than German. The 
best French historian of caricature in the 19th cen-
tury, John Grand-Carteret, thought he was more 
German; the German Vischer could only compare 
and contrast him to the French. Maybe he was just 
Genevan, Swiss?
 Théophile Gautier, the premier French art 
critic before Baudelaire, sees Töpffer as a caricatur-
ist who is simply different from everyone else: “He 
has neither the elegant subtlety of Gavarni, nor the 
brutal power of Daumier, nor the comic exaggera-
tion of Cham, nor the sad burlesque of Traviès. His 
manner is more like that of Cruikshank; but with 
the Genevese there is less wit and more naïveté.”3 
When it comes to the picture stories, one can 
hardly speak of Töpffer having less wit than any-
one. Further comparison tended to break down on 
an intuition, not always made explicit, that a com-
pletely new genre was at stake here. The usual criti-

self-portrait of rodolphe töpffer (Coll. emanuel de Geer, 
Geneva, from Maschietto, 1962).
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cal criteria were simply lacking: “Criticism would 
be ill-advised to get up on its high horse and look 
severely down on [such an invention], which would 
only make it look pedantic.”4

 Vischer, who was particularly attracted to the 
erotic ambiguities of Gavarni lithographs, made 
an extensive comparison between the two artists.5 
Töpffer is immediately distanced from Gavarni by 
his ability to string together incidents into narra-
tive. Gavarni gives you sharply heightened moral 
moments, with a malice mitigated by elegance of 
form; this is not so much comic as comédie humaine, 
in the Balzacian sense. Töpffer gives you many 
moments through which a character and an idea 
develop, the narrative of a destiny. We enter here 
the realm of pure comedy, says Vischer, an autono-
mous, absolute world of humor where the laws of 
physics are suspended, chance and accident rule in 
epic fashion. Notably absent from Töpffer, notes 
the German approvingly, is the typically French 
obsession with adulterous sex (“French frivolity”); 
this too sets Töpffer apart.
 But this Töpfferian world is mad, a madhouse. 
The next step, taken by another German professor 
of aesthetics, Karl Rosenkranz, in his Aesthetic of 
the Ugly (1853, but in preparation since 1839), is to 
view this fictive mad world as reflecting one made 
so in reality by industrialization, poverty, immis-
eration, and class hostility. This is the “modernized” 
and “progressive” world in the waking nightmare 
of Töpffer’s later years; he had transmuted it into 
benign-seeming dreams in his comic strips, which, 
like all escapist phenomena, bore the marks of what 
they were escaping from. Society, says Rosenkranz, 
has become self-caricaturing; socialism is a carica-
ture of social and ethical world-laws.6 Without hav-
ing set eyes on the Cruikshankian grotesques (Frat-
zen) of the London proletariat to which Rosenkranz 
points so distastefully here, Töpffer would have 
agreed.
 The author liked to insist on the grain de séri-
eux in his comic albums; his seriousness was more 
than a pinch, it was a bite, barbed and not socially 

innocent. This was sensed by his intimate friend the 
illustrious Auguste de la Rive, a leading Genevan 
scientist, professor, and intellectual, writing just 
after Töpffer’s death of those albums “in which the 
most excursive imagination is everywhere mingled 
with the severest morality and the most practical 
good sense.”7 The persistent idea of an essential 
innocence in the Swiss had much to do with his 
avoidance of the French fictional staple of sexual 
passion and adultery, which allowed the “Albums 
Töpffer” in the Garnier edition of 1860 to be mar-
keted as “suitable to all drawing rooms, without 
shocking anyone, amusing all ages and constituting 
a suitable gift for ladies, girls, adolescents and even 
children.”8

Geneva, “the world in a nutshell”
there are five continents, and Geneva

—talleyranD, 1815

 The question went: Was Geneva “the small-
est of the great towns,” or the “greatest of the small 
towns”? (We may likewise ask: Is Töpffer the small-
est of the great artists, or the greatest of the small 
ones?) No one denied the town a distinction out 
of proportion to its size, about 20,000 inhabitants. 
Everywhere Töpffer was regarded as very Genevan, 
only Geneva could have produced such a figure, he 
was the local literary as well as (less respectably) 
caricatural hero. In a Geneva otherwise devoted 
to science, banking, watchmaking, and tourism, 
Töpffer was the bright literary star, easily outshin-
ing the lesser lights not only in Geneva but also in 
French-speaking Switzerland (Suisse romande) as a 
whole. Geneva had no poets;9 how could it, lacking 
imagination, it was said; it was the enemy of genius; 
culturally it was even boring.
 But this “boring” town was the crossroads of 
European science and travel. A galaxy of literary 
and artistic talent passed through, some on extended 
stays: Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, Hugo, Balzac, 
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Sand, Sue, Turner, Dickens, Ruskin, Eliot. . . . “All 
that is thought and written in Europe passes through 
our magic lantern. Geneva, it’s the world in a nut-
shell.” “Our little Geneva is a target the great take a 
potshot at as they pass by.”10

 Little Geneva was cosmopolitan, a synthesis of 
European national characteristics: “English phlegm, 
German bonhomie, French frivolity, Italian brio,” 
“ground up together by the irresistible power of 
the republican spirit.”11 Geneva was Romantic. Its 
vast mountain recesses inspired Frankenstein and 
sublime thoughts. Ironically, the Genevan cultural 
elite itself resisted romanticism, at least in its lit-
erary form. The politically conservative academic 
criticism of which Töpffer was a pillar stood its 
ground for “old values” against the French neophili-
acs: Hugo, Balzac, Sand, and Sue, who were “detest-
able and harmful,” be it for their social utopianism 
or their taste for unreal, monstrous extremes, or be 
it for their philosophical (unchristian) pessimism, 
immorality, and materialism. Victor Hugo, dispar-
aged in Töpffer’s Albert and elsewhere, was more 
generous to the Swiss,12 sending him a copy of one 
of his books, flatteringly dedicated to “the author of 
the Presbytère.” Balzac, who consummated his rela-
tionship with Madame de Hanska in Geneva, told 
her that Dubochet, Töpffer’s publisher, had given 
him a copy of a Töpffer piece in prose.13

 Can we call Töpffer himself a Romantic? He 
would have chafed at the label. He feared all that the 
Romantics stood for politically: the social engineer-
ing, the anarchism, egalitarianism, and revolutionism. 
But he was himself (in Vieux Bois) a parodist of the 
romantic attitudes not unlike the Romantics them-
selves, not unlike Byron, the romantic ironist par 
excellence. His short story Le Grand St Bernard con-
tains an amusing parody of the affected, turgid (and 
false) romantic literary style, on which he himself 
often fringes. His short story La Peur (Fear), with its 
ghost in a cemetery, its phantom beast and decom-
posing horse, is an exercise in Radcliffian Gothic.
 Much of the Genevan’s fiction is sentimen-
tally romantic, fringing on passion but never get-

ting there, as if frustrated by his own very Genevese 
(sexual) inhibitions. Töpffer’s first translator Hein-
rich Zschokke even found himself adding a kiss 
here and there. It is that of a youth who both desires 
and fears love. It is morally conformist and avoids 
emotional extremes. But it is not all of a kind. It 
speaks in many voices. His little-prized last novel 
Rosa et Gertrude has a dark undercurrent of Gothic, 
and sexual, terror seething through the narration 
of a virtuous but narrow-minded Genevan pastor. 
Töpffer’s aborted continuation of the story of Jules, 
“Jules Marié,” was about to deal with the adultery of 
a virtuous hero. His Sébastien Brodbec, also aborted, 
features what is evidently a nasty attempted rape. 
Here is passion breaking social boundaries, so 
beloved of the Romantics. Töpffer has Albert’s 
philistine father kick romanticism (his son) in the 
butt, as something both anti-social and impractical. 
But the Swiss author reputed for the “propriety” of 

Monument to rodolphe töpffer, Place rodolphe töpffer, Geneva. 
Bronze bust by his son Charles, 1879 (photo by author).



[  7 ]introDuCtion

his novels was more attracted to the “depravity” of 
the Romantic school than he could publicly admit. 
He spoke in many voices, graphic and verbal, but 
there is no doubt that it was his comic strips above 
all that served as an amused critique of antisocial 
passions, monomanias of many kinds, including the 
inordinate quest for knowledge, and indeed the very 
concept of genius so dear to the Romantic heart.

Geneva City of Art
By his example in drawing landscape, as well as 
through his art-critical and -theoretical writings, 
Töpffer helped launch Geneva as a school of land-
scape art. Genevese artists no longer needed to 
settle in Paris in order to win medals, fame, and 
European patronage. Two Genevan landscape 
artists stand forth today, although their work is 
scarcely visible outside the city museum: Alexandre 
Calame and François Diday. Calame has a wall in 
the Musée d’art et d’histoire in Geneva filled with 
his Four Seasons, which also present the Times of 
Day, a manifesto of art’s capacity for the most subtle 
tonal differentiation in a very localized place. His 
effects here are bolder and broader than those of 
Diday, his master, whom Töpffer, having champi-
oned Calame, unfairly scants. Both made visible the 
upper reaches of the Alps that travelers admired and 

sometimes scaled, and that Töpffer imbued in his 
own writings with a patriotic moral mysticism: the 
higher, wilder, and more remote was the more pure, 
innocent, sanctified. Töpffer the Genevan patriot 
was telling artists to look not to Italy but closer to 
home, at what is around them. Soyons de chez nous! 
he cried, before the French realist painters and 
Baudelaire. His promotion of the sublime and his 
anti-classicism that preferred Géricault to David or 
Girodet, Shakespeare to Corneille, and Schiller to 
Racine make him very much the Romantic in art. 
He literally raised the sights of the art-going pub-
lic and elevated their taste in landscape. In 1844 he 
could marvel that the Genevese “school” of painting 
had imposed itself on Europe.14

 Töpffer, having in his early essays complained 
about the philistinism of his fellow citizens who 
claimed to know and love art but would not actu-
ally pay for it, helped organize public subscriptions 
to buy noteworthy paintings for the “nation,” to be 
housed in the Musée Rath, which was (from 1826) 
Europe’s first public museum of contemporary art, 
holding regular exhibitions. With several good pri-
vate collections (including one owned by Rodolphe’s 
brother-in-law François Duval-Töpffer), free state-
subsidized art instruction, and an active Société des 
Arts, Geneva was, as it were, preparing for Ferdinand 
Hodler. Did Töpffer “invent” a Genevan school of 
landscape painting, as he did the picture story?
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Töpffer, once lauded as the “innocent” and “naïve” 
humorist, on closer view of the picture stories 
takes on a more aggressive, polemical, and satiri-

cal edge. He who prided himself on never attacking 
individuals, targets currently cherished ideas and 
causes, and on occasion individuals too. He cuts a 
wide swath of sociopolitical issues that he largely 
avoids in his prose works and that crop up in his 
picture stories alone: war and militarism, absolutism, 
bureaucracy, law, cholera, frontiers, religion, the peas-
antry, and science. We here offer local and European 
contexts for all of these, deferring the two major 
topics of education and revolution, dealt with under 
the stories of Crépin and Albert, respectively, which 
are dedicated primarily to those burning issues. That 
Töpffer’s critique takes place in a world of dream and 
farce should not deceive us into thinking that he was 
not sublimating serious concerns such as exercised 
his liberal-minded and critical contemporaries. We 
must also remember that his picture stories were for 
the most part conceived in his liberal period, before 
he became a political reactionary.

Soldiers, foreign and Swiss
Popular graphics, as a medium of middle class and 
commercial interests, had for centuries been hostile 
to the military. Witness the popularity of the biblical 
theme of Massacre of the Innocents,1 and the lurid 
view of military crime and punishment by Jacques 
Callot in his famous series of etchings Misères et 

Malheurs de la Guerre of 1633. English caricature of 
the Golden Age around 1800, then French carica-
ture after 1830, made fun, sometimes bitterly, of the 
militarism of their governments.
 We shall start with the militarist repression 
and warmongering engendered by the Restora-
tion fears of democracy and revolution. In Mon-
sieur Pencil Töpffer takes up a favorite theme of the 
lithographs of Daumier and company in Paris, the 
national guardsmen who constituted a more or less 
voluntary, armed auxiliary police force under the 
new king (from 1830) Louis-Philippe. They were 
especially active during the cholera scare of 1832, 
and were recruited mainly from the middle classes, 
typically at the lower end, such as tradesmen. The 
bespectacled, portly “grocer” then became the ste-
reotype of ridiculous paramilitary vanity, pompously 
parading himself in uniform. The regular army was 
active too, especially in putting down strikes.
 Töpffer’s handling of mindless policemen (force 
armée), as in Festus and Trictrac, is surely tinged by 
the view from Paris, and no less surely partakes of 
the traditional bourgeois hostility to the regular, 
professional soldier excoriated in Monsieur Pencil. 
In that story, the “20th Light Cavalry” are obviously 
coded as a numerous regular army unit, whereas the 
couple of human automata attending the Mayor 
in Festus evoke the kind of minimal, possibly vol-
unteer, badly or untrained police force serving the 
mayor of a small commune, and imagined surely 
like the 20th Light, as foreign rather than Swiss. 
Yet they may be in some measure modeled on local 

Chapter One
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rural guards, used by the Genevan government to 
modernize and control the newly acquired, back-
ward bits of the canton. Both kinds of armed force, 
regular and auxiliary, share a mechanical mindless-
ness and stupidity with which the comic strip in the 
nineteenth century generally invests the police, who 
haunt the genre like an evil incubus.
 What was Töpffer’s own experience of Gene-
van soldiery? Was he always thinking of repression 
abroad? What were the older influences on him in 
caricature? With respect to the latter, the first and 
most immediate influence was surely caricature by his 
father, Wolfgang-Adam Töpffer. The elder Töpffer 
proved himself something of a rebel from the start 
when he quarreled with his teachers and sponsors in 
the Société des Arts of Geneva, who sent him on a 
scholarship to study in Paris in 1791. There he found 
himself sympathetic to the Revolution (pre-Terror), 
but back in Geneva, now under French occupation, 
he soon became anti-French. His large, highly fin-
ished, privately circulated watercolor Café Public of 
1798 shows an assembly featuring a number of ugly, 
arrogant French officers, in an ensemble which has 

been seen as an allegory of occupied Geneva under 
the Terror.2 His critique of the French Revolution-
ary abuses turned, after the French were expelled in 
1814, to that of the counterrevolutionary and coun-
terreform Genevan constitution of 1814.
 Wolfgang-Adam passed on to his son a hatred 
of extremism of all kinds, and was a Swiss patriot. 
He detested the French imperial military tyranny, 
for all that he was favored in Paris under Napo-
leon—giving drawing lessons to the empress Jose-
phine and being represented in the Salon of 1812 
with five paintings that won a medal. His etching of 
c. 1814 Les Conscrits (fig. 1-1), done presumably after 
the first exile of the emperor, ridicules the Gene-
van or Swiss “volunteers” for the French army as a 
bunch of fatuous, ill-assorted, strangely accoutred, 
and bewildered nincompoops. He seems not to pity 
them, although pity could not have been absent from 
the realization that, of those unfortunate enough 
to be press-ganged into the half-a-million-strong 
polyglot French army that marched into Russia in 
1812, only a small fraction, perhaps not 300 out of 
the original Swiss contingent of 12,000, returned.
 This etching, which quâ etching must have 
circulated more widely than the (more numerous) 
watercolor caricatures, has been called a “vibrant 
indictment of the forced conscription which then 
struck so hard against the Department of Léman” 
[i.e., Geneva]. The appeal for conscripts (3 August 
1799) was thus menacingly worded, in the year of 
Rodolphe’s birth: “As for the cowards who have 
renounced the glory of defending their country . . . if 
they continue to persevere in their revolt, they must 
realize they have no more fatherland, that they are 
excluded from the rights and society of citizens.”3

 There survive several sketches in oil and pencil, 
one of them dating back to 1805, for this etching and 
relating to conscription. The artist’s alarm must have 
echoed with the many anti-French, anti-militarist 
Genevese. Wolfgang-Adam was also motivated by 
a grievous personal circumstance: his own brother-
in-law Jean Francois Bautte had sent his promising 

1-1. Wolfgang-adam töpffer, The Conscripts, etching, c. 1814 (from Boissonnas).
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nephew, Adam Counis-Bautte, Rodolphe’s cousin, 
to sacrifice his eighteen-year-old life to the Napo-
leonic megalomania. A (probable) portrait of him 
called The Young Conscript shows “fatalist resigna-
tion and unconscious suffering.”4 Even the Austrian 
“liberators” of 1813 and 1814 proved unpopular for 
the damage they caused to private property.
 The return of Napoleon in 1815, and the car-
nage of Waterloo, revived the artist’s anti-militarism 
in a painting benignly called Foire de Village, dated 
1815 and exhibited with great success at the London 
Royal Academy the following year (fig. 1-2). This 
detains us for two reasons, the first anecdotal and 
trivial but significant in the light of Rodolphe’s own, 
partially suppressed, impulse towards “schoolboy 
humor” of the bodily functions. Reporting the suc-
cess of the picture to his wife (25 May 1816), Wolf-

gang-Adam tells how the Royal Academy authori-
ties feared the man urinating far left (not visible 
here) to be potentially offensive and covered him 
with a number label, which the public would peel 
off, so that it had to be stuck on afresh each day.5

 The painting also includes prominent, fancily 
uniformed recruiters standing on a dais, one with a 
trumpet, the other with huge, banner-sized docu-
ments—an authority to recruit duly sealed, and 
another, larger one, a lengthy account perhaps of 
some Napoleonic victory, which the girls, at least, 
bend over to peruse. Heavier persuasions are trans-
piring nearby, in the foreground: a trio of recruiters 
are violently seizing men, while women and girls look 
on anxiously, and infants hide and bawl; one resist-
ing woman has her head yanked back by the hair, 
while another loudly laments—a typical contrasting 

1-2. Wolfgang-adam töpffer, Village Fair (detail), 1815 (private collection; from Boissonnas).
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pair known from Netherlandish seventeenth-cen-
tury painting of military abuses. These (three) are 
the main incidents in a subject that should, from 
its title, have been about peasant jollities. The pic-
ture was bought by Wolfgang-Adam’s principal 
patron in England, the rich banker Edward Divett, 
and it must have struck a chord in an England also 
bereaved of so many young men, and not to be con-
soled by patriotic works like the famous Chelsea 
Pensioners Reading the News of Waterloo (1816–1822), 
by Wolfgang-Adam’s friend David Wilkie.
 Meanwhile, in Berne, after the French had 
departed the soon-to-be federal capital, the artist was 
called upon to portray Swiss military types and uni-
forms and to do a “caricature” of the artillery officers 
and soldiers, their cannon, etc., “which embarrasses 
our man a bit,” the artist “not much liking the mili-
tary, and often satirizing them.” Whether embar-
rassed or not by the commission, Wolfgang-Adam 
did a number of fine, detailed drawings of portrait 
heads and figures in uniforms, which were not in 
the least caricatural, any more than the very large 
watercolor called Caricature des troupes d’artillerie 
suisse (1804).6 The human interest is heightened by 
some emphatic physiognomic characterization, all 
of this being a lesson to the son, who played, in his 
own very different, shorthand manner, on a scale 
between character and caricature.
 The fate of his cousin Adam Counis-Bautte 
might have befallen Rodolphe had the empire 
lasted a few years longer. Under French law, applied 
in Geneva since 1799, the young Rodolphe Töpffer 
might have been conscripted in 1817. In 1813 his 
future bête noire, the revolutionary James Fazy, had 
to pay the huge sum of 6,000 francs for a substi-
tute. Not even his poor eyesight would have saved 
Rodolphe from military duty then, as it did when he 
was called up in liberated Geneva in 1822 and again 
in 1823. Exemptions were limited to those with 
severe handicaps such as the loss of an eye, a limp, 
or (very Swiss) “voluminous goitre.” His relatively 
slight visual handicap would have relegated him to 

the reserve had not his profession of schoolmas-
ter gained him exemption altogether.7 Rodolphe 
approved of the Swiss soldiery. Three of the many 
sons of Mr. Crépin become military officers. But 
one can guess that the busy young schoolteacher 
was happy not to have to rise for drills from six to 
nine on Sunday mornings.

War and the absolutist state
So Töpfferian critique of the military was directed 
not at home, but at foreign powers, at the threat of 
absolutism re-engulfing Europe. Töpffer summa-
rizes the characteristics of the absolutist state in his 
prose version of Dr Festus:

”The kingdom of Vireloup enjoys a paternal govern-

ment. The king there is the father of his subjects, 

whom he treats as children; watching solicitously 

over their reading, their conversations, their eating, 

their clothing, and desirous that they take everything 

from him. That is why he prohibits books, ideas, 

merchandise, goods from outside, and why he has 

those who talk under surveillance; punishing them 

by throwing them into the royal jails if they say bad 

things, or if they don’t say good things, or if they 

persist in not talking at all. As the king of Vireloup 

likes to go fox-hunting, and because he would not 

have the time to follow all his children all day long, 

he has himself aided by ministers who have them-

selves aided by the armed forces, customs officials, 

and priests; so that I would willingly compare him 

to a tender father who surrounds himself with faith-

ful domestic servants and esteemed tutors. . . . The 

king, always good and indulgent, imprisons them 

in the royal jails; but if they chatter about this, or 

write about it to their friends, he is pitiless, and finds 

means to make them disappear one knows not how. 

So that I would compare him to a truly tender, 

prudent father who feels severity to be sometimes 

a duty.”8
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 This king’s problem was that he had a prov-
ince called Balabran on the frontier with Ginver-
nais (which is partly Geneva or Switzerland), which 
province was much given to smuggling and apt to 
be infected by the neighboring political system, 
where the government was constitutional with 
a social contract and a king reduced to being the 
child of his very emancipated subjects—the exact 
opposite of Vireloup. The English Milord, whose 
politics in the Festus comic strip are limited to 
wrathful, xenophobic bouts of boxing, in the prose 
version is mistaken for Pierre Lantara, whose cos-
tume he has donned, and who is a Balabran exiled 
for having said of the Vireloup government, in a 
pub, that it smelled fishy (sentait le mic-mac). This is 
sufficient evidence of a conspiracy, which causes the 
king to sicken and demonstrate the pacifism of his 
intentions toward the neighboring state by sending 

50,000 of his best soldiers to the frontier ready to 
invade and meanwhile fire upon anyone trying to 
get into his country. He sets up special tribunals to 
dispatch suspects without trial. For good measure, 
Töpffer adds a parody of servile, humiliating court 
customs.
 All this is summarized in the comic strip 
without reference to a Balabran-Geneva. Milord, 
Milady, and the Mayor are accused generically of 
plotting, with Milady’s laundry list the main evi-
dence against them, while the prose version paro-
dies the more baroque kind of official paranoia, 
with “immense, decisive, frightening revelations, 
fit to strike terror into the hearts of all good citi-
zens,” involving twenty-eight barrel-organ players 
whose constant noise acts as a narcotic on the pal-
ace guard. The civil authorities would be seized and 
wrapped up in bales of cotton, sent to the customs 

1-3. the committee finds the laundry list to be the key to a vast conspiracy. the King of vireloup falls ill at the news (Festus 44).



[  14 ] töPFFer tHe satirist: ConteXts For tHeMes

who, bribed in advance, would beat them up, throw 
petards into the citizens’ pockets, put up posters, 
open the country to the Ginvernais, proclaim a pro-
visional government, seize the king and offer him 
a constitution or death. All this, and much more, 
would have made, to our eye, for excellent comic 
graphic lazzi.
 In 1840 Töpffer added to the picture story a 
scene of a bewigged commission examining the 
laundry list, followed by the king and queen of 
Vireloup collapsing sick with fear (fig. 1-3). This 
was considered by later editors of Töpffer’s comic 
albums (from 1846) as potentially offensive to reign-
ing monarchs, and cut. Relations with Savoy (and 
France) were never easy: in 1826 a patriotic, anti-
Savoy play by James Fazy called Les Lévriers was 
suppressed in Geneva, no reason given. The riot-

ous behavior of his (mayorless) commune, and his 
appearing in shirtsleeves, are sufficient to condemn 
the poor Mayor. A few years later, with Albert in 
1845, Töpffer would treat conspiracy rather more 
seriously.
 This satire on monarchical tyranny is very 
Swiss. In the unanimous view of the Genevan 
intellectual elite, a view shared by foreign visi-
tors, Geneva was a civilized little republic gov-
erned by civilized men who had no need to resort 
to the kind of repression characteristic of other, 
monarchical regimes. The Töpffers, father and 
son, respected the local system of law and order. 
Unlike some of their colleagues in France, Ger-
many, or England, neither father nor son suffered 
harassment for their caricature, or at the hands 
of authority in general, except of that trivial kind 

1-4. the lieutenant’s petition for mercy is handed to the King, but used by the young prince to make a paper boat. the lieutenant is 
saved from hanging by his emollient (Trictrac 113–15).
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universal at frontier customs posts when they 
passed through them on Alpine excursions. The 
one moment when Rodolphe had direct experi-
ence of military tyranny was during his nine-
month sojourn as a youth in Paris, where he saw 
an army shoot down unarmed civilians and barely 
escaped being hurt himself. This never happened 
in republican Geneva of the Restoration; such 
things were foreign, and faithful to this view, the 
armed force in Festus reports to a king, the king 
of Vireloup, who is either French or, more likely, 
Savoyard, although the name exists for a hamlet 
in the canton Geneva on the French border which 
had its own customs post. (The word Vireloup 
evokes “virulent” or virer = chase off and loup = 
wolf ). In Trictrac (113–14) a petition to the king 
from the Police Lieutenant, unjustly condemned 
to be hanged because of a mistaken identity, is 
casually found by the little prince and turned into 
a paper boat (fig. 1-4). A similar incident is taken 
up in the prose Festus (80); the Police Lieutenant 
is hanged and only saved by the accident of emol-
lient plaster round his neck. Such is the judicial 
frivolity under absolutist regimes.
 War and the symbols of war were abhorrent to 
Töpffer. On an Alpine excursion, passing through 
Vintimiglia in Savoy (today’s Vintimille in France) 
he encounters the construction of a citadel “so sad 
in a smiling countryside,” with “hateful gun slots 
[meurtrières; the word also means murderous], 
dreadful embrasures, long walls, so many sinister 
objects against which the most charming impres-
sions collide and flatten. Yes, war, massacre, what-
ever their origin, are always infamous, everything 
that is the sign or instrument of it is hateful, and 
the pleasure of having frontiers, a name on the map, 
a prince on the throne, has never been worth the 
blood it has cost.”10 On one of the rare occasions 
when he refers to military history of any kind (the 
staple of guidebooks), he picks up a bit of local lore 
in order to disdain the pride attached to it: on the 
Tyrolean border between Austria and Italy there is 
“An excellent bit of country, as is known, for mutual 

destruction with cannon-balls. . . .” All battle-
fields, he continues with heavy irony, “carry glori-
ous memories of carnage. Unfortunately, we are not 
tacticians, so that the hideousness of war does not 
disappear for us behind the elegance of manoeuvres 
or the cunning beauty of operations.”10

 The revolutionary turmoil in Geneva at the 
end of Töpffer’s life made him realize that Geneva 
was not, after all, exempt from the common lot of 
so many European cities; and, although such dis-
turbances were altogether deplorable, it is charac-
teristic of his unfailing respect for law enforcers in 
his hometown that he does not condemn them for 
their inability or unwillingness to contain the reb-
els, as he had never condemned them (as far as we 
know) for defections in earlier threats to the public 
order. In a Geneva where he saw the authorities as 
virtually disarmed, he himself, weak with a fatal ill-
ness as he was, joined the 600–700 volunteers at the 
Hôtel de Ville in their armed confrontation with 
the radicals.11

 There were few disturbances in Geneva 
before the revolution began in 1841. The “potato 
riots” in 1817 were minor and easily quieted, with 
some arrests and eight jailed. From that moment 
all was overtly peaceful until 1834 (that is, through 
the period of composition of the comic albums), 
the year of the Affaire des Polonais, a minor affair 
that merely ruffled the “happy period” which lasted 
until 1841. The Affaire des Polonais was caused by 
the attempt of some hundreds of Polish and Ital-
ian refugees inspired by Mazzini (the name surfaces 
in Albert as Mangini) to use Geneva as a staging 
post for the invasion of Savoy and an insurrection 
against the ruling house there. It fizzled out when 
the Genevan authorities were able to peacefully dis-
arm and disperse the revolutionaries. The incident, 
which pitted the neutralizing policy of the Genevan 
government against the sympathies of the crowd 
hostile to it, involved the defection of some of the 
militia, who found themselves disciplined, but not, 
it seems, seriously.
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 In 1836 there was a considerable mobilization 
of Genevan and Swiss forces at the borders with 
France. The French rattled their sabres to demand 
the expulsion of Louis-Napoleon, the future French 
emperor, who had been living in Thurgau as a Swiss 
citizen. Töpffer joined actively and patriotically 
in the popular enthusiasm for armed resistance. 
The danger ended when Louis-Napoleon left vol-
untarily. The Affair of the Aargau convents also 
involved both Federal and Genevan troops, who 
found themselves blocked by crowds of citizens 
and undermined by defections in their own ranks: 
James Fazy (not a neutral observer, to be sure) put 
the defections as high as two thirds.12 This was a 
prelude to the revolution of November 1841, which 
brought universal male suffrage to Geneva. (Other 
cantons had long enjoyed this.) When the militia 
were called out, and subsequently in the street bat-
tles of the failed coup on 13–14 February 1843, they 
were found to be unreliable; and their unwillingness 
to shoot at fellow citizens (many simply refused to 
accept cartridges), as well as a reluctance on the part 
of the commanders to inflict too much damage to 
the city in clearing barricades, meant that the Gene-
van revolution, consummated in 1846 shortly after 
Töpffer’s death, was relatively bloodless and caused 
relatively few fatalities and little material damage. 
The many European-wide revolutions of 1848 were 
certainly much more bloody and destructive.
 Töpffer had academic friends and colleagues in 
the military. Adolphe Pictet (1799–1875), professor 
of aesthetics and modern history and literature, and 
a well-known scholar of Celtic and Sanskrit, was a 
colonel of artillery, and Töpffer was wont to address 
letters to him by his military title. One wonders 
if the artist was quite aware that Pictet’s military 
expertise included the invention of percussion shells 
and rockets, to which he sold the secret most lucra-
tively to the Austrian army.13 At the regular mili-
tary reviews, complete with the thundering of can-
non and the crackling of rifles, Töpffer was there 
to applaud and vent his civic patriotism: “There 

was the fatherland, all of it, united, happy, modest, 
with no fancy bigwigs, with no miserable populace, 
deriving its only lustre from the happiness and con-
cord of its children. There was the army, small but 
made up of citizens, our own, composed of fathers, 
the husbands of those women who circulated in the 
crowd. Our banner . . . [and all the banners visible 
on neighboring mountaintops and valleys], repre-
sented for me the fatherland we shared, great in tro-
phies, in happiness and liberty.”14 There were always 
up to 15,000 Swiss troops on the western frontier, a 
third of them volunteers or militia.
 Such starry-eyed patriotism may have grown 
brighter over the years, but the Genevan author’s 
sentiments cannot have been much different eight 
or ten years earlier when he was composing his pic-
ture stories. So we can confidently assert that his 
satires on the military, as well as being traditional to 
caricature, were clearly directed at the neighboring 
autocracies, in Savoy, France, Germany, Spain, and 
Russia, with their ever-active armies suppressing 
democracy and revolutions at home and abroad.

 In the picture stories the military make a very 
sorry showing. Festus (6) features a rural guard, a 
Force Armée, composed of two persons, George 
Blême (called La Mèche) and Joseph Rouget (called 
L’Amorce). The nicknames “The Wick” and “The 
Bait” suggest criminal antecedents, although a com-
parable nickname was also given to a blameless peas-
ant, George Luçon (in Pencil), called—more inno-
cently—Le Trèfle (“The Clover”). This Force Armée 
is totally incompetent, more likely (happily!) to stick 
a bayonet through a tree than their human target. 
They are automata, moronic robots with a perpetual 
inane smile on their faces, mechanically following 
the uniform of their commander, the Mayor, who-
ever may be occupying it at the moment, or even 
when unoccupied and hanging fluttering on the 
branch of a tree. They react mechanically to simula-
cra of orders, as when the sleeve of the disembodied 
uniform is shaken by the wind into the appearance 
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of a command (fig. 1-5). When the wind shakes loose 
the hat, they collapse in terror and demand quarter 
(this embellishment added 1840) until the uniform 
is found and donned by Milady, whom the Armed 
Force follow obediently and likewise Festus when 
the uniform is adopted by that gentleman (12–15). 
After finding their dual bayonets are no match for 
the club of a herculean English Milord that literally 
sends them flying, and having no longer a uniform 
to follow, they lose all discipline, trample the crops, 
and suffer a rain of carrots from angry peasants—
mild treatment, considering what angry peasants 
could do to errant soldiers! Ignoring the Mayor (out 
of his uniform, wearing Milady’s dress), they march 
roughly over his recumbent form. Thus is authority 
stripped of its symbols, flouted; but worse is to come 
when the World Turns Upside Down, and the Mayor 

himself, in his shirtsleeves, is arrested as a thief in a 
reversal typical of Töpffer’s comic method.
 Later the mere leeward proximity of the uni-
form (sous le vent de l’habit), now worn by Festus hid-
ing in a windmill, restores to the comic duo a touch 
of discipline, reinforced by visual contact, which 
impels them to join their supposed commander on 
the arms of the windmill, whence they are, once 
more, flung into the air so as to land twenty-six 
scenes later, most fortuitously upside down, bayonet 
plunged right through the chest of the two soldiers 
taking Milord, Milady, and Mayor to the galleys, 
and thus allowing them to escape. The Force Armée 
extracts its bayonets and “go off most playfully, but 
unfortunately without discipline.”
 In Monsieur Pencil, by contrast, Töpffer stages 
a regular professional army unit that behaves in the 

1-5. the armed Force stands guard by the Mayor’s uniform, discarded by Milord while he bathes. a breath of wind raises the right 
sleeve, the armed Force does a left turn at the double (Festus 11).
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1-6. the 20th light destroys the 
crops, opens the locks, burns the 
woods, and takes refreshment 
(Pencil 36–37).
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traditional way toward the peasantry who, as tradi-
tion demanded, then and since, are treated as an 
enemy. The army destroys the crops, causes flood 
and fire in the countryside, seizes peasant carts and 
horses, and sets about executing an innocent peasant  
(figs. 1-6, 1-7). Their task is to find robbers, but with 
their raised swords and angry faces they look as if 
they trying to slaughter Mother Nature herself. 
They even seize a scraggy mule—always for Töpffer 
the symbol of patient service—to the pathetic dis-
tress of the owner (36), and arrest a decent young 
farmer, who was only trying to help by rescuing some 
abandoned mounts and who is condemned out of 
hand by a war council shown in solemn assembly (fig. 
1-7). This farmer, George Luçon, is saved from being 
shot only by the drunkenness and incapacity of the 
firing squad, who kill their captain instead, thereby 
unwittingly rendering a true military “justice.”

 Further justice, and revenge for the age-old 
suffering of peasants at the hands of the military, is 
offered by this peasant, who bears the enlightened 
name of George Clare (or Light—Luçon) and who, 
having adroitly donned the uniform of the Captain 
Ricard shot in his stead, orders the Ricard company 
to dress by the right, and double-quick march into 
the Batracian lake. They do this in blind obedience 
to the sartorial symbol of authority, and presumably 
drown (48).
 Pencil gives us a wider, indeed European con-
text for the perils of militarism, for the political crux 
of the story is the manner in which accidents of tele-
graphic transmission, caused by a little dog making 
the arm of a telegraph waggle at random, are capable 
of bringing the nations of Europe to the brink of 
war. The seasoned military and diplomatic figure 
Xavier de Maistre, a great enthusiast for Töpffer’s 

1-7. George luçon is arrested by the 20th light, found guilty by a council of war, and condemned to be shot (Pencil 39).
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work, particularly liked this episode: “the idea of 
European diplomacy thrown into disarray [boule-
versée] by a little dog is very happy one.”15 In Alex-
andre Dumas’s Count of Monte Cristo (1844–46, ch. 
41), Dumas shows the telegraph as a sinister-look-
ing agent of social chaos and economic disruption: 
“black, accommodating arms shining in the sun like 
so many spiders’ legs . . . strange signs cleaving the air 
with such precision.” The count is greatly moved by 
it and imagines it governed by occult powers, genii, 
sylphs, gnomes, rather than by some ill-paid wretch 
reacting to similar apparatus many leagues away. 
Vindictively, the count has the telegraph manipu-
lated so as to send false reports causing stocks to soar 
and fall to his advantage, and has the error blamed 
on fog. Real history offers some examples of war 

by telegraphic error, such as the Ems telegram that 
might have started the Franco-Prussian war.
 The moronic, mechanical Force Armée reap-
pears in Monsieur Trictrac, this time under the name 
of The Reserve. In a foretaste of classic early cinema 
farce, it gets stuck in a ladder, causing chaos in the 
streets (60), and later again, causing more chaos (fig. 
1-8). Trictrac involves marvelously imbricated rever-
sals of identity that may be taken as an extended 
metaphor for the arbitrariness of order and author-
ity, and the propensity for social hierarchies to slip 
into reverse and upside down. Apart from the riot-
ously clumsy Reserve, there is a small police force 
sent against them by the Thief disguised as a Lieu-
tenant of Police, who also gets stuck. The People, 
exasperated at his inability to keep order (106), 

1-8. the father excuses himself before the doctor, and sends his people off to find his son, recognizable by his emollient or cataplasm. 
the reserve meanwhile causes terrible chaos on the 16th of the month (Trictrac 88–89).
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actually have the thief-as-top-cop arrested. In jail 
he meets the real Police Lieutenant who makes 
him sign an affidavit attesting to his true identity, 
which the thief is happy to do, so that the real Police 
Lieutenant is convicted of corrupting the police and 
causing social disorder, and nearly hanged (110).
 Another type of law-enforcement officer ap-
pears briefly, and very secondarily, in Töpffer’s comic 
albums: the rural guard, or garde champêtre, a type 
who appears in French caricature as the bane of the 
city clerk hunting or stealing fruit in the countryside. 
But his brief appearances in Töpffer show him in a 
positive light: in Crépin (15, 39–40) he does his job, 
chasing a criminal, all the more meritoriously for his 
being hampered by a wooden leg (is he a veteran 
of the Napoleonic wars?). In Albert (10) the epony-
mous hero is rightly upbraided by a garde champêtre 
for hunting without a permit. It may be added that, 
in this stridently antirevolutionary album, we see 
a mob attacking what should be a military post 

(called le poste), a multi-storey building from which 
figures in civilian hats (and one wig) shoot back—is 
this then real civil war, civilian against civilian, that 
Albert has helped unleash?

Cholera: Morbus Diabolus
The telegraph in Pencil accidentally causes a war 
and cholera panic; it was in reality used to trans-
mit news of war, and of the advancing cholera. Mr. 
Jolibois, escaping from his crate after being fumi-
gated against the cholera, is taken for the cholera in 
person (64f ). The episodes relating to the cholera, 
which occupy no less than twenty scenes in both 
the 1831 and 1840 versions, represent an exceptional 
prescience on the part of the author, for the Pencil 
album, first sketched as we know in the summer of 
1831, demonstrates the effects of fear of the cholera 
advancing from the east, and some of the precau-

1-9. Cholera Morbus (La Caricature, 1831).
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tions taken against it after it struck western Euro-
pean cities from the summer of 1832. The epidemic 
lingered for a few years but the next serious outbreak 
came only in 1853–54, so that by the time Pencil was 
published, in 1840, it relied on recent memory and 
aftermath of a very terrible affliction.
 From India, and the east generally, the cholera 
had reached Moscow by August 1830. The Journal 
de Genève carried news of the advance into Europe 
in autumn 1830. By the spring of the following year 
it was all over eastern and central Europe; in May 
and June it was in Budapest and St. Petersburg, by 
August (after Pencil was completed) in Vienna, by 
early 1832 in England. It was officially announced 
in Paris on 29 March of that year, and by April had 
claimed 13,000 victims, by September 18,000, in 
France as a whole 100,000. The capital was in the 

grip of terror. Paintings, cartoons (fig. 1-9), and a 
flood of articles all over the press represented its hor-
rors. Death, though generally swift, caused horrible 
disfigurement and acute suffering. In vain did gov-
ernments strain every reserve of medical and sani-
tary measure to counteract it and discover its means 
of transmission. It was immediately apparent that 
cholera settled in the poorest urban districts, nour-
ishing itself on poverty and squalid, overcrowded 
living conditions. But it also dispatched some of the 
elite, killing in a short space of time French prime 
minister Casimir Périer, naturalist Georges Cuvier, 
and Egyptologist Champollion, “in a single stroke, 
politics, science and the arts.”16 To which list may 
be added the military, in the person of the popular 
General Lamarque, whose funeral caused a popular 
riot. Civilization itself was threatened.

1-10. invited to purge themselves, Mr. Pencil says he did so en route, Madame Jolibois that she never purges herself. the Professor’s 
effects are fumigated; Mr. Jolibois suffocates with jealousy. the crate gives way, and the health officers cry . . . Cholera! (Pencil 64).
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 But Geneva, and Switzerland generally, which 
was not afflicted with really bad slums like most 
industrializing European cities, was spared now 
and in the future. Not even trade was markedly 
interrupted, although the artist had to fear fumiga-
tion of the albums he had sent Goethe, on their 
return from Weimar in 1832. Before setting off with 
his boys for Milan in 1833 he enquired whether 
it was cholera-free. In Pencil Töpffer is reacting 
to fears of invasion and preventive preparations. 
Insofar as the story shows as the supposed effect 
of cholera, the death by asphyxiation of scientists 
gathered to examine samples of a new gaseous 
“subterranean wind” (composed actually of odor-
ous latrine particles sent to them by the Professor), 
Töpffer ridicules the very real and often self-con-
fessed ignorance of medical scientists confronted 
with a disease which left them completely at a 
loss. Some believed that lethal underground gas-
ses were indeed escaping.17 The causes and means 
of transmission of the disease would not in fact be 
discovered until Robert Koch isolated the bacillus 
or vibrio in 1883, which finally ended the epidemics 
in Europe. While Töpffer spoofs the (reasonable) 
sanitary precautions of quarantine, fumigation, and 
purging which added to the usual hassle of frontier 
checks, he also seems to ridicule a superstitious fear 
of the disease, as if he, as many, could not bring 
himself to share the belief that the cholera would 
really strike as close as France, not to speak of Swit-
zerland. Fear of cholera was supposed to induce the 
cholera. It was like fear of the devil; cholera was 
(the work of ) the devil, and could be personified, 
as Töpffer shows it, when Jolibois is taken for the 
cholera in person (fig. 1-10).
 The medical profession, with their learned 
pretensions and unproven remedies that smelt of 
quackery and folk tradition, was always fair game 
for the satirists: in this case the bleeding, the special 
“punches,” the heating machines, the felt fabrics, 
peculiar diets, the chlorine, the camphor used in 
vain against the “impenetrable mystery” of cholera.18 

A major symptom of the cholera was extreme and 
rapid dehydration caused by diarrhea and vomiting. 
Some supposed this to be the means by which the 
body could rid itself of the disease, and the “purg-
ing” to which the protagonists in Pencil are invited 
by the sanitary officials at the frontier replicates the 
symptom-cum-remedy. The “pharmacists rubbing 
their hands” in glee (59) is no exaggeration: there 
was gross profiteering on the supposed remedies, 
especially camphor.
 But there was an intuition of a higher reality 
that Töpffer cannot have consciously foreseen, for 
it expressed itself only after the cholera had struck 
in France: that the physical and social epidemic, 
even revolution itself would be twinned in the 
public imagination and the minds of writers, art-
ists, scholars, and publicists. In Pencil the randomly 
waggling telegraph is understood to announce the 
imminence of both war and the cholera (56). Both 
threats cause social chaos, both were believed to 
be “caused” by popular agitation, in the aftermath 
of the July 1830 Revolution. To be sure, La Cari-
cature had already in 1831 pronounced the cholera 
to be a bearer of a new barbarism,19 but it was only 
after the epidemic had taken hold in Paris in the 
spring the following year that the myth was cre-
ated which twinned “Cholera and Socialism [as] 
the two scourges of the 19th century” (in the title of 
a painting after Horace Vernet).20 Töpffer himself 
called the Cholera and (social) Progress the twin 
plagues of the age.21 A theater critic saw “insur-
rection and cholera embracing one another like 
brother and sister.” Chateaubriand compared it to 
the Terror of 1793. The cholera was the consequence 
of the Revolution of July 1830 (as the Archbishop 
of Paris declared), it was transmitted by a kind of 
“revolutionary infection,” and it incarnated the cult 
of violence and death embodied in all revolutionar-
ies.22 In England, a Seymour caricature of Decem-
ber 1831 showed how “John Bull raves Cholera and 
Reform”23—the struggle of the radicals around the 
Reform Bill of 1832 was at its height.
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 The cholera was the maladie populaire par 
excellence, and the sanitary measures taken against 
it also served to control and repress the “dangerous 
classes,” reborn as the “contagious classes.” Radicals 
on the continent also blamed, rightly, the armies 
used to repress nationalist uprisings for spreading 
the disease. The war on cholera was in some respects 
conducted like real war, with increased militariza-
tion of the frontiers. The lower classes, seeing that 
the cholera singled them out and already resentful 
in the aftermath of a revolution that had betrayed 
them, rose up and rioted, even accusing the govern-
ment doctors and hospitals of deliberately poisoning 
them. In St. Petersburg in July 1831 a howling mob 
stormed the hospital and destroyed it, “rescuing” the 
patients.24 In France, Italy, and Germany the “lower 
orders” accused governments of poisoning them. 
Töpffer, by contrast, shows the health officers, and 
nurses male and female of a hospital or “bureau de 
secours” themselves fleeing the supposed epidemic 
en masse (65). The “people” had already fled Jolibois 
in his crate when they took him for the Beast of 
Gévaudan.
 It is ironic, then, that in Pencil it should be a 
member of the “popular classes,” the Servante who, 
when all about her panic, defies the supposed chol-
era and bravely seizes Jolibois, its supposed incar-
nation, and who roughs up the health officer who 
tries to make her purge herself. She does this in the 
same spirit of simple-minded skepticism, ironized 
by Töpffer as ignorance, vis-à-vis the crazy scien-
tific theories of her master the Professor. Supersti-
tion, supposedly a malady of the ignorant and lower 
classes, is mocked by a member of those classes, the 
Maid, representing as it were the Enlightenment 
and the author himself.

Bureaucracy
We all experience the pain of bureaucratic proce-
dures that seem designed to frustrate, humiliate, 

and prevent things from getting done quickly or at 
all. The great social and economic changes of the 
age required great bureaucracies to further their 
growth and institutionalize them, but the pro-
cedures adopted, by civil servants who might be 
idle and more interested in feathering their own 
nests than the public weal, often appeared to the 
public as obstreperous or even downright tyranni-
cal. Politically, bureaucracy was often seen as just 
another form of social control, like police. New and 
ever more petty regulations seemed the only way 
to keep order in the crowded cities. In Germany in 
mid-century there was even created a continuing 
comic character, almost the first of his kind, called 
the Staatshämorrhoidarius (for whom see chapter 
9), devoted to the processing of paperwork for its 
own sake. In Germany bureaucracy was sacrosanct 
and protected a social order that might otherwise 
come tumbling down like dominoes. Töpffer like 
any other citizen was alert to the absurdities of the 
bureaucratic mindset.
 The Mayor in Festus is a bureaucrat whose ide-
als of perfect order, themselves rendered in grotesque 
metaphor, are torn to shreds. His entrée shows him 
spending five hours taking down the evidence of the 
theft of Milady’s trunk, which sets the ball of crazy 
adventures rolling. Having fallen asleep in a hay-
barn, he has his “great normal dream” in four scenes 
(added 1840, 21–22) set in a model commune where, 
from a throne of twenty-six volumes of archives, he 
registers civic improvements (enumerated), and sees 
an eight-foot-high legal report dancing the horn-
pipe with the goddess Thémis; 300 bailiffs then 
appear to him, singing the five codes (of law), and 
finally 3,504 hitherto unknown legal texts cooking 
in a huge parchment pot, the overflowing pulpy 
sides of which are licked by 62 clerks.
 Freed of the constraints of Mayor and Armed 
Force, the commune runs riot, burning the com-
munal woods and turning the town hall into a 
cabaret (36). An individual called Louis Frelay goes 
hunting in the rye fields without a license; another, 
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called Claude Roset, cutting his rye, also cuts the 
calf of Frelay, at which both are arrested by the 
garde champêtre, who gets beaten up by the Fre-
lay and Roset clans, at which the whole commune 
engages in a free-for-all on one side or the other, 
and only desist when they recognize the Mayor’s 
uniform and the figures of the Force Armée in the 
sky (fig. 1-11). They ignore the Mayor in person 
when he escapes from jail (39) and rush into and 
drown in the grand canal.
 Still searching for his commune by the way-
side, the mayoral bureaucrat buys stamped paper 
on credit, interrogates possible (absent) witnesses, 
draws up fictive reports, and becomes suicidal (56). 
The absence of the proper civic authority after “all 
policing [is] suspended” leads to complete social 
breakdown also in Monsieur Trictrac (63–68). This 

happens as the result of progressive petty infractions 
of petty rules, most of them surprisingly real. They 
range from the commonsensical, such as an apoth-
ecary needing a license to practice, to the picayune, 
such as children not being allowed to walk on cer-
tain grassed areas; from the reasonable, such as not 
wearing a sword-stick in town, to the unreasonable, 
such as not being allowed to raise nasturtiums in a 
windowbox, and to the plain silly, like a pig decid-
ing to avoid the tollbooth by walking independently 
straight to the butcher’s. All these ordinances, 
except perhaps the last, correspond to actual police 
regulations in Geneva at the time. The sequence 
climaxes seriously with the captain of the fire bri-
gade failing to arrive in time from his country seat, 
and consequently the sapper-firemen failing to 
assemble in time, which allows the people to take 

1-11. the Frelays and the rosets beat up the rural guard. the whole commune joins in the fray. the Mayor’s uniform and the armed 
Force are seen in the sky (Festus 38).
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the law, and a fundamental civic function, into their 
own hands: they put out the fire themselves. This 
moment replicates a passage in Töpffer’s novelette 
L’Héritage, clearly set in Geneva, with the signifi-
cant difference that the authorized firefighters are 
also present, to whom the people act as auxiliaries. 
In the novelette Töpffer is more circumspect. In 
all of this, “the good old boys regret the good old 
days.”
 There follows a hilarious parody of govern-
ment emergency measures coupled with a statisti-
cal survey of the kind that was beginning to haunt 
the age, and put real bureaucratic meat on the table. 
A free distribution of emollients on the production 
of a certificate of good conduct is the occasion of 
a statistical survey on the comparative morality of 
various quarters of the town. Trictrac père is try-
ing to track down his son, who supposedly wears 
an emollient. His terms of exclusion and inclusion 
cancel each other out in another amusing parody of 
bureaucratic logic.

Crime
Trictrac pullulates with ideas of crime, punishment, 
mistaken arrest, farcical trials, and social anarchy. 
These infiltrate other Töpffer picture stories, and 
inform the nineteenth-century comic strip as a 
whole. Some of these crimes, notably that of the 
Police Lieutenant in Trictrac, are treated as capi-
tal offenses when they clearly should not be. Was 
Töpffer mocking the harsh and arbitrary punish-
ments of absolutist states; was he an opponent of 
the death penalty? His view of the latter was prob-
ably divided or uncertain, and we may take seriously 
the incident in Monsieur Crépin, a relatively serious 
story, when a smuggler who commits murder gets 
off scot-free owing to the specious and dangerous 
phrenological arguments of his lawyer. Töpffer, 
rejecting phrenology, rejects the judgment and 
agrees with the prosecutor that “the victim and soci-

ety should be avenged.” The author does not specify 
that this vengeance should take the form of death, 
the standard punishment in Europe for any kind of 
murder and a penalty appealing, in Töpffer’s picture 
novels, all too readily to the constituted powers for 
much lesser crimes. Geneva had long since virtually 
abandoned the death penalty, as it had, altogether, 
judicial mutilation of bodies, under the influence of 
Cesare Beccaria’s famous, humane Crimes and Pun-
ishments (1st ed. 1764).
 There are other, lesser crimes in Crépin that are 
met with what seems excessive severity: Fadet goes 
to jail for allowing his charges to run amok in the 
streets (42). School principal Töpffer had occasion-
ally to deal with the police about a window broken 
by one of his boys, or a stone that accidentally hit 
a passerby, and tried mildly to discourage casual 
filching the odd fruit on the highway by hungry and 
thirsty boys on their excursions. Systematic trespass 
with intent to rob fruit is another matter (Crépin 
36–37), followed by urbane insult of the rural guard, 
and is justly reprimanded. But it is patently absurd 
and unjust to throw into jail the respectable, if wildly 
passionate, Vieux Bois for tapage nocturne (noctur-
nal disturbance of the peace) caused by his jumping 
for joy at his marital prospects, and for his tapage 
diurne (daylight disturbance), that is, playing ghost 
(41). Tutor Fadet escapes, and it is fortunate that 
one can escape from a Töpffer jail as easily in fact as 
one can get into it—and more easily than from the 
real Genevan jails; much attention was paid to the 
security and design of prisons, and the building of 
new ones on the improved, English model. Töpffer’s 
classic novelette, La Bibliothèque de mon Oncle, has a 
touching episode testifying to the boy’s (misplaced) 
sympathy for an eloquent and persuasive prisoner in 
jail, whom he helps escape.
 Caricature and cartoon were never kind to the 
law. Töpffer and the nineteenth-century comic strip 
abound in trials, prisons, executions, and suicides 
(often faked) involving innocent people, preposter-
ous accusations, and idiot law courts. M. Vieux Bois, 
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1-12. Mr. vieux Bois gets heated in his peroration 
(Vieux Bois 42).

1-13. Daumier: a peroration, Demosthenes-style 
(“Gens de Justice,” Le Charivari, 1 november 1847).
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accused of disturbing the peace, in his self-defense 
merely imitates the oratorical theatrics of a Daumier 
lawyer—and suffers for it (figs. 1-12 and 1-13). The 
age was obsessed with crime and punishment, as 
French and English novels reveal. For Ainsworth, 
Dickens, Victor Hugo, Stendhal, and Balzac, and of 
the course the popular press at large—even a satiri-
cal journal like Le Charivari—crime and criminal 
offered dramatic material galore. We may cite Bal-
zac’s Vautrin in Le Père Goriot (1834), based on real-
life ex-criminal Vidocq who became chief of police 
and employed ex-cons like himself, in a switch of 
identities used by Töpffer systematically and hilari-
ously in Trictrac, where a thief steals not only the 
identity of a police chief, but also the very limelight 
from the hero.

Frontiers of absurdity
For Töpffer and the boys he led on excursions in 
the Alps, frontiers were the bane of pedestrian exis-
tence. They no longer functioned to deter brigand-
age, a vanishing danger; the brigands were now the 
customs officers.25 In 1837 Töpffer could confiscate 
(or buy back) from a boy who bought a knife with 
an eighteen-inch blade “admirable to disembowel 
brigands,” with the joke that he undertook to do all 
the necessary disemboweling of such people. Con-
fiscation was the caprice of the customs, who on the 
Savoy frontier on one occasion and in one particu-
larly benighted place proved interested not in pass-
ports, sugar, or tobacco, but only novels, which were 
forbidden.26 The customs and passport “bureau” was 
a “bourreau” (hangman), and a “bandit.”
 The twin plagues of nationalism and political 
repression were exacerbated by Napoleonic con-
quests, Restoration policies, and the realignments 
of national states. With the fear of mobile, interna-
tional conspiracy, and particularly of the Carbonari 
in France and Italy, frontiers became militarized 
as never before, making travel more expensive and 

potentially embarrassing and even painful. Quite 
apart from having to get passports in advance from 
the respective foreign consulates in Geneva, and 
pay fees which, likely as not, went straight into 
the pockets of the officials issuing them, Töpffer 
and his troop of boys on their annual tours were 
hardly out of Geneva but they were faced with the 
customs and passport formalities, which varied a 
great deal in rigor from time to time and place to 
place, but were usually resented. Being closely con-
fined within a few miles, and on three of four sides 
by the neighboring, not always friendly states of 
France and Savoy, the Töpffer pension found itself 
reminded almost immediately how Geneva, of all 
Swiss towns, was vulnerable to the caprices of the 
frontier.
 The Swiss had generally lower tariffs on 
imports than the French, especially with regard to 
the Swiss speciality of luxury goods. This enlarged 
the advantages of smuggling, and the need for 
customs officers, who became a huge paramilitary 
corps: In 1845 France one state functionary in five 
(or eight) was a customs official.27 In Crépin (79) we 
see the tutor Bonichon, relegated to customs duty, 
chasing a dog loaded with watches and jewelry. This 
was no fantasy: dogs were much used for smuggling, 
could carry up to five or six kilos of goods, and for 
a three-franc bonus could be killed—but in Töpffer 
it is Bonichon the customs officer who is killed. 
Watches were hidden inside disemboweled chick-
ens and even in apples, as well as in specially made 
smuggling waistcoats. A standard guidebook of 1841 
puts the number of watches smuggled into France 
annually at 100,000.
 The problem was such that the comte de Saint-
Cricq, Director General of Customs in France, 
decided to make a personal investigation in Geneva, 
a prime accomplice. He bought from Bautte, the 
most fashionable jeweler in town (the Bauttes were 
relatives of the Töpffers), 30,000 francs worth of 
jewels, paid a 5 percent surcharge to guarantee (ille-
gal) tariff-free shipment, hastily exited Geneva and, 
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passing by the frontier, lectured the douaniers on 
better vigilance. The jewels were awaiting Saint-
Cricq on arrival in Paris, shipped in clandestinely 
by Bautte’s agents. Thus “Monsieur le Directeur 
des Douanes était le premier contrebandier du roy-
aume,” notes Alexandre Dumas drily, who tells the 
story in full28—a truly Töpfferian role reversal.
 The Voyages en Zigzag are full of complaints 
against the “abominable ingredient of passports.”29 
Is Théophile Gautier thinking of Töpffer’s tribula-
tions when he writes that in exchange for a passport 
he was given a “whimsical form beginning like the 
M. Crépin and M. Jabot albums, by Töpffer, the 
witty caricaturist, with this funny instruction: ‘See 
below’”?30 The natural honesty of the schoolmas-
ter jibbed at the enforced hypocrisy of kowtowing 
before this petty authority. In a patriotic spasm he 
describes his relief at entering Swiss soil, where he 
could set down this heavy burden and where one 
could travel around the twenty-two cantons with-
out showing a passport or paying a fee, where “all 
is air and light,” compared with the “servile merce-
naries, the shifty henchmen, shady commissaires,” 
“behind me, gloomy dens, stifling lairs!”31 Worst of 
all was to undergo a body search, to be “palpated” in 
some “filthy hut,” which was “humiliating, ignoble, 
intolerable.” He minded paying much less than 
having “filthy hands of the scum of customs offi-
cials running all over one.”32 “Where do you ever 
see a customs post or customs official, that is not 
dusty, filthy, and annoying in the worst way?”33 This 
outburst, at the Austrian frontier out of Como, 
causes the otherwise antirevolutionary schoolmas-
ter to “rise in revolt against Austria,” to conspire in 
his innermost heart against that paranoid authority, 
and wish that Tessin, in Switzerland, were not so lax 
by contrast, which made the Austrians worse. How 
he would have reviled current airport security!
 The interflow of time and of space in Töpffer 
is a denial of frontiers, which seem to raise their 
ugly heads out of nowhere. These frontiers had, to 
be sure, been much rationalized after the Congress 

of Vienna, since the time when fragments of Gene-
van territory were enclaved (that is, as islands with 
no corridor) within France and Savoy, in order to 
align the canton of Geneva better with the Swiss 
Confederation, which it joined in 1814. But France 
and Savoy were two powerful monarchies that saw 
no reason to spare tiny Geneva, or little Switzerland 
for that matter, the imposition of unfavorable tariffs, 
anti-smuggling measures, and the triage of persons 
suspected of being undesirable. Certain communes, 
traditionally tied to Geneva, were still claimed by 
France, notably the pays de Gex, through which 

1-14. Daumier: Customs post. the traveler is visited, searched, stripped, and robbed. His 
clothes do not pass because the like are made in China [i.e., France]; his wig, because the 
like are not made there; his boots, because leather is prohibited; his clyso-pump because it 
is a mechanical object of suspicious use . . . everything is seized and he has to pay duty on 
the rest, after which he is as free as the air . . . (Le Charivari, 19 January 1844).
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the Genevese had right of way on the roads but no 
more. Ferney-Voltaire, straddling the border with 
France, was claimed by both sides; the French, force 
majeure, won.
 Frontiers became, justifiably, supersensitive 
when the cholera struck as it did in 1832. In Pencil 
(1831, then 1840), the stringent measures imposed 
at the frontier are theoretically justified by the 
cholera and just those, as we have seen, to which 
Töpffer’s own albums might have been subjected 
on their return from Weimar. They are an exercise 
in humiliation in normal (non-cholera) conditions 
that Töpffer otherwise denounces in his Voyages en 
Zigzag. Ironically, in Pencil the fumigation at the 
border actually releases what is believed to be the 
cholera “in person” (i.e., Monsieur Jolibois escaping 
from his crate). In this episode there are also sinister 
references to mandatory “purging” or else quaran-
tine, which takes on the air of the alternative of jail 

and a virtual sexual assault in the form of a close 
body search, such as aroused Töpffer’s indigna-
tion in the passage above. Pencil and Mrs. Jolibois 
(64) escape purging by lying. It is only the Maid 
who reacts in what one feels is the honorable way: 
outraged at the demands of the sanitary inspector, 
she tells him roughly to “go purge yourself, you old 
demon,” and obstructs him with physical force.
 Töpffer and his school traveled with human 
guides rather than the paper kind, or maps. A 
complete cartographic survey (1:100,000) of Swit-
zerland was not undertaken until 1834, continuing 
to 1864, under direction of the illustrious Genevese 
general G.-H. Dufour, who installed the Federal 
Topographic Bureau in his hometown. Adequate 
maps of Alpine passes were generally not available, 
and it was left to the local guides to determine the 
best paths for the occasion, familiar and well-trod-
den as they usually were. Danger lurked, especially 

1-15. Map of Ginvernais, vireloup and rondeterre (illustration to Festus).
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in unpredictable weather, and one can intuit a sense 
of lurking danger as Töpffer’s characters flit back 
and forth, to and fro, never knowing when they 
might hit a frontier, or be hit by a sudden storm or 
an avalanche. Politics and nature, ever rival jokers, 
like to strew accidents and obstacles in our path.
 In Festus, the Mayor and Milady are both 
arrested at the Vireloup frontier for lack of papers. 
According to the highly distorted and schematic 
map placed at the end of the album (itself a carto-
graphic parody, fig. 1-15), the kingdom of Vireloup 
lies to the west of Ginvernais, which basically occu-
pies the position of France, adjacent to what might 
be, if the map were real, Genevan territory with its 
conspicuous lake, here called Lac d’Eaubelle ou des 
Cochons, featured large in its center. Ginvernais has 
some features of Geneva beyond a certain assonance 
of name, a Geneva that stretched scientifically (and 
astronomically) as far as England, reaching the 
channel dividing it from “Rondeterre,” which is 
obviously Angleterre in this map. As we have seen, 
Vireloup is ruled by an authoritarian king, while 
the rival Ginvernais is ruled by a constitutional but 
Bourbon (that is, French) king, to judge by the cry 
“Vive les Bourbons” used by Töpffer at first (1829) 
before he changed it to “Vive le roi” in 1840. Vire-
loup-Savoy (the name actually appears in the 1829 
manuscript: à la douane de Savoie), has tyrannical 
frontiers; we remember how (in the 1840 version) 
Milady is arrested and convicted as a Carbonarist 
spy on the basis of a laundry list found on her. She 
was merely trying to find her husband and get back 
to England.

Religion: Vicious monks and white devils
Geographical frontiers were also religious frontiers, 
for Geneva, the “Protestant Rome,” the fortress of 
Calvinism, was surrounded by Catholic countries 
and in its canton incorporated many Catholic com-
munes, some of them recently acquired in the post-
1814 readjustment of frontiers. No one has accused 

Töpffer of religious bigotry, and he is in many 
places at pains to validate moderate Catholicism, if 
only because he soon realizes that his public will be 
Catholic French people as well as French-speaking 
Swiss. But he retains contempt for surviving Cath-
olic superstition, monastic idleness, and a fear of 
their intolerance of hell-bent “heretics.” Rodolphe’s 
religion is ethical, not doctrinal; he is a liberal who 
believes that religious instruction should content 
itself with inculcating the simple virtues of hope, 
humility, and charity. In a letter he describes religion 
as a kind of bureaucracy attempting to regulate souls 
left better off self-regulated.34 He must have picked 
up his father’s hostility to rigidity, sectarianism, and 
theological disputation, which only encourage civil 
schism. Wolfgang-Adam’s watercolor entitled The 
happy Reformation against the Catholic faith of c. 1817 
is an allegory of the historic enmity between Cal-
vin and the Dominican-Jesuit propagandists, both 
parties riding monsters who face off angrily, heed-
less of their flocks (literally sheep) who are hooked 
down to hell by demons.35 His Machine à hacher les 
écritures of the same period indicts the logic-chop-
ping of newer enemies to social tranquility and reli-
gious unity, the puritanical Methodism in the per-
sons of (named on the print) Robert Haldane and 
Henry Drummond, whose presence in Geneva had 
made inroads on the dogmatic, excessively rational-
ist, official Genevan Calvinism. Religious fanatics, 
called in Geneva mômiers (extreme puritans) or 
englués (reactionaries), could be lethally dangerous, 
as Monsieur Vieux Bois discovers, and as is hinted 
in a cartoon by Rodolphe’s father showing bearded 
heads in snail shells, praying with a crucifix in hand 
but a dagger in the belt.36

 Calvinism was the state religion in Geneva as 
much as Catholicism was in Savoy or France, but 
the Catholic curés who ministered in the Catholic 
communes of Geneva were paid for out of Gene-
van state funds, which gave the state some right 
of control. There was concern over the growth of 
Catholicism in the canton: among the peasantry 
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from 39 percent in 1822 to 44.5 percent in 1843 (by 
1860 it would be 51 percent). In the town, 21 percent 
in 1834 would rise to 26 percent in 1843.37 There were 
accusations of discrimination against Catholics in 
the job market and public charity. Protestant fear 
of demographic domination by Catholics was exac-
erbated by a Catholic hierarchy that came up with 
petty provocations of their own, such as a refusal 
to bury an Italian suicide in a Catholic cemetery.38 
Some of these provocations were instigated by the 
curé of Geneva and Catholic leader abbé Vuarin, 
who made no secret of his vision to re-Catholicize 
the whole republic. When Vuarin, the thorn in 
the flesh of conciliators, died in 1843, his successor 
Marilley was expelled. Catholics also resented the 
official Jubilee celebration in 1835 of the Reforma-
tion (1535). But this was also the time (1834–35) when 
education was taken out of the hands of the Protes-
tant clergy, and the Academy was legally separated 
from the Venerable Company of Pastors, which was 
no longer allowed to vote in Academy elections or 
run the state schools.
 Ironically, the Calvinist government, the Con-
seil d’État, found itself siding, for political reasons, 
with Catholic forces in Geneva, and with the Cath-
olic Swiss cantons, when disputes arose, as they did 
in the affair of the Aargau convents (1841). This 
controversy mobilized public opinion, generally on 
the side of intervention, against the government 
that tried to stay neutral, and similarly in 1844–45, 
with the affair of the Jesuits in Lucerne. Nonethe-
less, Geneva should be regarded as an island of tol-
erance and neutrality caught in a continental sea of 
Catholic reaction. In France, Savoy, and Austrian 
Italy, the Restoration sought aggressively to restore 
the primacy of Catholicism as well as monarchy. 
Secularization was fought tooth and nail, especially 
in vulnerable rural districts; the Savoyard peasantry 
were deliberately kept by the clergy, it was thought, 
in a state of benighted ignorance and poverty.
 In Mr. Vieux Bois Töpffer taps into a tradition 
of the Gothic novel, with its chambers of Catho-

lic/monastic horrors. The Gothic, anti-monastic 
novel par excellence, The Monk (1796) by Matthew 
(“Monk”) Lewis, was quickly translated into French 
and was read by Töpffer in Paris in 1820. Lewis 
had been at the Villa Diodati near Geneva, trad-
ing ghost stories with Byron and Shelley. The Monk 
established the stereotype of the vicious, evil, lecher-
ous monk in hair-curling fashion. Töpffer may also 
have used news of the restoration of the Inquisition 
in Spain in 1814, and its resurrection again after the 
failure of the Spanish revolution of 1820–23. These 
were the years of Goya’s drawings of Inquisition 
victims, and of the Pinturas Negras (Black Paint-
ings) executed in his house, called that of the Deaf 
Man. In Goya’s Pilgrimage to San Isidro from that 
series we see cretinous monks and satanic clerics; 
passing from the sublime to the ridiculous, one can 
imagine it a monastic procession to celebrate the 
capture of Monsieur Vieux Bois and his Beloved 
Object, and their prospective burning at the stake. 
The terror campaign in Spain, although it no longer 
burned heretics at the stake in the way still implied 
as late as Goya’s Caprichos (1796–99), seemed to 
confirm the worst prejudices of the Gothic novel, 
especially in England. Religious repression was 
less terrible but still could be savage in France, and 
was as bad in its way in Russia. The religious reac-
tion as a whole has been deemed the underlay of 
Goya’s Saturn Devouring His Son: Saturn, fearing 
the prophecy that he will be dethroned by his own 
children, devours them as they come into the world, 
as the Catholic governments of the “Holy Alliance” 
devoured the rebels who threatened them.39 As late 
as 1826, the year before the first draft of Mr. Vieux 
Bois, a poor schoolmaster of blameless character 
named Cayetano Ripoll was executed (garotted) 
at Valencia on a charge of professing Deism. This 
was reported to an astounded Europe as a burning 
alive, with monks leading an assembled multitude 
in hymns to drown out the despairing shrieks. The 
inquisition in Spain was not formally abolished 
until 1834.40



1-16. Mr. vieux Bois cuts the beard off a monk, and escapes a legion of vengeful monks (Vieux Bois 49).

1-17. Mr. vieux Bois and the Beloved object are condemned to the stake (Vieux Bois 78).
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 Monastic terror is threaded throughout Vieux 
Bois, Töpffer’s first essay in his new medium. In 
the final (second published) edition of 1839, the 
nefarious monks occupy no less than twenty-seven 
scenes, including four panoramic ones, in ten sepa-
rate appearances. Romantically, innocently, and to 
escape from brigands, Vieux Bois in his amorous 
despair takes to the life of a hermit and finds him-
self drifting willy-nilly into a monastery. Quitting 
that life, and that institution, is not so easy; he 
has to escape by stealth, only to be caught later by 
the monks and thrown into jail, together with the 
Beloved Object. Our hero has learned to know his 
enemy, and when he meanwhile happens on one of 
the monks in his peregrinations, he casually drowns 
him; but the monks pursue him to the end. They 
are ridiculous, of course, but they are also vicious: 
greedy for gold, merciless, senseless, and cruel. 
Having recruited lovelorn Vieux Bois, so to speak, 
they treat his attempt to escape as that of a military 
deserter. Reading between the lines, one may guess 
that the monks’ hostility is fueled by their finding 
the new acquisition sexually disgraced, for he is 
captured in the company of his ladylove and jailed 
with (or rather separately from) her. Later, after he 
blithely cuts the beard off another stray monk, he 
causes a veritable stampede of “vengeful monks” 
from the monastery (figs. 1-16 and 1-17).
 The monks in their monastery represent not 
just a barbaric hostile religion but an enemy country, 
the Terre des Moines (capital letters original, 75), with 
its own irrational hatred of foreigners or interlopers, 
an army (a “legion” of monks, some armed), a fortress 
in which they live (these aspects were heightened 
between 1827 and 1839), hostile agents, and frontiers 
with “toll rights” (droits de péage) of perilous passage. 
Above all, these monks, like any tyrannical govern-
ment, are apt to condemn suspects to death without 
trial. They do so, moreover, in the manner notorious 
of the Spanish Inquisition, where the church—hyp-
ocritically denying itself the pleasure of shedding 
blood directly—would hand over the victim, duly 
condemned, to the secular arm for execution of the 

death sentence. This is a Töpffer touch easy to miss: 
we see (fig. 1-17) a regular soldier standing by with a 
burning torch at the ready. Vieux Bois’s only ally in 
his battle with the monks is his mule, nature itself as 
it were, kicking a monk into the air (added in 1839). 
Having narrowly escaped being burned alive, Vieux 
Bois gets a commensurate revenge, although in the 
end he generously commutes it: he buries two greedy 
monks alive, a stellar occasion, for it is the only 
moment when the Beloved Object relaxes her habit-
ually mournful expression, and actually smiles (added 
1839). Töpffer also in 1839 embellishes the scene with 
the anguished heads of the monks projecting above 
ground level, and infested by birds of prey (86).
 The nefarious spiritual influence of the monas-
tery shows up in the superstitious villagers who pur-
sue Vieux Bois, dressed perforce only in his burial 
shroud, as a ghost, a guise which serves to frighten 
out of their wits his apparently equally superstitious 
family, the “heirs” gathered, it seems, to celebrate 
his demise. A similar incident in Pencil has Joli-
bois escaped from his crate, taken for the Beast of 
Gévaudan, an already mythic wild creature, in real-
ity a wolf or perhaps hyena escaped from a zoo that 
killed many people in the 1760s near the southern 
French Gévaudan and was heavily exploited by the 
clergy as a warning from God and punishment for 
sin. The clerically induced superstition rife in the 
countryside is a theme in Festus, where the villag-
ers of Coudraz and Porelières (names invented, 
but similar to local ones of the canton of Geneva), 
armed with pitchforks and headed by the local curé 
in his black soutane and hat, run away in droves at 
the mere sight of a screaming farmer who is white 
from the lime into which he has fallen (fig. 1-18). In 
later editions, the curé’s clerical dress was secular-
ized. The curé rushes fearfully up to exorcise a sup-
posed speaking tree, which is taken for the White 
Devil. The peasants who bring Dr. Festus, wrapped 
up in a corn-sack, laden on an ass to the mill, are 
so frightened when it (the sack) begins to walk off 
with one of them on its back, that while one runs 
for help, the other whimpers an Ave Maria from 



1-18. the saw bites into Dr. Festus’s toe, he screams and the sieur taillandier falls into the chalk, while the sawyers spread the news of a 
talking tree. Dr. Festus exits the tree, but finds the chalk-covered figure of taillandier suspect. While Dr. Festus escapes, the villagers run up, 
headed by their priest, but seeing the screaming, chalk-covered sieur taillandier, they flee, taking him for the White Devil (Festus 26–27).
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behind a winnowing basket (added 1840, 30). Mean-
while the whole village has arrived at the rumor of 
a devil incarnate, using pitchforks to threaten the 
poor peasants, Claude and Gamaliel, whom they 
upbraid as cowards, taking sacks for demons and 
corn grains for the coals of hell.
 In the prose version of Festus (49) the peasant 
George Luçon adds courage to his honesty by dar-
ing to mount a ladder in order to confront the devil 
(i.e., Dr. Festus, hidden in Samuel Porret’s barn), 
but only after being duly confessed and absolved by 
the curé, and performing other necessary last social 
rites. But it is the recidivist criminal Jean Baune, 
having taken Festus’ place in the barn roof, who 
shoots at Luçon, is taken for the devil, and escapes, 
while the villagers, seeing the devil in person again, 
seek to exorcise him by setting the cornfields on fire 
and conducting processions in the streets; in Croix-
Blanche the village is surrounded with string and 
blessed at great expense, which worked a treat, for 
the devil never bothered people there.
 Later in the Festus album (73) a peasant called 
Jaques André sees a washed-up giant telescope, 
which, with its gaping mouth, he takes for a mala-
bar cachalot whale and gallops off in terror. It even 

faces a firing squad before, circumnavigated from 
behind, it is recognized as a belltower, a miracle. 
The curé comes to take possession of it in the name 
of the church, and a procession is held in honor of 
St. Clochard (the word means tramp, but connotes 
cloche, meaning bell), author of the miracle. The 
prose Festus (113) specifies a further ridiculous mira-
cle: the vibration of the bells, placed inside the tele-
scope/belltower, shakes out all the ratkiller powder 
(mort-aux-rats), which causes those sitting in the 
choir to sneeze, a wonder that the envious bishop 
of Faribole could not buy for his diocese even for 
20,000 Patagonian écus.
 The Abbé in Cryptogame has to be secularized 
for mass Catholic consumption in L’Illustration, 
lest he be taken as a typical Catholic priest. For the 
Abbé is fat, torpid, and gormless. His inability to 
free himself from the beam on his leg as the Euro-
peans escape from Algiers may be no more than 
the kind of happenstance farce we know from the 
movies: in Charles Chaplin’s A King in New York 
the king’s inability to free himself from a firehose 
is not intended to show him as stupid, only acci-
dent-prone. But it is the Abbé, not Cryptogame, 
who becomes thus encumbered (and thereby starts 
a forest fire); I wonder if the beam does not function 
in some way as a blinder, an obstacle to understand-
ing, on one in a constant state of bewilderment as to 
what is happening to him.
 Monks, it seems, were fair game. And while 
Töpffer was warned not to alienate Catholics 
with any criticism of their curés, few seem to have 
objected to his view of monks in Vieux Bois, or for 
that matter in the relatively documentary Voyages en 
Zigzag, published for the French public at large. Of 
the fat, idle Capucins monks whose only existence 
is to batten on the tourists: “pouah! Ignoble, stu-
pid, dirty, self-seeking.”41 They are “Jabots.”42 They 
resemble “really scary brigands.” Their disgusting 
fatness contrasts with the pathetic boniness of the 
peasants (fig. 1-19). Priests likewise living off the 
tourists could be as bad, frivolous, and degraded; 

1-19. Capucin monks (“voyage aux alpes et en italie,” 1837, Voyages en Zigzag, 1844, p. 77).
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to say that they scrounge out a living like rats in a 
mansion is a slander on rats.43 By the 1840s, how-
ever, it was clear to Töpffer that a priesthood incul-
cating humility, obedience, and ignorance was less 
dangerous than the radicals of “Young Switzerland” 
agitating for secularism, socialism, and atheism. In 
the Voyages much—too much—sympathetic space 
is given over to the simple pious exercises of Catho-
lic rustics, and their crude religious theater.

Peasants and countryside
Retrograde religion, as we see, was characteristic of 
the peasantry, especially in Savoy, who inevitably 
became more of a political factor with the enlarge-
ment of the canton of Geneva. The reformers 
demanded universal male suffrage to include them, 
to give them more voice in the councils of state, and 
instead of the city running the canton, separation of 
administrations. In Basel, the city-canton conflict 
came to such a pass in 1832 that two separate can-
tons had to be created, which still exist as such, as 
they do in a more recent creation for Berne.
 Class antagonism between peasant and bour-
geois becomes a major stream of nineteenth-century 
comic strip and caricature (as of the novel), reach-
ing full flood in the picture stories of Léonce Petit 
in the 1870s and 1880s. Töpffer, with his embry-
onic sense of this antagonism, may have toyed for 
a moment with the idea of a story based upon it, 
for the manuscript album of Crépin starts with four 
drawings showing the progressive attack upon a 
bourgeois type, his humiliation and total subjection 
by a peasant armed with a flail. The idea of devel-
oping a narrative from this kernel was probably too 
frightening. Töpffer himself could retire, later in 
life, in the summer to a country house, although he 
does not seem to have been a landowner or invested 
in land. Two at least of his protagonists, Crépin and 
Festus, evidently live on country estates, as local 
mini–lords of the manor, with peasants at their ser-

vice and patronage to offer. But this was not typical 
of the canton Geneva, largely occupied by indepen-
dent, self-governing farmers with small properties. 
Unlike the Alpine dwellers, they were not poor.
 The Voyages offer a more or less realistic pan-
orama of very different conditions in the Alps. The 
Alpine peasantry fall into basically two groups: 
those now dedicated to living directly off the tour-
ists and those happy, industrious folk encountered 
by chance going about their agricultural labors. 
Something of the moral spectrum of behavior 
among innkeepers and guides is given in a later 
chapter. Suffice it to say here that the sheer range of 
peasant qualities, as manifested in their treatment 
of tourists and travelers, was a source of aesthetic 
delight and much moralizing. As one would expect 
in a satirical medium, the moral range shrinks in the 
picture stories, where there are few virtuous, intel-
ligent peasants (George Luçon seems to be unique, 
although others are depicted neutrally), and many 
who behave as we have seen in a foolish, super-
stitious, and cowardly manner. The Force Armée 
described above would probably be peasants—land-
less, vagrant, lumpen types recruited from the dregs 
of the population. The prose Festus has an embel-
lishment that prefigures Léonce Petit’s comic strip 
satires on rural litigiousness: in order to explain why 
the Primebosse villagers of Ginvernais leap upon 
the idea that the giant telescope washed up on their 
shores is a belltower, we learn that the commune 
was unable to pay for the new one needed because it 
had ruined itself in a lawsuit involving (à la Petit) a 
really trivial-seeming matter: the apple trees grown 
in one commune dropped its apples in the neigh-
boring one. An escalation of mutual recriminations 
nourishes a seven-year lawsuit, at the conclusion of 
which justice takes all, even the apples.

 Töpffer inherited the traditional urban conde-
scension toward the peasantry mitigated by a Rous-
seauist idealization of their simplicity and piety. 
The urban heroes of the picture stories are profes-
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sional men who, when they venture out of town or 
out of their country estate, brush with the peas-
antry and thereby are capable of being led, like Dr. 
Festus, into dream and nightmare states, as if the 
countryside, far from fulfilling its purpose of relax-
ation and inspiration, was apt to play strange tricks 
upon them (fig. 1-20). Comic strip and caricature in 
the nineteenth century are full of this. The towns-
man is never prepared, psychologically or physi-
cally, for rural conditions—even in little Geneva, 
so close to its canton, and with open fields within 
its town walls. Festus’s “educational tour” (voyage 
d’instruction) into the countryside nourishes only 
fantasies and hallucinations.

 Töpffer lends substance to peasant life with 
credible-sounding names of individuals (unlike 
the anonymous “burgher” in Pencil) and locales, 
and the depiction of real, useful rural occupations 
that contrast with the mentally aberrant existence 
of the townsmen. In a familiar topos, the town 
is the mind or head of the rural body. The urban 
mind of Festus, however, is the crazy and useless 
one that screams in twenty-two different languages 
against the raw physical reality of a saw biting into 
his toe, as it cuts the tree where he lies hidden (26). 
Only his pain is real. Dr. Festus escaping into a 
corn shed and hiding in a corn-sack that is car-
ried by peasants for grinding to a mill enacts, comi-
cally of course, a literal kind of reinsertion of the 
urban into the rural, which compounds the chaos. 
The ensuing alarm and fear of the devil reveal a 
countryside destabilized by the very force, religion, 
that is supposed to bind them together. Violence 
and vindictiveness follow each other in a folktale 
(or Molièresque) pattern: the humiliated miller 
Claude Thiolier beats his wife for saying she did 
not see anything, the miller’s wife beats the boy for 
having said he saw something, and the boy beats 
the ass for having caused all the misfortune (33, fig. 
1-21). In fact, of course, it is Festus the townsman 
who causes the misfortune, unwittingly, and it is 
the invasion of the countryside by urban misfits 
that sows dissensions and violence among the ranks 
of the peasants, exacerbated by their natural super-
stition. Like the corn-sack and the haystack, the 
windmill, another symbol of rural life, by throw-
ing Festus and the Armed Force into the air acts to 
reject the alien urban body.
 The rural guards (garde champêtre) were estab-
lished in 1817 by law, given uniforms by the state, 
and responsible to a mayor. Their function is similar 
to that of the Armed Force (also essentially a police 
force), with the difference, in Töpffer, that they are 
not ridiculed and shown to be stupid automata. 
We see one exercising a major function, prevent-
ing hunting without a license44 in Albert (10), and 

1-20. Daumier: When you make hay, and try to inspect your haymakers too closely 
(“Pastorales,” Le Charivari, 29 april 1846).
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in Crépin (37–39) where, under collective upper-
class urban (and urbane) insult, he deftly gathers 
evidence and brings the petty juvenile delinquents 
to book. In French caricature of the age, the garde 
champêtre is the constant reminder of the vulner-
ability and incompatibility of the petty bourgeois 
in the countryside.

The Duel
European countries tried from time to time to 
prevent and criminalize dueling, in France to least 
avail. The duel, comic duel, and non-duel were sta-
ples of romantic literature, romantic literary clichés 
in themselves. Many leading French figures fought 
duels, and some died in them, like the brilliant 

young mathematician Evariste Galois, aged 21 years, 
in 1832, and the famous journalist Armand Carrel 
in 1838. Alexander Pushkin, who wrote his famous 
verse novel Eugene Onegin to condemn the practice, 
was killed in a duel forced on him by enemies in 
1837. Töpffer would have known that his patron and 
favorite correspondent, the soldier and writer Xavier 
de Maistre, composed his most famous work Voy-
age autour de ma chambre (1794), which is deemed to 
be a model for Töpffer’s Bibliothèque de mon Oncle, 
under house arrest for fighting a duel. The English, 
meanwhile, having illegalized it in 1803, succeeded 
in actually deterring it by hanging some victors of 
lethal cases. The French, in mockery of repeated 
laws, were the worst, with 228 known duels ending 
in death in the period 1826–34; the mania was ended 
only by the First World War.

1-21. Claude thiolier beats his wife for saying she saw nothing. the miller’s wife beats the boy for having said he saw something. the 
boy beats the ass for having caused all the trouble. after which peace returns to the mill (Festus 33).
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 Many duels were faked, meant to satisfy honor, 
not to take a life or even injure. A duel Töpffer 
reported to his parents from his student days in 
Paris involved two legislators who in the Chamber 
considered themselves insulted, and arranged a duel 
at which both fired in the air—honor satisfied.45 
The French had a term for it: duel pour rire. The 
pretext could be of Töpfferian absurdity: in 1837 
two professors at the law school in Paris challenged 
each other over whether a passage in the Pandects of 
Justinian should use a colon or semi-colon.46 Jabot, 
likewise, demands satisfaction over a pun. The duel 
is a central satiric butt in Jabot, where the hero pro-
vokes five duels in one evening, which are satisfied 
(31) by pistols loaded with bread-balls. “Swords at 
ten metres distance” is the title (more or less) of a 
picture story by Léonce Petit.47

Suicide
The author himself confessed to occasional suicidal 
thoughts. There is suicide and suicidality in all of 
Töpffer’s picture stories (and in some of his prose 
work); arch-romantic lover Vieux Bois attempts 
suicide five times. It too was a consecrated roman-
tic theme. Béranger deplored it, Vigny poeticized 
it, resurrecting the poet Chatterton, who poisoned 
himself at the age of eighteen. In the later eigh-
teenth century there was a European-wide epi-
demic that some blamed on Goethe’s Werther (1774) 
and that was reflected in fiction. Suicide often 
afflicted the Byron-Shelley circle, which was for a 
while so close to Geneva: Mary Shelley’s half sister 
and the poet Shelley’s wife Harriet both committed 
suicide, Mary’s mother Mary Wollstonecraft tried 
twice, and died giving birth to her, leaving her with 
the notion that childbirth is itself suicidal. In Mary 
Shelley’s great fictional creation Frankenstein, which 
she wrote on the shores of the Lake of Geneva in 
1816, Victor Frank, father of the monster, is a Gene-
van who nearly drives himself mad and becomes 

suicidal with his scientific mania, like the astrono-
mers in Festus.
 The real-life incidence increased again in the 
1820s and 1830s, rising in France by 70 percent in 
this period.48 Werther was banned, to the approval 
even of Goethe himself. There were some dramatic 
suicides of prominent people: Baron Antoine Jean 
Gros, the favorite painter of Napoleon, after his art 
was criticized, threw himself into the Seine 1835; 
Adolphe Nourrit, a singer, who at thirty-eight sud-
denly lost his voice; Victor Lescousse and Auguste 
Lebras, nineteen and sixteen years old, after their 
play was hissed in 1832 (they became the “official 
representatives of romantic suicide”).49 Genevese 
too: Imbert Gallois, a nineteen-year-old arriving 
in Paris with some insignificant poems, which were 
rejected, killed himself in 1828. As a youth in Paris 
1820 Töpffer learned of the suicide of a school friend 
in Russia. In Geneva in the late eighteenth century 
there had been a wave of suicides, far outnumber-
ing homicides. Suicide was not decriminalized in 
French civil law until 1791; Geneva had done this by 
1764, when Beccaria appealed for such a humanitar-
ian measure.50

 Three of Töpffer’s characters are suicidal for 
love. The senselessly jealous Jolibois, in Pencil, is 
deterred by the depth of the lake, and thus the 
prospect of succeeding. A second attempt when 
he is airborne is frustrated by his shirt opening 
like a parachute and a wind blowing from below 
(6, 8). Elvire, the frustrated lover of Cryptogame, 
heroic to the last, self-explodes in a jealous fury. 
Vieux Bois is the gourmet of suicide, choosing in 
turn five of the principal means: by hanging, by the 
sword, by poison, by jumping out of the window, 
and by drowning. All fail, despite the hero’s convic-
tion otherwise (6, fig. 1-22). He is exceeded only by 
Dickens’s Mr. Mantalini in Nicholas Nickleby (1839), 
who tries to poison himself seven times. There are 
no figures on the ratio, then, of unsuccessful suicide 
attempts to successful ones; today it is calculated 
at about ten or fifteen (registered—many more 
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go unreported) to one. Of the various options, 
hanging was considered the least honorable for its 
criminal associations; the sword, associated with 
ancient Roman heroics, was considered noble but 
the hardest to effect. Vieux Bois is, of course, mad 
with love; suicidality was believed to be an extreme 
and the most tragic form of madness. His attempts 
punctuate the course of his love like their antidote, 
changing his shirt, which gives him a new lease on 
life. Vieux Bois’s hapless rival in love also shows 
suicidal tendencies.
 Another common cause of suicide was pro-
fessional failure and vanity: this is exemplified in 
Fadet, the failed tutor in Crépin. He overcomes his 
suicidal despair, however, and actually dies a martyr 
to his vanity and to fashion, strangled by tying his 
waterproof crinoline cravat too tight (87, fig. 1-23). 
This may be read as a metaphor of the strangula-
tion effect of his and others’ educational systems; 
but those with an eye on the chronique scandaleuse 

would have known of the controversy surrounding 
the death of the last Prince of Condé in 1830: was 
his being found hanged murder, suicide, or perhaps 
accident?—the latter resulting from a fetish for the 
masochistic pleasures of semi-strangulation, the 
milder effects of which from a very tight cravat were 
enjoyed, it seems, by some dandies of the period, 
like Fadet (as today in sadomasochistic game-play, 
which can also go wrong).51 Astronomer Apogée in 
Festus is another victim of what he deems a profes-
sional failure, the loss of his asteroid, and descends 
into madness (64, fig. 1-24), the symptoms of which 
are given in some farcical detail, before succumbing 
altogether “of a repressed asteroid.”
 The most interesting suicidal madman, and 
another case of professional failure, is the Mayor 
in Festus. His attempt at suicide, Roman style, by 
means of a sword run through his breast (56, fig. 1-25) 
is an opportunity for Töpffer to display his patho-
gnomic skills in a series of sketches he expands from 

1-22. Mr. vieux Bois thinks he is dead for 48 hours. returns to existence very much thinner. Changes his shirt (Vieux Bois 6).



1-23. Death and burial of Craniose with his thirty-six rogues’ skulls. Fadet strangles himself by drawing his waterproof crinoline cravat too tight (Crépin 87).

1-24. astronomer apogee throws his apples at his twenty-eight assistants, who flee. at the sight of which apogee laughs so much he falls from the tree (Festus 64).



[  43 ]töPFFer tHe satirist: ConteXts For tHeMes

the manuscript, dwelling upon the mayoral agony 
of indecision between what he owes his citizens and 
the realization that he has none, but deterred above 
all by the bureaucratic consideration that if he does 
die there will be no one to certify his death, affix the 
seals, and proceed to interment. Töpffer also adds 
in the published version the renewed despair of the 
Mayor finding his commune deserted; like Apogee, 
he indulges in a debauchery of madness, an antiso-
cial orgy, which in its final, military spasm, involves 
the death of his Armed Force (two persons) as well 
as himself. All this, on the part of a (relatively) high 
government official, may owe something to the 
incidence of crime and madness among the upper 
classes in France in this period.

The follies of science
science has not yet taught us if madness  

is or is not the sublimity of intelligence.

 —eDGar allan Poe

Geneva was known internationally for its science 
rather than arts or letters. The Bibliothèque Britan-
nique, which under the Napoleonic occupation had 
managed to break the continental blockade against 
Britain and maintain a vital cultural and scien-
tific exchange with that country, had been gran-
diloquently renamed the Bibliothèque Universelle de 
Genève by the time Töpffer joined it, becoming a 
very prolific collaborator and editor on the maga-

1-25. the Mayor remembers what he owes his commune, and throws away the weapon with horror. then remembering he has no 
commune, seizes the weapon again and enraged again, directs it towards his breast. then, realizing there is no one to register his 
death, place the seals, and proceed to burial, he renounces his project and resumes the path to his commune (Festus 56).
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zine. A man of Töpffer’s catholicity of intellectual 
taste embraced the chance to join a scientific com-
munity gathered in the magazine, and he counted 
among his closest friends scientific colleagues at the 
university where he taught literature.
 Geneva had made its mark in the development 
of various sciences, notably in botany, physics, and 
astronomy. In botany, the name of Nicolas-Théo-
dore de Saussure (1767–1845) was famous through-
out Europe, and considered a model of experimental 
science expressed in rigorous, limpid terms. He was 
a pioneer in plant nutrition and photosynthesis, and 
his investigation of carbonic acid gas (carbon diox-
ide) is of the kind that underlies some of Töpffer’s 
references to “subterranean gas” (actually, those 
emanating from a toilet) in Pencil (5). Töpffer added 
the scientific touch to increase the comic effect, 
when (in an 1840  addition to the 1829 manuscript), 
he improved the original “loud snore drawing the 
trunk-lid down on Festus asleep inside” to a “heavy 
intake of breath creates a vacuum and brings down 
the lid.”
 Saussure père, Horace Bénédict de Saussure 
(1740–99), who introduced the word geology, taught 
philosophy and meteorology and was also a dis-
tinguished botanist who appealed particularly to 
Töpffer the excursionist for his achievement in being 
the first to ascend Mont Blanc in 1787. Plant physi-
ologist Jean-Pierre Vaucher was a friend with a vast 
publication record who managed also to run a board-
ing school, like Töpffer, at which Charles-Albert, 
the future king of Sardinia, was a pupil. Augustin-
Pyramus de Candolle (1778–1841), professor at the 
Academy from 1816, created a Botanical Garden in 
Geneva, presided over the Société des Arts from 1823, 
and was Rector of the Academy from 1832. Having 
greatly increased the taxonomy of plants, he made 
the (to us) amusing error of grouping Cryptogames 
vasculaires with the Monocotylédones52—amusing for 
the coincidence of the name Cryptogame, Töpffer’s 
most popular comic hero (actually named after the 
Greek, meaning secretly married), who was in the 

first version of the picture story an amateur botanist 
chasing tulips, before he became a butterfly hunter.
 The very preponderance of botanical science in 
Geneva may have deterred Töpffer from botanizing 
anew in his travel writings, a genre where commen-
tary on the local flora as well as fauna was tradi-
tional. In Festus he mocks the quest for new species, 
which as discovered there seem to oscillate between 
the vegetable and animal domains, and arouse the 
pretentious ignorance of scientists as well as the 
greed of museum curators.
 After botany, astronomy was the most Gene-
van of sciences. The first observatory in Geneva was 
set up in 1772, and a new one created in 1830, from 
which attempts were made (by F. W. Bessel, among 
others) to determine the distance of the closest 
stars: 61 Cygne was measured at 10.25 light-years, 
or 657,000 times the distance of the earth from the 
sun.53 The magnitude and precision of such calcula-
tions, of course, staggered belief, perhaps Töpffer’s 
too. Astronomical observations in Geneva were 
very much geared toward industry, to the point that 
commentators on the Genevan cultural scene would 
note, primly, that all science in Geneva served 
industry, and therefore mammon.
 The uses of astronomy to watchmaking, the 
principal industry in Geneva, were patent, and the 
calculation of sidereal time helped establish exact 
terrestrial time. The calculation that tidal action on 
the earth was slowing down its rotation at the rate 
of two milliseconds a century would have struck 
many, including Töpffer, as simply comic. The 
observatory, directed by Marc-Auguste Pictet from 
1790 to 1819, served both chronometry and meteo-
rology, the latter of intense interest to the Alpine 
wanderer like Töpffer, although, again, his descrip-
tion of the weather nonetheless remains poetic and 
visual rather than scientific, and the predictions he 
encountered were folkloristic rather than scientific.
 New planets were being discovered, notably 
Neptune in 1846, and Halley’s comet passed close 
to the earth in 1835, eliciting observations still useful 
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when it returned in 1986. There was a total eclipse 
of the sun in 1842, visible in southern France and 
northern Italy. The Genevans knew all about the 
discoveries of the famous Herschels, a name that 
appears on the telescope in the manuscript of Festus, 
to be later deleted. The claim of human inhabit-
ants and constructions on distant planets, posited 
by Herschel himself, was taken seriously by some.54 
Rapidly advancing astronomical science gave zest 
to the folk imagination that had always wanted to 
believe in extraterrestrials, as it still does, and the 
“man in the moon” was even conjured up by the 
likes of William Blake. The idea of a creature land-
ing from some strange planet, which the Professor 
names Psyche and its denizens psychiots, lies at the 
core of Monsieur Pencil.
 Time in modern physics is now regarded as no 
absolute concept, but dependent on a frame of refer-
ence. Fictional time has always relied on this. Time 
in Töpffer’s comic albums is a malleable substance, 
as it would be in Lewis Carroll and Einstein. It 
seems, as with the great musicians, to be both com-
pressed and dilated. The Swiss throws into chaos 
the ideal notion that the physical laws of the uni-
verse, such as those governing planets, winds, grav-
ity, and human motion in space, behave like clock-
work mechanisms. Rodolphe married into a family 
of watchmakers, and his own father started out as 
engraver for watches. Watchmaking was poetically 
described in a Société des Arts précis as the “art of 
representing by the movement of a little machine, 
the perfectly uniform revolution of our planet earth 
upon itself, despite the contention of a multitude 
of variable interferences which tend to disturb the 
regularity of this movement.”55 Töpffer saw the con-
stitution and institutions of Geneva as fitted with 
“wheel-trains (rouages) that have the perfection of 
the watches that are its renown.” With the local 
looming revolution, alas, “this chosen piece, of so 
rare a manufacture, with its ingeniously arranged 
mechanism [threatens to] fall into the hands of bru-
tal men ten times as likely to break it as perfect it or 

improve its movement.”56 But his own handling of 
time in the comic strips is perfectly anarchic.
 Sometimes Rodolphe gives time intervals with 
excessive precision, and comic-epic exaggeration; 
always, to be sure, an easy way to get a laugh. Oth-
erwise, and in general, time in the picture stories 
is atmospheric, vaguely flowing in different direc-
tions and apt to play jokes in the form of bizarre 
coincidences that serve to bring together characters 
accidentally or arbitrarily separated by twists of 
plot. The twists of time can have the most unfor-
tunate effect, as when the time (surely short, but 
deliberately unspecified) taken for Vieux Bois to 
return home, let out his dog, and then return to the 
church where he is to be wed, results in the bridal 
party abandoning the church, and the wedding 
altogether. A more curious instance, that of time 
running as it were in two separate dimensions, one 
fast, the other slow, is found in the same story. The 
dunking of the Rival on a waterwheel, which can-
not realistically last more than a few minutes at the 
most, is intercut in a prolonged (and most perfectly 
cinematic) fashion, with the escape of Vieux Bois 
and the Beloved Object from the river, the disposal 
of the chaise, retreat up into the hills, and the pro-
longed enjoyment of the pastoral life, allowing time 
for the Beloved Object to get so fat that she has to 
return in a custom-built palanquin—all this before 
the Rival can free himself of the waterwheel.
 Fancifully, one might see in the consciously 
wavering and trembling ductus of the frame-lines, 
which should be straight and were straightened in 
all the unauthorized copies, and which represent 
time intervals, a fracturing of the normal sensation 
of passing time. The occasional eruption of these 
frame-lines into squiggles and even little doodled 
faces suggest, subliminally, the suspension or diver-
sion of time, a “time-out.”
 Töpffer’s satire is of course directed against a 
certain kind of scientist rather than science as such, 
against their gullibility, timorousness, egotism, and 
proneness to monomania and madness. Competi-
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tive in the worst way, they can be totally crushed 
by the slightest reversal to their hopes. There is 
embedded here a mocking perception of the role of 
science in society, with its public, competitive aspect 
that Töpffer saw as corrupting the Parisian literati. 
This perception must have appealed to Goethe, 
the scientist and critic of science, when he saw the 
manuscript version of Festus. Astronomers, of all 
scientists, may be said to literally keep their heads 
(or eyes) in the clouds, and were a favorite butt of 
caricaturists, eyes glued on the telescope lens, for 
instance, while their assistants made out with their 
wives behind their backs.
 In Festus, the astronomers are logically exploded 
into the sky where they dwell in their hearts and 
minds, astride their telescope. The scientific debate 

that any important scientific discovery or theory, 
however crackpot, could engender is coded by 
Töpffer as a quarreling as mindless and instinctual, 
in its way, as the Pavlovian behavior of the Force 
Armée in the same story. But this flailing of com-
peting hypotheses in the sky turns into natatory 
motions in the water when their furious proponents 
finally descend into the sea, which keeps them afloat 
and saves them, perversely, from drowning (69). It 
is their continued fighting on land that disturbs the 
peace and puts them in jail—would that one could 
thus shut up the real-life disturbers of intellectual 
peace.
 Meanwhile, a trio of washed-up astronomers’ 
wigs—themselves symbols of old-fashioned think-
ing—becomes of a controversial scientific interest 

1-26. the Mayor tells them that they [the wigs] are salt-water creatures, and sends them on to Prévot the Public scrivener. Who tells 
them that they are aborted whale foetuses. sends them to Favras the botanist, who tells them that they are the filamentary pulp 
covering a Micisispi nut, and gives them two Patagonian écus (Festus 76).
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among the public at large in a way that parodies 
the market mechanism apt to attach value to any-
thing novel and exotic, raising it progressively up 
the social and scientific hierarchy and turning fan-
ciful hypothesis into absolute truth. The peasants 
who fish up the wigs recognize their possible value 
as scientific curiosities and take them to the local 
mayor, who identifies them, vaguely, as saltwater 
creatures but who offers no money, so they go to the 
Public Scrivener, who interprets them as inedible 
whale foetuses and sends them for a fee, with a letter 
of recommendation, to a distant botanist who tells 
them that they (the wigs) are the filamentary pulp-
covering of a Mississippi (“Micisispi”) nut, and pays 
the peasants “two Patagonian écus” (76, fig. 1-26). 
The botanist then takes them to the head keeper of 
the Royal Museum, who recognizes them as three 
hitherto unclassified magnificent crustaceans and 
buys them for twelve patagonian écus each. The 
head keeper sells them to the (his!) museum for 
1,000 écus each, where they become the admiration 
of distinguished foreigners.
 The delusions of the astronomers are severe, 
but ultimately harm only themselves. Those of the 
Professor in Pencil cause great mental and bodily 
harm to the poor Monsieur Jolibois. This comic 
chain starts innocently, and poetically enough, in an 
image easily understood as a metaphor of the flight 
of the poetic imagination: Monsieur Pencil, artist 
as his name implies, finds his landscape drawing 
whisked off by a playful little zephyr (i.e., chance, 
fate) that goes on to suck up heavier, human bodies, 
leading to the Professor’s delusion that an inhabit-
ant from a new planet he calls Psyche has landed 
like a meteor among his lettuces. He puts his sci-
entific data into a cage, prepares to dissect him like 
a corpse, scientifically interprets his natural human 
reactions as demonstrations of extraterrestriality, 
then sends him in a crate to a scientific congress 
in Paris, causing him to suffer despair and fumiga-
tion en route, which results in his being treated as a 
monster when he escapes from the crate. Himself a 
physical and moral coward, the Professor shows no 

remorse when he discovers that his Psychiot is in 
fact a normal human being and someone’s lost hus-
band, and when finally disabused, simply and child-
ishly expresses his being “fed up” with his “difficult” 
subject.
 He behaves somewhat like the mad scientist of 
popular culture, which originates in the Romantic 
era with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), writ-
ten in Geneva. This Gothic novel offers a panegy-
ric on modern chemistry, pays tribute to the power, 
indeed the terrifying, demonic power of science, 
which claims new and limitless domains, com-
manding thunder and earthquake, ascending the 
heavens . . . as does literally the mad ambition of 
the astronomers in Festus and the Professor in Pen-
cil. The escape of Jolibois from the crate, and being 
taken for the Beast of Gévaudan, is comparable, in 
its comic way, to the escape of the monster from 
the clutches of his creator Dr. Frankenstein. (In the 
Kenneth Branagh film version of 1994, incidentally, 
the Creature is taken for the cholera in person by 
the townsfolk of Ingolstadt.)
 Apart from a youthful stay in Paris, Töpffer 
never himself traveled very far: to Genoa, Ven-
ice, and Milan at the furthest. He may not have 
dreamed of exploring the sources of the Nile, like 
Trictrac, but he must have envied those able to visit 
London, the home of Hogarth and Cruikshank. 
In his writing, he exoticized on a smaller scale the 
Alps near Geneva, where you could get lost, suffer 
privations, and encounter primitive and sometimes 
hostile tribes with strange habits. Trictrac’s adven-
tures, which spin quite out of control and in which 
the hero himself gets strangely disappeared in the 
jungle of a plot, parody the unpredictable twists and 
turns of chance attending exploration of distant 
parts. Töpffer rather liked the idea of getting lost, 
and it is not hard to see his caricatural novels as the 
imaginary travels of a relatively sedentary home-
town and housebound schoolmaster.

Medical doctors, with lawyers, among all the pro-
fessions (discounting politicians) offer the broadest 
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butts to cartoon and caricature. Hogarth viewed them 
(indistinguishable from quacks) with something like 
venom, as Töpffer must have known. Stendhal, for 
one, thought Geneva had good doctors and hospi-
tals, although the Académie included no medical 
school, which is why it did not call itself a univer-
sity. Dr. Maunoir, an ophthalmology specialist, was 
a friend, although Töpffer did not let him treat his 
own poor eyesight. Unlike his disciple Cham, who 
was a hypochondriac sucker for patent medicines, 
Töpffer’s attitude was very much let ill alone. At 
the very end, when the symptoms were frightening, 
he consented unwillingly to depart for the baths at 
Lavey and Vichy, the waters of such spas then being 
considered a panacea. They did his enlarged spleen 
no good at all, and only increased his suffering.
 It may be that there was a now lost medical 
Dr Saitout (Dr. Knowall), for Töpffer listed the 
title as one of the several stories he had done or in 
progress in 1831.57 At the end of his life, while he 
was taking the waters at Vichy, he was being dis-
creetly encouraged by his cousin Dubochet in Paris 
to use his observation of the many doctors there as 
the material for some comic tale. He was, alas, too 
weak even to start one. As it is, we have only a jab at 
lethal chiropody as practiced by Albert on the run, 
and a series of planned episodes from the text-only, 
full-length scenario of Claudius Berlu, involving 
giant poultices, cataplasms, fumigations, pills and 
draughts, and a mumbo-jumbo of assorted diagno-
ses and remedies.58 There is a sinister moment when 
Berlu, the nominal protagonist (the real protagonist 
may be a poultice), gets stuck in prison as a thief, 
and the more he tries to explain himself and tell 
what has happened, the more he is treated as deliri-
ous, in effect mad. The incarceration of inconvenient 
relatives was a continuing scandal of the time. The 
Claudius Berlu scenario may have been abandoned 
in favor of Trictrac, where there are similar switches 
between real and supposed thieves, and a similar and 
funnier comedy of medical affectations. Unlike his 
colleagues in Hogarth, the doctor in Trictrac is not 

visually caricatured but his methods are. Faced with 
a “simple” matter of a switched identity, he gabbles 
away, always claiming (when identities are switched 
again) that he expected the change, and if anything 
goes wrong, it is someone else’s fault.

In Töpffer’s comic strips there are three incidents of 
people flung into and traveling by air: in Pencil by 
the uplift of a subterranean wind, and in Festus twice, 
by the force of the arms of a windmill and then by 
a steamship explosion. Like Cyrano de Bergerac 
in mid-seventeenth century, Töpffer used fantastic 
aerial travel to satirize astronomers. Closer to home, 
the skyborne antics in Festus and Pencil were surely 
stimulated by the real-life travel in balloons initi-
ated by Montgolfier in 1783, and the considerable 
public attention, manifested also in caricature, that 
these fantastic, courageous, and perilous enterprises 
aroused. The ridiculous peasant attack on the giant 
telescope descended from the skies in Pencil had 
a real-life precedent in the early (1783) unmanned 
flight of a balloon launched in Paris that landed in a 
field at some distance, and was torn to pieces as a live 
monster by rustic scythes, flails, and pitchforks.59

 There is a curious, unpublished pictorial prec-
edent to Töpffer’s fantasy in a series of narrative 
pictures by the English caricaturist Edward Burney, 
who planned a scenario for which nineteen pictures 
but no text survive, except the title Adventures of 
Q.Q. es’Qre (Q.Q. Esquire). The hero in his home-
made aerial machine is launched by cannon-blast 
into the air, where he remains suspended by means 
of a huge umbrella. Like Cryptogame he lands on 
a whale and is cast adrift in the ocean, before being 
picked up by sailors in a Viking ship.60

 One cannot but wonder whether Nadar (after 
Cham Töpffer’s best imitator)—who characterizes 
Montgolfier’s as a “sublime and execrable discov-
ery,” became the first balloonist-photographer, and 
referred to the “zigzag” researches of balloon sci-
ence—was not touched by Töpffer’s hapless ethe-
real travelers.61
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The repressive Restoration Europe of the 1820s 
was not conducive to caricature or freedom of 
the press. Even in England there was a decline 

in both. The Revolution in France of July 1830, 
promising new freedoms, injected new energies to 
which Töpffer, who had already embarked on his 
picture stories, responded in his own way. At first 
hesitant to publish, Töpffer found a sponsor in an 
unexpected place, and by chance: Johann Wolfgang 
von Goethe in Weimar. It is a remarkable fact that 
Töpffer’s little hobby, his new branch of narrative 
caricature, first practiced to amuse schoolchildren, 
family, and friends, should have found imprimatur 
in one notorious for his hostility to caricature, largely 
for its association with personal, social, and (worst of 
all) revolutionary polemics. Despite the all-encom-
passing generosity of his mind, Goethe, as he grew 
older and more conservative, became increasingly 
averse to a branch of art that seemed to negate the 
beautiful and the classical, his most cherished aes-
thetic precepts. There were of course different kinds 
of caricature, but Goethe tended to suspect them all. 
Despite its success as a kind of social parlor game, 
Goethe feared portrait and social caricature as a so-
cially disruptive force, and his heroization of Napo-
leon, by far the most caricatured figure of the era, 
deepened an instinctive prejudice. He could not even 
bring himself to like Hogarth,2 such a favorite in 
Germany and celebrated by Lichtenberg’s extrava-
gant commentaries; not even his friend and associate 
J. H. Ramberg’s harmless social game of impromptu 
caricature could shift him from his view that “sa-

tirical caricatures” were “greatest destroyers of art, 
taste and morals.” In his monarchical conservatism 
he was not unhappy to see the journal of his fellow 
Weimarian F. J. J. Bertuch, London und Paris, which 
systematically ran small versions of Gillray cartoons, 
expire under the savage Napoleonic censorship that 
could be lethal.3 The “Napoleon of European Let-
ters” applauded Bonaparte’s conquest of Germany, 
lamented his defeat, and proved indifferent to the 
terrible slaughters, atrocities, and suffering Napoleon 
had caused, even when they affected Weimar itself.
 There is little doubt that Goethe’s praise of 
Töpffer was sincere, and not given just to help the 
friend of his friend Soret. Goethe enjoyed his role 
as a patron because he believed that literature, like 
Napoleon’s army, was a “career open to talents.” Like 
Napoleon he liked to promote the worthy, seeking 
out the marshal’s baton in the corporal’s knapsack. 
Toward the end of his life, however, he became 
less accessible—even so attractive a young talent as 
Thackeray had difficulty getting access in person, 
as we note below—and bringing Töpffer into the 
great man’s mental sanctuary took the combined ef-
forts of his literary factotum and secretary, Johann 
Peter Eckermann, and Frédéric Soret, a former 
school friend of Töpffer from Geneva, now tutor 
to the duke of Weimar’s children and translator of 
Goethe’s Metamorphosis of Plants.
 Eckermann, after traveling to Italy with 
Goethe’s son, returned to Weimar via Geneva, where 
he met Soret’s friend Töpffer, and encouraged Soret 
when he was, somewhat later, also in Geneva, to 

Chapter Two
GoeThe, Töpffer, and 

a new Kind of CariCaTure1
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2-1. M. Cryptogame runs around the deck, elvire chases him, the abbé flees and chases at the same time, without understanding 
anything. seeing which the Moors too. seeing which, the domestic animals too. seeing which the farmyard animals too. seeing which, 
the rats too. this immense flight lends a circular movement to the atmospheric column, all the objects on the deck enter into the state 
of circular chase (Cryptogame 127–34).
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bring back some of Töpffer’s works, which he had 
seen lying on a salon table in the author’s house. 
Amusing travel diaries and funny picture stories 
seemed just the thing to distract the lonely octoge-
narian during the long winter evenings of 1830–31, 
when he was still depressed after the recent French 
revolution. The response was immediate and favor-
able: “Cryptogame arrived at the moment when Eck-
ermann was with the old Patriarch,” Soret wrote to 
Töpffer at the end of January 1831. “M. de Goethe 
found your nature-lover very amusing, and what 
seemed to strike him most, apart from the original-
ity of the drawings, was your talent for exhausting a 
subject, for getting the most out of it, for example, 
when all the inhabitants of the vessel down to the 
furniture follow the rotatory movements of Crypto-
game, when everything freezes and unfreezes as it 
were in the spirit of imitation . . .” (fig. 2-1).4

 Festus, which Soret presented personally on 
December 27, was also a great success. “We looked 
at Töpffer’s drawings together, his Adventures of 
Dr. Festus, which gave his Excellency extraordinary 
pleasure. ‘That is really too crazy,’ he kept repeating, 
‘but he really sparkles with talent and wit; much of 
it is quite perfect; it shows just how much the artist 
could yet achieve, if he dealt with modern [less friv-
olous]5 material and went to work with less haste, 
and more reflection. If Töpffer did not have such 
an insignificant text [i.e. scenario] before him, he 
would invent things which would surpass all our ex-
pectations.’”6 Goethe seemed to return to Töpffer’s 
albums as a respite from the pain of the recent death 
of his son; he came to regard young Soret in a filial 
light, and listened readily to his report on Töpffer’s 
life and character, stressing his youth, his lack of 
ambition, his humble schoolmastering, his skills as 
an amateur artist and playwright-actor-director—
all miniaturized versions of tasks Goethe himself 
had performed as minister of culture and theater 
director of the duchy of Weimar.
 Goethe kept the two albums a few days, “look-
ing at only ten pages or so at a time, resting after-

wards, because, he said, he risked getting an indiges-
tion of ideas.” Pressed to render a written (dictated) 
judgment, he praised the artist warmly as “the most 
fertile inventor of combinations,” for being able to 
“draw multiple motifs out of a few figures” and for 
his “innate, gay and ever-ready talent.”7 From the 
context it is evident that Goethe was more inter-
ested in Töpffer’s caricatures than in his various 
prose pieces. He even promised, busy as he was, to 
cast on paper some ideas that the caricature albums 
suggested to him, but nothing came of that. Soret 
also showed the albums successfully at the ducal 
court and to his pupil, the young prince, then about 
thirteen years old, who “spent whole hours mak-
ing faces à la Cryptogame”; but Goethe does not 
seem, oddly, to have asked Soret to show them to 
his grandchildren, about the same age.
 This approval from above, reported back to 
Töpffer, inspired him to complete two new albums, 
which he offered to send but held back, probably 
unsure whether certain political jibes in them might 
cause offense and whether more serious work in 
prose was not called for. Finally he sent both, Jabot 
and two Voyages, that he illuminated specially. They 
arrived, happily, the day after Christmas and in time 
for the New Year (1832) festivities. Prodded to com-
ment on the landscape drawings, Goethe seemed 
to prefer Jabot, even showing signs of wanting to 
keep it for himself, somewhat to Soret’s alarm. He 
expatiated on the “strange” and “witty” album, the 
“little baroque novel,” with its “spook” (Gespenst) of 
a hero capable of “always producing his impossible 
personality anew in the most varied forms.”8 Soret 
added, in his report back to his friend, some detailed 
remarks of his own, particularly praising the scene 
of Jabot’s public fart—which Töpffer cut from the 
published version.
 Meanwhile, Töpffer made his first public liter-
ary hit back home, a whimsical, Sternean semiau-
tobiographical reverie called La Bibliothèque de mon 
oncle. He sent a copy of this to Goethe, embellished 
with drawings made specially, but it arrived too late: 



[  53 ]GoetHe, töPFFer, anD a neW KinD oF CariCature

Goethe had died six days before, on 22 March. But 
Goethe’s imprimatur of Töpffer was soon printed in 
a long article by Soret and Eckermann in the last, 
posthumous issue of Kunst und Alterthum, a journal 
Goethe edited and co-wrote. The article is true to 
Goethe’s own, prophetic preference for Töpffer’s 
caricature, in that although entitled “On the pen-
drawings of Rodolphe Töpfer [sic]” it deals almost 
exclusively with the caricatures.9 It does so in a way 
that bridges the gap between the patriarch’s antipa-
thy to most caricature and his approval of this new 
and innocent newcomer. With no other purpose 
than to amuse his extended family, his inner circle 
of boys and friends, in a spontaneous and imagina-
tive recreation where all participated, it was all part 
of a convivial game, so different from the socially 
and politically hostile English caricature.
 Goethe’s imprimatur of Töpffer, while it was 
quickly published in Kunst und Alterthum, did 
not make it, as it should have, into Eckermann’s 
two-volume Conversations with Goethe when they 
appeared in 1836. Töpffer must have been disap-
pointed and puzzled. The reason seems to be that 
the panjandrum’s possibly odd enthusiasm for a 
still largely unknown artist and writer did not fit 
in with Eckermann’s grand scheme of presenting 
the “great, healthy, true Goethe” that Carlyle recog-
nized in Eckermann’s portrait.10 The omission was 
made good in a third, oddly fated volume of more 
Conversations with Goethe, a bric-à-brac volume 
that came out only in 1848, after Töpffer’s death. 
It is, I suspect, Eckermann’s original omission that 
prompted Töpffer to publish his own, ironic self-
review of Jabot, published in Geneva the previous 
year (see below, p. 60).

A new kind of caricature
Töpffer’s was indeed a new kind of caricature, in 
style, spirit, and narrative form, all apt to tickle 
Goethe’s fancy. It was more innocent than Gillray 

but retained some of the impishness and whimsy of 
Cruikshank, who was much admired in Germany 
and France. The immensely versatile Goethe must 
also have appreciated the versatility of the young 
Genevan, artist, writer, and artist-writer in one, 
new medium. He would have admired the sponta-
neity and ease with which he wrote and drew, the 
freedom of his stroke that he admired in Delacroix’s 
lithographic illustrations to his Faust and that he 
considered the very hallmark of creative genius. 
For all that they gave him “an indigestion of ideas,” 
Goethe must have valued the improvisatory, digres-
sive, parenthesis-prone qualities that Töpffer’s writ-
ing and particularly comic albums share with Lau-
rence Sterne, whom Goethe admired exceedingly. 
Sterne himself, in his masterpiece, Tristram Shandy, 
drew a whimsical diagram of his crazy narrative line 
which fits Töpffer’s too:

 Did the very name Festus strike a chord with 
Goethe, as he worked on the second part of his 
Faust (completed July 1831)? Both Goethe’s Faust 
and Töpffer’s Festus are engaged in a quest for 
knowledge, both are wanderers cast adrift from 
society; both are at the mercy of uncontrollable 
forces. Although one hesitates to press comparison 
between such totally different works too far, there 
are formal and philosophical similarities between 
Festus and Faust II: lack of unity, a certain willful 
incomprehensibility, maybe a touch of mysticism 
in Goethe comparable to Töpffer’s absurdism. And 
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there is even a shared reluctance to publish for fear 
of critical misunderstanding.
 Certain broad (impersonal) satirical themes 
must also have appealed to Goethe: scientific van-
ity and fraud, the perils of excessive ambition, and 
the social disorder resulting from these. Goethe, 
the brilliant scientific amateur and controversial-
ist, had met his share of vanity, obstinacy, and ig-
norance of the kind Töpffer ridicules in Festus, as 
he had had his fill of Jabot-like social upstarts. For 
Goethe the real revolution in Paris July 1830 was 
not the one that toppled king Charles X, but the 
triumph in a great debate of Geoffroy Saint-Hi-
laire over Georges Cuvier, which promised to be 
Goethe’s own. As precursors of Charles Darwin, 
who in fact paid tribute to their work on the origin 
of species, Geoffroy and Goethe were links in the 
chain of a theory that was to have decisive effect 
on the development of the picture story and comic 
strip in the second half of the century, notably in the 
very Darwinian Wilhelm Busch. It is almost as if 
the fledgling Geoffroy–Goethe theory of evolution 
were refracted, crazy-quilt-like, through Töpffer’s 
visual narratives, which adapt to environmental 
circumstances and accidents, developing, spiraling, 
metamorphosing in so complex an interrelation as 
to defy rational investigation.
 Goethe encountered Festus at the very moment 
he was preparing for observations of Halley’s comet, 
as well as being occupied with the Geoffroy–Cuvier 
debate. Töpffer’s mockery of the astronomers’ furi-
ous flailing of rival hypotheses, which became a sci-
entific phenomenon in themselves, echoes Goethe’s 
own sentiments about the egoism of scientists. “The 
questions of science are often questions of existence. 
A simple discovery can make a man famous and es-
tablish his career. Which is why in science too there 
reigns this great bitterness and this tenacity and 
jealousy over the discoveries of others.”11 Scientists 
idolized their errors, became blind and deaf through 
excess of erudition and hypothesizing. This is what 
Töpffer is saying, too.

 Goethe the botanist must have personally 
known the likes of Monsieur Cryptogame, whose 
passion for tulips sends him off, abandoning all, to 
America. The primary propulsion was of course the 
urge to escape his fiancée, and the breathless con-
catenation of causes and effects that succeed each 
other is a parody of physical laws and obeys a cer-
tain logic of its own. By a perverted law of physics 
motion is contagious, like a disease. One episode 
infects the next, and frenzied energy is transmitted 
like an electric current from person to person, and 
person to object, in an ever-descending hierarchy. 
This process is spectacularly illustrated by the pur-
suit around the ship’s deck, and the episode when 
Cryptogame leaps overboard, to be followed in turn 
by Elvire, captain, crew, animals, and finally rats (fig. 
2-1). Both episodes were cited at admiring length by 
Eckermann and Soret in their Kunst und Alterthum 
review, and noted by Goethe.
 The idea of “rotatory movements” following 
each other “in the spirit of imitation” certainly re-
lates to Goethe’s theory of plant morphology. The 
whole narrative method of Töpffer, which is not 
linear, so to speak, but spiral, might fancifully be 
related to Goethe’s controversial theory of the spi-
ral tendency of plants, which so preoccupied him in 
his late years, a theory extended, by Goethe himself 
or his followers, to encompass historical evolution 
in its broadest sense. Goethe the botanical theorist 
seems to have been intrigued by the way Töpffer 
allowed incidents to unfold layer upon layer like the 
petals of a flower, “draw[ing] multiple motifs out of 
a few figures” in the most “fertile combinations,” 
leading to an “exhaustive” kind of self-fulfillment.
 Another chase in Cryptogame, in which the 
Abbé, fleeing with a beam tied to his leg, causes 
a forest fire, which causes a stampede, and so on 
(fig. 2-2) summons up the laws of chain reaction 
and friction. And what happens when, in the old 
conundrum, an irresistible force (Elvire) meets an 
immovable object (Cryptogame)? A terrible explo-
sion. Alternatively, one may see the absurd spec-
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tacle of the sexes reacting on one another like op-
posite poles of a magnet as the necessary corrective 
of the romantic cliché of perfect fusion. Goethe, 
who had transcended the romanticism of his 
youth, would also have enjoyed Töpffer’s mockery 
of a tired romantic scenario, when it is not by any 
intentionality but only by a preposterous chain of 
accidents that Jabot achieves his goal of marrying 
an aristocrat.
 Given the differences of political outlook to 
be expected between the liberal-republican Töpffer 
around 1830 and the conservative-aristocratic 
Goethe, it is worth considering what Töpffer chose 
not to send to Weimar, notably the anti-militarist 
Monsieur Pencil. This, with its proposition that the 
accidental waggling, by a little dog, of a telegraph 
could precipitate economic chaos, strikes by starv-
ing workers, widespread social agitation, and mur-
derous repression by vicious soldiers, all referable, 
of course, to the real revolutionary agitation of and 
since July 1830, could have appeared downright 
frightening to the nervous old sage, troubled as he 

was by that revolution and its aftermath. The antics 
of the Force Armée punctuating Festus are mere far-
cical interludes compared with the sustained threat 
of European war in Pencil.
 Indeed, there may have been an element of ac-
tive reassurance, to a conservative like Goethe, in 
showing soldiers who are more likely to stick their 
bayonets into trees than people. They act like au-
tomata (in Pencil they act with cruel deliberation), 
and as mindlessly as the whole village populations 
who in Festus throw themselves into the lake. The 
self-destruction is so extreme and arbitrary that 
it loses its threatening aspect. The groundless ar-
rest of Mayor, Milord, and Milady for not having 
passports, their condemnation as Carbonari con-
spirators to perpetual imprisonment (42), and their 
miraculous escape succeed in defusing otherwise 
alarming ideas.
 Some elements of religious satire in the albums 
seen by Goethe would also have been congenial to 
him and his Protestant, mildly anti-Catholic heri-
tage: the superstitious, murderous monks in Festus, 

2-2. the abbé fleeing in fear of being hanged, the friction sets the beam on fire. the fire catches the grasslands, and the lions 
leave their lairs. all the inhabitants of the countryside flee towards algiers, unnoticed because people are busy electing a new dey 
(Cryptogame 164–67).
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for instance, and the stupid, ever stupefied Abbé 
whom Cryptogame tries to inveigle into marrying 
Elvire.
 Whatever the mixture of fun and satire, and 
however seriously the satire may have been meant 
or received, Goethe and other readers clearly ap-

preciated the lack of real political malice à l’anglaise. 
Goethe would surely have agreed with a fellow Ger-
man aesthetician, Friedrich Vischer (see Appendix 
B), that “the malice, the bitterness” associated with 
caricature is “volatilized in the light champagne 
foam of humor.”



[  57 ]

The praise of Goethe and the long notice in Kunst 
und Alterthum were not enough to persuade 
Töpffer to start publishing his comic albums. As 

his father had discovered, there was a very real risk 
to becoming identified with a genre of such low and 
dubious status as caricature, especially for one who 
had ambitions to become established as a serious, 
moral writer. Rodolphe’s father had been very care-
ful as to which of his satirical caricatures he had 
engraved and distributed; most of them, done in 
watercolor, circulated privately. He made enemies 
anyway, and he did not have his son’s social ambi-
tions. The flattering sobriquet attached to him early 
on as the “Genevan Hogarth” was meant to raise 
his status as a genre painter rather than satirist. 
His landscape and genre paintings were now less in 
demand, partly because of the new school of land-
scape painting his son was himself fostering as an 
art critic, and Wolfgang-Adam was beginning to be 
known as the father of Rodolphe.
 For Rodolphe to go public with his comic al-
bums was to jeopardize his reputation as a school-
master and educator. And he was now to acquire 
another, grander title: that of professor at the Ge-
nevan Académie, a university-level institution of 
high repute especially for its law and science facul-
ties. When it was decided to improve its offerings in 
the modern humanities (that is, literature), Töpffer’s 
initial appointment in 1832 as chargé de cours in rhéto-
rique et belles lettres (modern literature), the equiva-
lent of assistant professor in the United States today, 
was upgraded in 1835 to titular (or tenured) profes-

sor. The appointment, which some thought should 
have been opened to public competition, did not go 
through easily, for the candidate did not have dem-
onstrated breadth in French literature; nor was he 
known for his classical learning, despite an undis-
tinguished edition of Demosthenes he published as 
a very young man. In these circumstances, the likes 
of Jabot and Festus were little less than a handicap, 
and his opponents would deride him as the author 
of nothing better than caricature albums.1

 An attack from outside, of the kind to which 
the Genevans were normally sensitive, reflected a 
strand of opinion prevalent for some years inside 
Geneva. In 1837 the Prussian Baron Adelbert von 
Bornstedt published a book of travel impressions 
called Basreliefs.2 After the usual praise of the little 
city of Geneva for its geographical situation, politi-
cal constitution, and culture, he passes to “Genevan 
criticism,” its representative organ, the Bibliothèque 
Universelle, and its principal arts critic, Töpffer. In-
furiated by Töpffer’s attacks on French romantic lit-
erature, the Prussian inveighs at length against the 
“corner author [Winkelautor] who walks around on 
stilts,” and is capably only of “little books” (includ-
ing no doubt Jabot), “little phrases [Sätzchen] and 
little stylistic flourishes etc. . . . [and] lachrymose-
moral pathos.”
 The Bornstedt attack cannot have much sur-
prised the victim, who evidently met the man when 
he circulated in Geneva the previous year and excited 
in Töpffer instant loathing. A passage in a letter to 

Chapter Three
Jabot, Crépin, Vieux bois
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his friend Auguste de la Rive can only be described 
as caricature in a Dickensian-Daumieresque mode: 
“It was like Satan fallen among saints. The glaze of 
his porcelain eye was crackled. Rogue [gredouille = 
gredin?] of a man. False gaze, pallid cheek, forehead 
like a firecracker, tartuffian smile, 19-bladed tongue 
tipped with darts and bile, pointed chin, face-puller, 
like his soul. Fossilized, impious, moralist and licen-
tious, friend by calculation, hateful, naturally jeal-
ous, important and useless, egotistically devoted, 
incomparably egotistic like no one, pious, ladies’ 
man, slanderous fellow, venomous, cordial . . . all 
the masks! Ouah!!”3

 In May(?) 1833 Töpffer lithographed the whole 
of the Histoire de Mr. Jabot and printed some cop-
ies; these he distributed among selected friends 
but withheld from the bookstores.4 He planned a 
more general distribution the following year, but 
again held back, partly because the printer and the 
printing were causing him trouble. A legal dispute 
with his printer, Freydig of Geneva, who mean-
while moved to Berne, over money owed and over 
drawings apparently spoiled that Töpffer wanted 
to exchange, testify to an ongoing, if hesitant and 
sporadic, concern for the birthing of his “problem 
child” during 1834 that came to a head early the 
following year.5 Although he had printed and paid 
for several hundred copies, the author delayed until 
the summer, becoming quite angry with his printer, 
whom he accused of prematurely publicizing the 
book by letting a copy get around. This the printer 
indignantly denied, indicating that, having refused 
requests from reliable friends to take away the one 
copy he had retained per contract, “in order to show 
it to some ladies,” it could be that this copy had been 
purloined from his office.6 Töpffer seems to have 
been making a great fuss over small matters, but he 
was taking the question of distribution of his new 
invention very seriously. Just before the book went 
into the bookstores he was telling a correspondent, 
a state councillor no less, who had asked for copies 
of Jabot, that he could not gratify him in isolation 

because he “realized too well how much the high 
price of my scribbling [barbouillage], by keeping it 
rather rare in private houses, will really encourage 
pretty lucrative sales. So I have postponed the plea-
sure of giving it a distribution among friends which 
would throw twenty or so prematurely into circu-
lation.” At about the same time, he contemplated 
sending a dozen to Weimar, remembering how well 
the original had been received there.7 A little sus-
pense would pique curiosity and help sales.
 In the course of 1836 we find him cheerfully 
admitting, almost boasting how little the album 
cost him compared with what he sold it for (ten 
times as much), and soliciting his friends and con-
tacts for sales in distant parts—France, Germany, 
and England. It was a convenient way of cutting out 
the middleman, the bookseller, tiny as that markup 
was (one franc per ten-franc copy—40 to 50 percent 
is normal today). Becoming one’s own publisher-
distributor had worked well with Hogarth exactly 
a century before, less profitably for William Blake, 
and was always an aspiration of Cruikshank. “Keep 
the public hungry” was Töpffer’s motto (on a plus 
faim quand le gigot est petit), with small quantities 
handed (sold) from friend to friend. We do not 
learn what his friends thought of this rather exploit-
ative procedure for smoothing Jabot’s entrée into the 
world; but he, Jabot, would get on (in Paris) anyway, 
“thanks to his good manners.”8

 Jabot appeared with a pretense at anonymity, 
but with every page prominently initialed RT in 
a double scroll. Anonymity was a common form 
of alluring mystification adopted, for instance, by 
Walter Scott in his Waverley novels, when all Ed-
inburgh knew the identity of the author, as all in 
Geneva knew who RT was. The protection of some 
pose of authorial modesty or reticence was certainly 
another factor with Töpffer, if not with Scott. He 
would, however, prove no more modest than Jabot 
himself. As a common social type Jabot was, to a 
degree, self-persiflage of the author, who compared 
himself to a Jabot who went around boasting of a 
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copy of Kunst und Alterthum in his pocket. Töpffer 
was not exactly a social upstart but, grandson of an 
immigrant tailor and son of an artist who never 
hid his petty-bourgeois status, he had married the 
daughter of one Geneva’s wealthiest watchmak-
ers, risen by his talent into the grande bourgeoisie, 
and indeed, through the Académie, into the rul-
ing elite itself. Jabot, although not the first-drawn 
of Töpffer’s picture stories, was a natural choice to 
make his public debut into caricature.
 Jabot the social upstart was a safe, broadly rec-
ognizable satirical target, a familiar stereotype of 
Restoration satire, which sought revenge against 
the “career open to [low-class] talent” of the Na-
poleonic era. Society figures in Jabot as it was in 
reality, a finely regulated and delicately balanced 
dance; the satirist in Töpffer also sees it as a galop 
that a single literal faux pas can bring down like 

dominoes (fig. 3-1). Society, diffused as a blithely 
hostile physical environment in which furniture 
and people are accomplices against any intruder, 
takes its revenge, in an impetus both collective and 
individual, by knocking the interloper about—as 
will ever be the destiny of petty-bourgeois ambi-
tion. We know that Jabot, the little buffoon rising 
from below, is out of place from the start, for he 
is in the first part of the story the only figure who 
is caricatured; and he himself caricatures the very 
language of politesse and romance. The ladies, and 
to a degree the gentlemen also, whose social milieu 
is that of Töpffer’s own readers (with the inevitable 
complement of English aristocrats), are rendered 
in a pleasant, almost idealized form. Töpffer could 
not be accused of taking on society ‘as a whole’ like 
the radicals. As for the ridicule of a specific social 
abuse such as dueling, this would have struck a 

3-1. Jabot slips at a critical moment. Which disturbs the galop (Jabot 11).
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chord with many, and particularly Genevans, who 
had no sympathy for such follies.
 But the familiarity of the satire and farci-
cal development in the first part—we see echoes 
of Cruikshank’s 1818 etching Inconveniences of a 
Crowded Drawing Room (figs. 3-2, 3-3)—yields in 
the second part to a chain of incidents that tran-
scends conventional comic situations, becoming ab-
surd and surreal. Small dogs—ever favorite charac-
ters in Töpfferian caricature—drag Jabot’s bed into 
a Marquise’s bedroom and back again; Jabot drinks 
candle-wax and tries to get into the Marquise’s 
clothes. A conventional structure of courtship be-
comes overwhelmed by waves of mistaken identities 
and purposes and bizarre accidents. Here satirical 
logic devours itself, rather as the little mutts devour 
each other.
 Jabot remained a favorite with the author, who 
frequently brings him on stage by name and in draw-
ing in his Voyages (fig. 3-4)—three times in one of 
18379—as a pretentious and obnoxious type relying, 
clearly, on his general notoriety. Cautiously, Töpffer 
watched Jabot, an intruder of a new genre, seep into 
the public domain. Deciding its success was assured, 
he put a jocose review (by himself, signed with his 
initials) of the album into his magazine, the Bib-
liothèque Universelle, only in June 1837, probably 
in connection with his preparations to launch two 
more stories upon the public, Crépin and Vieux Bois. 
The review was crafted to assert and explain their 
originality with amusingly false modesty, in a wittily 
self-disparaging tone, and is worth quoting at some 
length, for it represents the first description we have 
of the new genre:

This little book is of a mixed nature. It is composed 

of a series of autographed line drawings. Each of 

these drawings is accompanied by one or two lines 

of text. The drawings, without this text, would only 

be obscure in meaning; the text, without the draw-

ings would mean nothing. The whole constitutes 

a sort of novel, all the more original in that it does 

3-2. Mr. Jabot cleaves 
the throng (Jabot 24).

3-3. George Cruikshank, 
Inconveniences of a 
Crowded Drawing-Room, 
6 May 1818, detail.
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not resemble a novel more than anything else. The 

author of this little oblong volume has not made his 

name known. If he is an artist, his drawing is feeble, 

but he has a certain practice in writing; if he is a 

literary type, his writing is mediocre, but he does 

have, on the other hand, in the matter of drawing, 

a pretty amateur talent. If he is a grave man, he has 

some singularly funny ideas; if he is a funny man, 

he is not lacking on the serious side.

 The review as a whole tries to transcend the 
critical norms, whether for literature or art. It wa-
vers between the grave and the tongue-in-cheek 
and teasingly shifts the grounds of its argument. 
After citing the “anticritical” epigraph that pref-
aces all of his picture stories—“Go little book, and 
choose your public, for with crazy things, whoever 
doesn’t laugh, yawns; whoever doesn’t yield, resists, 
whoever reasons, is mistaken, and whoever wishes 
to keep a straight face, is free to do so”—the author 
makes a plea for a new kind of comedy that resides 

not only in the character of the situation, but also in 
the briskness of the drawing itself—in other words, 
he calls for a new graphic aesthetic.

Crépin and education
Töpffer’s is a graphic and narrative aesthetic that 
emerges by accident: the doodled head of the hero, 
which the author then interrogates for its potential. 
In his Essay on Physiognomics the author explains 
the system underlying the method of his drawing 
and how the idea of a story came to him, using the 
example of his systematically anti-systemic Story of 
Mr. Crépin:

What gave us the idea of doing the whole story 

of Mr. Crépin was having found in a single stroke 

of the pen and quite by accident the face you see 

opposite. “Hey,” we said to ourselves, “here is most 

decidedly a character one and indivisible, by no 

means good-looking nor cut out to be a success by 

his face alone, and of an upright rather than open 

intelligence, but a pretty good fellow otherwise 

and not a bad sort, endowed with some common 

sense, and who would be firm if he could trust his 

judgment, or be free enough in his proceedings. 

Beyond that, paterfamilias of course, and I’ll wager 

that his wife frustrates him. . . . We tried her out, 

and indeed his wife did frustrate him in the educa-

tion of his eleven children, falling in turn for all 

the foolish tutors, all the crazy methods, and all 

the phrenologists who happened by. And there 

you have the whole epic issuing much less from a 

preconceived idea than from a [facial] type and by 

chance.10

 Mr. Crépin (lithographed by 29 July 1837), like 
Jabot, also has an a priori, readily identifiable target: 
education. This was a natural, of course, for one who 
earned his living as a school principal. Education 
was the buzzword of the day throughout Europe, 

3-4. Mr. Jabot de seyssel, 1833; rt and co. met this little fellow 
who officiously gives contradictory advice, in seyssel in savoy 
(Nouveaux Voyages en Zigzag, 1854).
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as secular forces struggled for control against the 
church, as reformers sought democracy by educating 
the masses, and practical subjects like science and 
business were pitted against the ancient predomi-
nance of the Greco-Latin classics. The state tried to 
expand public education for all, both as a perceived 
good in itself and as a means of disciplining a restive 
population. Primary and secondary schoolteachers 
were generally badly paid and often badly trained 
and poorly motivated. Teaching at this level was, for 
many educated and semi-educated sons of the lower 
middle class, the profession of last resort. Daumier’s 
series Teachers and Kids (1845–46) shows the teachers 
as narrow-minded, jesuitical petty tyrants, assistant 
teachers (pions) as contemptible, and the boys as op-
pressed and naturally rebellious (see fig. 3-7). But 
Daumier’s cartoons are set in a low-class suburban 
or provincial public school, while Töpffer posits, at 
the end of Crépin, the upper-class ideal of the small 
private institution such as he himself operated, fol-
lowed by the public collège. Monsieur Crépin even-
tually finds such a school in the teeth of the foolish 
educational antics of a series of private tutors hired 
by a gullible wife for his pullulating brood. It is a 
private tutor who is hired by the benevolent uncle 
in Töpffer’s most celebrated story, La Bibliothèque de 
mon Oncle (1832). He must represent a figure known 
from Töpffer’s youth: a pathetic, tyrannical figure 
called Ratin, prudish to absurdity, whose only re-
deeming feature is facial, a hairy wart on the nose 
that provokes in his pupil his favorite indulgence of 
“crazy laughter.”
 Without Daumier’s humorous condoning of 
childish rebellion, Töpffer’s distaste for conventional 
learning was such that, at one point in his Voyages, he 
virtually summons youth to rise against the tyranny 
of the classroom and take over the government. He 
does this in the euphoria of the mountain air and 
the relief of escaping schoolroom exercises that he 
must have sometimes felt as stifling as did the boys. 
The Alps are the real educators; “watch out govern-
ments, watch out schoolmasters, let their grammars 

and manuals and dictionaries practice their trade 
armed to the teeth and seconded by police.”11 The 
officious guides and sterile guidebooks (the itinérai-
res) are a kind of infestation of “schoolmasters and 
schoolbooks” for tourists that should be driven out 
like bearers of contagious disease.
 In a Geneva and a Switzerland attractive for 
its schools and rife with new educational theories, 
Crépin could not fail to strike a nerve. Töpffer, ever 
railing against systems, whether social, political, 
religious, or pedagogic, probably doubted even his 
own, insofar as he had one or admitted to one. The 
intelligent schoolmaster at the conclusion of Crépin 
claims no more than to apply common sense, to 
do his best, and to ask the students to do likewise. 
Töpffer the teacher is something of a mystery to 
us; we know him better as a kind of anti-teacher. 
The prolific author is remarkable, in a life full of 
autobiographical writing, for his reticence as to how 
he ran his school and taught his classes; he seems 
to have limited his own instruction to the classics 
and modern French literature, which he also taught 
at the Académie, without arousing much enthusi-
asm and without daring to admit more humor than 
some sarcasm. Töpffer taught in an age that was be-
ginning to question the value of the classics as the 
alpha and omega of learning, echoing at every level 
the famous cry qui nous délivrera des grecs et romains. 
Deliverance had not come by the present writer’s 
school days, when we were ground to a fine dust in 
Latin language and grammar—Latin literature did 
not exist—as a requirement for Oxbridge entrance. 
Töpffer himself, trained in the classics as the only 
route to the private tutoring that, as a youth, he ex-
pected (and feared) was to be his future, seems to 
have, halfheartedly and pro forma, resisted the re-
forms tending toward more a modern and practical 
education. A passage in one of his Voyages enlarges 
upon the evils attending too much classical learn-
ing, which was botched in a hurry, crammed stu-
dents with too much too fast, and turned children 
into a mental hurdy-gurdy.12
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 Töpffer’s attitude to the sacrosanct ancient im-
perial civilizations was marked by a deeply rooted 
patriotism and republicanism, and no doubt a cer-
tain iconoclasm: in Aosta, he denounced the ancient 
arch erected to the “divine” Augustus “to perpetuate 
his triumph over the Salasses, that is the enslave-
ment of a proud, free and courageous people to the 
great brute of a people who regarded the universe as 
its legitimate prey, and the independence of others 
as an insult to its rights.”13 He preferred Arminius to 
Scipio, barbarians to Romans.

 Töpffer resented being what he calls an aca-
demic “Fadet,” kept in school supervising until ten 
o’clock while his friends dined and enjoyed after-
dinner conversation. Soon a member of the ruling 
political as well as educational bureaucracy of Ge-
neva, Töpffer saw himself as being ground down by 

petty academic tasks and disputes within the Aca-
démie, which he did his best to avoid—sometimes 
with ornate jesting, as his correspondence shows. 
The idea of any kind of systematic educational re-
form filled him with dismay, partly because it would 
require more bureaucracy. Crépin is the precipitate 
of that acute discomfort, which came to inform his 
whole aesthetic philosophy (or anti-philosophy), 
with the systemic thinking that lent itself to ossi-
fication, manic exaggeration, and intellectual and 
scientific (or pseudoscientific) intolerance. Crépin 
brings the earlier satires on physical scientists into 
the realm of pedagogic science—or pedagogic “sci-
ence.” The international success of Swiss and Ger-
man educational theories failed to convince Töpffer 
that many of them were not bogus. Geneva itself 
was praised at the time as a pedagogic laboratory.14 
But fanaticism and intolerance had brought this 

3-5. Bonichon sets the younger Crépins to his method, that is, studying the Adventures of Télémaque in the Jacotot manner. Mr. Fadet 
also sets the elder Crépins to his method, reducing everything to fractions, according to a system he invented (Crépin 21). 
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experimentation into disrepute, with outrageous 
claims that one system—and one, its inventor’s 
alone—was the panacea for all social ills.
 Töpffer’s angle is both broad and narrow. In 
Crépin, for instance, the Institut Parpaillozzi con-
jures up the famous Swiss Heinrich Pestalozzi; and 
the Farcet institution’s method of using toys to “in-
struct by entertaining” (75) must refer to the inno-
vations (still honored in schools bearing his name 
today) of Friedrich Fröbel, who had recently spent 
five years in Switzerland. But Töpffer’s farther aim is 
to ridicule certain methods reducible, as Pestalozzi’s 
and Fröbel’s were not, to slogans such as that of the 
first (unnamed) tutor for the Crépin family, whose 
trick was to “proceed from the general to the par-
ticular.” This kind of sloganeering is reminiscent of 
the Joseph Jacotot Method of Universal Instruction, 
the publicity for which featured the motto “All is in 
All,” and which promoted learning by rote and the 
simple transference of principles, ideas, and facts 
from one domain to an entirely different one. Thus 
Töpffer shows the tutor Bonichon teaching the 
Crépin children physics using Fénelon’s Adventures 
of Télémaque, “a la manière Jacotot” (21, fig. 3-5). In 
a Voyage, Töpffer notes in passing a mulberry tree 
“stunted by the Jacotot method.”15

 Crépin was certainly a provocative venture at 
such a time and in such a place, written as it was from 
within the pedagogic hierarchy, by one who relished 
the prospect of scandalizing “that band of hateful 
pedants” among his colleagues.16 One such colleague 
duly scandalized by Crépin was the famous, noto-
riously humorless Swiss educator and agronomist 
Philipp Emmanuel Fellenberg, to whom Töpffer—
mischievously?—sent a copy of Festus.17 This “pon-
tiff and missionary of the new pedagogic church” 
had been the object of several watercolor caricatures 
by Wolfgang-Adam done during Rodolphe’s youth 
(1807–14), and it is worth dwelling a while with this 
figure as representative of progressive, “scientific” 
agricultural reforms twinned with repressive social 
and educational attitudes. Töpffer père had attacked 

Fellenberg, already renowned in Europe for his 
model school and farm in Hofwyl near Berne, and 
for treating agriculture as an “object of [material] 
interest, amusement or speculation.”18 With the ap-
parently laudable aim, more open to criticism now 
than then, of making agriculture more productive, 
he instituted a regime of military discipline among 
his workers, one “abusively paternalist” and highly 
centralized with an “observation tower” to facilitate 
constant surveillance, as in the new prisons. The 
school was oriented toward producing submissive, 
pious, fatalistic laborers. The Fellenberg reforms 
clearly threatened the ancient patterns of rural life, 
which were to be disrupted by a scientific agricul-
tural revolution (the origins of today’s horrendous 
factory farming) geared to profit the big gentleman 
farmer rather than the traditional small-holder. The 
peasants themselves were not consulted, and suf-
fered. Fellenberg educated them to suffer in silence. 
This was the kind of “progress” Rodolphe, with his 
romantic idealization of rural life, abhorred. And 
yet Monsieur Crépin (or his wife) seemed to justify 
Fellenberg’s dramatic charge that “parents are totally 
incompetent to educate their own children”19—or 
even choose a tutor for them.
 With Crépin Töpffer engaged in an indirect 
form of self-advertisement not only for a school that 
does seem appealing to us today (and the brochures 
for which he parodied in his correspondence) but 
also for the Swiss type of small private school that 
stood in contrast to the archaic system of private 
tutoring with its vulnerability to pedagogic eccen-
tricity. After running Maria Edgworth’s Practical 
Education in twelve successive issues of the Biblio-
thèque Britannique 1798–99, the editors concluded 
by preferring a school to home tutoring. Fortunately 
for Mr. Crépin, the private tutors all discredit them-
selves before they can do permanent damage, and 
Crépin père finally, belatedly summons the strength 
to assert common sense and paternal authority 
against the nervous crises and idiotic enthusiasms 
of his wife. Madame Crépin is a satirical target in 



3-6. Craniose come down to 
recover his rogues’ skulls, is 
repulsed with losses. He takes 
refuge in the dog kennel, and the 
young Crépins go on with their 
game (Crépin 66).

3-7. Daumier: an assistant 
master obliged to turn a blind 
eye on the conduct of his pupils 
(Le Charivari, 24 December 1845).
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herself, embodying some of the characteristics of the 
ill-educated nouveau riche: along with her husband, 
perhaps nouveau riche himself, she thinks private 
tutoring confers social status. Finally, after so much 
travail allowing for a good dose of knockabout farce, 
Monsieur Crépin seeks out a small private school 
and, after rejecting several that look as fraudulent as 
those mounted by the arch–caricatural fraudster of 
the age, Daumier-Philipon’s Macaire, finds that of 
Mr. Bonnefoi (Goodfaith). There, rather than ap-
plying any system at all, teacher and student simply 
follow instinct and common sense.
 In terms of the ascendant bourgeoisie’s de-
mands for cheap (or free) and practical education, 
Töpffer’s satire flows in two, one might say contrary, 
directions: it opposes an economically extravagant, 
none-too-efficient, archaic, and aristocratic educa-
tional system, that of the private tutor, and at the 

same time ridicules methods devised for mass pub-
lic education. The small private school, type école 
Töpffer, sought a happy medium between these two. 
The English boys at his school should have been 
happy not to be stuck in the English so-called pub-
lic (i.e., large private boarding) school, where bul-
lying by older or stronger boys and savage beating 
by the masters was still rife. This was the kind ab-
horrent to sensitive spirits such as Charles Dodg-
son (Lewis Carroll). Töpffer, whose sympathy was 
always with the children (so unlike Wilhelm Busch 
later!), shows them taking a just and semi-violent 
revenge on their oppressor (fig. 3-6).
 Children, like adults, are both good and bad. A 
normal dose of high spirits and a pleasure in mis-
chief can degenerate into the torment of sober citi-
zens facing a mini-riot in the street (fig. 3-8) when 
the symbol of discipline, their hat (like the Mayor’s 

3-8. to assure himself of his fine, the rural guard skewers the eleven hats and makes off. lacking their hat, the young Crépins cast 
aside their lorgnettes, and cause chaos on their way home (Crépin 39).
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uniform in Festus), is suddenly removed. This scene 
follows a series of travesties of “correct” behavior in 
society, which is reduced to a mechanical unifor-
mity, military-style, of bowing, attitudinizing, the 
covering up a superior’s fart or applauding his joke, 
handling of a lorgnon, and all the body language 
expressive of social hierarchy in which Grandville 
made his mark. The tutor whose expertise lies here 
(and only here) is a satire on education designed to 
produce all form and no substance, such as was as-
sociated with Jesuit schools.
 Crépin, its first half a satire on educational sys-
tems, then turns to take issue with pseudoscientific 
theory whose potential social effects transcended the 
domain of education and shook the sacred Christian 
foundations of philosophy and religion themselves. 
Phrenology or craniology, or bumpology as it was 
also vulgarly called, claimed a theory based on the 
work of Franz Joseph Gall in the early years of the 
century, which purported to show how fixed char-
acter traits might be read from the protuberances of 
the skull. Overlaid upon, and in a sense even super-
seding, the well-established physiognomic theories 
of the eighteenth century relating to the shapes of 
the face, it had become a craze by the 1830s, only 
to resurface later in the century in the theories of 
the criminologist Cesare Lombroso. Le système des 
bosses est éclos sous la bosse des systèmes (the system of 
bumps was hatched under the bump of systems), as 
a Gavarni caption put it.20 A critique of 1836 avers “It 
is, especially nowadays, a new psychological doctrine 
which claims nothing less than to renew the facts 
of science, of society, and virtually the world, and 
which, seeming to break all relations with the past, 
sets itself up as a sort of fiat lux.”21 The caricaturists, 
who could never dispense with physiognomic theory 
(and Töpffer had his own, new version of that), had 
a field day with phrenology; witness Cruikshank’s 
Phrenological Illustrations of 1826 and Daumier with 
several series in the 1830s (fig. 3-9). Dickens, too, had 
his fun with a “phrenological” disquisition on door-
knockers.22 Somewhere between pseudoscience and 

popular social entertainment, phrenology was used 
like astrology is today. Lecture series, as Töpffer 
shows, were vastly popular, in Geneva as elsewhere. 
Aesthetically, phrenology exerted irresistible charms. 
Major writers like Balzac were fascinated by it and it 
seems that George Sand was seriously worried that 
her traveling companion, the scientific Genevan 
Adolphe Pictet, wanted to check her bumps.23

 The pretensions of the phrenologists, like those 
of some pedagogues, reached absurd proportions, 
and the implications of the theory, especially in the 

3-9. Daumier: the Cranioscope-Phrenologistocope. “yes, that’s it! i have the bump of 
ideality, and the causality of locativity, it’s a prodigiosity” (Le Charivari, 14 March 1836).
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domain of criminology, seemed to threaten the very 
concept of free will and the divinity of creation. 
Töpffer shows how the tutor Craniose, after being 
ejected from the Crépin household, descends to the 
life of the peripatetic lecturer and palpator of skulls 
among the stupid and vulgar. His doctrines lead to 
attitudes that could only foster and justify criminal-
ity, and in an adroit narrative link the murderer of 
a former Crépin tutor is acquitted by a jury under 
the influence of Craniose’s theory of criminal pre-
destination. Here Töpffer gets all too serious, and 
his picture-driven mode breaks down, with a large 
chunk of text holding up to ridicule the atheistic-
determinist arguments in defense of the murderer.

Les Amours de Monsieur Vieux Bois
The Loves of Mr. Vieux Bois (Les Amours de Mon-
sieur Vieux Bois), first published in 1837, resurrected 
Töpffer’s very first picture story, as drafted ten years 
earlier. Though much less focused as social satire, 
Vieux Bois was topical on two fronts: First, it ridi-
culed certain aspects of Catholicism, as we have seen. 
Secondly it was a timely parody of literary romanti-
cism, targeting the more traditional, simple-minded 
and archaic features of the movement whose new 
aggressive and more realistic mode Töpffer resisted. 
The pastoral delusions, heroic emotionalism, and 
wild incredibility of the old romanticism were also 
easy targets.
 But Töpffer’s political and cultural critique, 
his starting point and leitmotif in Vieux Bois, is 
not structural but tends to dissolve narrative and 
satirical logic in the development of the unique 
Töpfferian mode: surreal, freewheeling comedy. If 
there is structure, it is that of two intercut rhythms: 
the emotional and the physical, movement of the 
heart and the body. The amorous hypersensitivity 
of Vieux Bois, parodic in itself, is rendered extra ab-
surd (or maybe hyper-logical) in that its target, the 
Objet Aimé or Beloved Object as she is invariably 

called, a nameless Romantic abstraction, remains 
totally unresponsive to it and the hectic adventures 
it provokes. He is as wildly energetic as she is pas-
sively torpid. He is an irresistible force meeting an 
(almost) immovable object. A Rival, that indis-
pensable component, serves to frustrate the hero’s 
intentions and inflame his passion, but his role is 
somewhat incidental. Rather, chance and capricious 
coincidence wholly determine the manner of the 
capture, loss, and recapture of the Beloved Object, 
as well the sequence of Gothic paraphernalia: sev-
eral elopements and abductions, a duel, a ghost, five 
attempted suicides, two attempted murders, plus an 
auto-da-fé, a burial alive, resuscitation, and two im-
prisonments, one civil and one monastic.
 This is razzle-dazzle stuff that defies summa-
rizing and mocks rational analysis. Let us limit our-
selves to noting some improvements that the author 
made in the three versions, of 1827, 1837, and 1839, 
the last serving also to undercut the Aubert piracy 
that appeared that year. The published versions re-
inforce the parody of amorous susceptibility through 
comic emotional kaleidoscopes and refrains. They 
also emphasize the extent to which individual emo-
tional self-indulgence can lead to a kind of frenzy, 
possibly (self )violence, where the hero, pleading his 
case, goes literally overboard (see figs. 1-12, 1-13). His 
jail sentence is correspondingly increased from one 
year (1837) to two (1839); and the judges who con-
demn him have increased in number and absurdity 
of expression, possibly under the impact of a famous 
Daumier design (figs. 3-10, 3-11). The social disor-
der caused by the beam from which Vieux Bois tries 
to hang himself and then drags into the street (first 
introduced in 1837) is much extended in the second 
edition, reaching the forces of order themselves (fig. 
3-12). The beam seems to symbolize his desperate 
passion, as that tied inescapably to the leg of the 
Abbé in Cryptogame does that character’s stupidity.
 Here we first meet the pre-cinematic Töpffer. He 
improved upon certain brilliant graphic inventions, 
such as the refrain of the Rival being dunked by a 
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3-10. Mr. vieux Bois changes his 
shirt. the heirs complain and Mr. 
vieux Bois is arrested for daytime 
disturbance. Mr. vieux Bois pleads 
his own cause. He starts with an 
exordium full of calm and nobility 
(Vieux Bois 41).

3-11. Daumier: the legislative Belly 
(Le Charivari, January 1834).
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3-12. Mr. vieux Bois causes unpleasantness to the citizens. and no less to the national Guard. Mr. vieux Bois almost touches the Beloved object (Vieux Bois 10–11).



3-13. in a jealous rage vieux Bois plunges after the rival on the chaise. Charmed by the story of the Beloved object (in the chaise), the 
rival is caught in the waterwheel. vieux Bois takes over the chaise, seeks a flowery bank, pushes the chaise back into the river, and with 
the Beloved object embraces the pastoral life. Meanwhile, the rival gets dunked at every turn of the waterwheel (Vieux Bois 61–68).
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waterwheel, intercut with graphically larger scenes 
of Vieux Bois pursuing his triumphant journey: 
humiliation confronting triumph. Added as a 
quartet of almost identical scenes in 1837, in 1839 
this refrain became a septet (61–68, fig. 3-13). The 
counterpoint offered by Vieux Bois’s ugly little 
mutt of a dog has also been enhanced. When he 
is the unwitting cause of his master’s missing his 
wedding and losing his bride, he shows his feel-
ing about it all by lifting his leg against the church 
wall. His behavior and expression on the roof, 

where he runs the gamut of canine pathos—at first 
horribly emaciated, then grotesquely paunchy—is 
almost a subplot in itself (51–53). Abrupt changes 
of shape, to which the Beloved Object is also sub-
ject, an embryonic device here of cartoon anima-
tion, are the counterpart to the sudden emotional 
transformations.
 Comparison of three versions of the scene 
where the hero descends the chimney into the Be-
loved Object’s bedroom allows us to track not so 
much improvement as the author’s fear of violating 

3-14. M. vieux Bois introduces himself by the chimney into the 
bedroom of the Beloved object, who is much afraid (versions 
from, left to right: the 1827 ms, the first printed edition of 1837, 
and (below) the revised edition of Vieux Bois, 1839.
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decency. In the drawing the Objet Aimé, animated 
for once, hiding under the bed exposes to the full 
her thinly draped backside; in the 1837 edition she 
is partly protected by the bed coverlet, and in 1839 
more completely so (fig. 3-14).

 Designed, as Töpffer says in his second Jabot 
self-review of 1839,24 to counter the deplorable Au-
bert piracy, the second edition of Vieux Bois with 
des changements et des augmentations considérables 
also testified to Töpffer’s increasing self-confi-
dence in his new genre and his sense that it had 
made its wider mark. Jabot was perhaps too tightly 
organized to allow of changes and additions in a 
second edition, although he did intend to do one 
to replace the original edition, now sold out, as 
soon as he had finished refurbishing Vieux Bois.25 
Töpffer deplored, at some length, the “honorably 

boring and faithful manner” of the piracy. But the 
real Jabot had inserted himself successfully into 
society, entered the drawing rooms of the public 
world. Originating in a private and restricted so-
cial conviviality, Jabot with Vieux Bois was braving 
it out in the Parisian salon against an impostor. 
Jabot the prototypical social upstart and Jabot the 
new artistic genre were both social catalysts re-
flected in and reflecting upon each other. Töpffer 
ends his first Jabot review “All in all, M. Jabot is an 
amusing book, poorly printed, very expensive, and 
in its place above all in a salon. For in a salon, all 
men become more or less Jabots, all, more or less, 
think they ought . . . and it is very entertaining to 
contemplate them as they laugh, or think they ought 
to laugh at the little story. Like a pleasant fellow 
who laughs to see his own face in the glass, taking 
it for someone else’s.”
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The year 1839, that of the second Vieux Bois edi-
tion, of the Parisian piracies of Töpffer’s comic 
albums, and of the first imitations of them by 

Cham, all of which signaled the wider acceptance 
of the new genre, was also—coincidentally?—that 
of Töpffer’s emergence onto the Parisian liter-
ary scene. Le Presbytère, expanded now into a full-
length two-volume novel, was hailed by the essayist 
Xavier de Maistre as a “third Héloïse, better than 
Rousseau’s.” De Maistre, now an octogenarian at 
the Russian court, who had long since made a splash 
with a short, Sternean piece called Voyage autour de 
ma chambre, recognized his affinity with the young 
Genevan who had sent him anonymously some of 
his stories in prose and picture. The older man used 
the younger as a confidant, adopted him as a literary 
heir, wrote him at least fifty surviving letters with-
out ever meeting him personally, and recommended 
Töpffer’s latest novel to his publisher, Charpentier, 
in Paris. It was from de Maistre, who also loved the 
picture stories, that Töpffer learned of the plagia-
ries, first the copying of Jabot in Philipon’s Chari-
vari, where, however, it was quickly suspended after 
one installment (was it intended as a kind of ad-
vertisement for the coming album?), and then the 
wholesale piracy of not only that album, but Vieux 
Bois and Crépin by the associated firm of Aubert, 
the big caricature specialist in Paris. None of these 
piracies carried any indication of origin.
 Thus was launched Aubert’s famous and long-
lasting Albums Jabot series, to which Cham and 
Gustave Doré were to contribute. Aubert’s piracy 
was commonplace and, in the absence of an inter-

national copyright law, not illegal (Töpffer’s father 
had contributed to a plagiary of the French Encyclo-
pédie by a Lausanne publisher). Belgium was known 
as a regular nest of pirates—and of books censored 
in France. Rodophe left himself open to piracy by 
not avowing himself the author of the albums and, 
above all, by not supplying his Parisian distributor 
with sufficient copies of the original. He watched 
the advent of these copies with a mixture of annoy-
ance and relief (at their poor quality), and was surely 
a bit flattered. Later, when he saw that Aubert con-
tinued to capitalize on the “albums Jabot,” he was 
ready to “break his neck.”
 More important, Töpffer was roused to pub-
lish the following year (1840), in improved redrawn 
versions, his Docteur Festus and Monsieur Pen-
cil, both of which he lithographed in Geneva but 
which carry very prominently the Paris address of 
Abraham Cherbuliez, who advertised them in the 
normal way.1 Meanwhile, the Charpentier edition 
of Töpffer’s Nouvelles Genevoises, short, sentimental 
stories of traditional Genevese life, was out, soon 
to be reviewed, on de Maistre’s recommendation, in 
a long and highly laudatory essay by Charles-Au-
gustin Sainte-Beuve in the prestigious Revue des 
deux mondes. Sainte-Beuve had given advance no-
tice of the review in his essay on Xavier de Maistre.2 
He probably knew of Töpffer independently of de 
Maistre, having lectured in Lausanne, which lies 
near to Geneva on the lake. Töpffer was ecstatic 
at the review. His Jabot alter ego had really made 
it. The provincial had made it into the metropo-
lis. He had been launched into the Parisian liter-

Chapter Four
Töpffer launChed, ComiC STrip 

defended, liTerary fame, Festus
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ary world—much of which, ironically, he affected 
to despise—by the biggest critical gun of the age, 
as the latest in a highly distinguished ten-year-long 
succession of writers in French: Hugo, Lamartine, 
Béranger, Musset, Chateaubriand, Balzac, de Staël, 
de Maistre, Vigny, Nodier, Sue—and now Töpffer.
 But only Töpffer the writer of fiction, the prose 
stylist. Sainte-Beuve distances himself at the outset 
from the albums humoristiques that he misleadingly 
implies were barely known or available in Paris. 
His purpose is to laud the Swiss, by contrast with 
the “infected” work currently fashionable (Balzac 
and Sue, also anathema to the prudish Töpffer), as 
the purest of littérateurs imbued with a “sweet and 
healthy saveur” uncorrupted by overweening ambi-
tion or literary industrialization of the Parisians.
 With respect to the picture stories, what 
seemed to him an “impure” literary-pictorial cock-
tail of Töpffer’s invention, Sainte-Beuve was in a 
quandary; he designed his essay as biographical 
as well as literary-critical, and Töpffer had been 
particularly forthcoming, in the autobiographical 
sketch he had furnished to the critic in advance, on 
the subject of his comic albums, their origin, and 
the role they played in his life and current repu-
tation. Hitherto skittish on the subject in public, 
Töpffer now freely acknowledged his pride in their 
authorship and popular success. But Sainte-Beuve 
was put off by the examples Töpffer had sent him 
and refused to enter into any discussion of this, 
to him dubious, aspect of the writer’s oeuvre. He 
did not shift his position subsequently; indeed, 
he downplayed the albums even further in one of 
the obituaries he wrote for the Swiss and did not 
even mention them in the other.3 He discouraged 
Töpffer’s widow, who wanted to do a new edition, 
“which would be to the detriment of the memory 
of her husband.” In this first review, using Töpffer’s 
own description (“crazy stories mixed with a touch 
of the serious”), Sainte-Beuve recounts briefly their 
origin, character, and favorable reception by a con-
descending Goethe (who, as the French critic puts 
it, “did not disdain anything human”), evidently in 

order to cast his, Sainte-Beuve’s, role as patron of 
the writer as the fulfillment of one first assumed by 
Goethe à propos Töpffer as a mere caricaturist.
 In a deft evasion, the critic dismisses the al-
bums as at once indescribable to anyone who has not 
seen them and beyond criticism—one can only taste 
them, praise, and laugh. He skillfully justifies this at-
titude by means of the critical disclaimer with which 
Töpffer always prefaced his albums: “. . . whoever 
reasons [over the tales] is mistaken.” Sainte-Beuve 
applied his reasoning, above all, to the moral timbre 
of the prose writings, and his criteria were accepted 
for the next half century down to the major biog-
raphies of Blondel and Relave, who did not much 
value the picture stories either. Such criteria virtually 
excluded appreciation of the albums’ unique quali-
ties, which did not serve the stereotype of purity 
and simplicity, of the provincial homegrown virtues 
of naïve, innocent household morality, attached to 
Töpffer’s prose fiction.
 In 1841 Töpffer began to reach another public, 
broadly middle-class and French, with articles on 
Geneva and Genevan art in the Magasin pittoresque, 
France’s first cheap, general-interest illustrated 
weekly, modeled on the English Penny Magazine. 
With increasing awareness now of the special so-
cial role his picture novels might play, a piece called 
“Le Marchand d’images”5 tries to place his new 
invention in a didactic and popular graphic tradi-
tion uncorrupted by market forces in an industrial 
society. Sainte-Beuve had recognized that Töpffer’s 
comic albums were “dans le genre d’Hogartt” (sic), 
and although the themes they treated were hardly 
popular in the same sense that Hogarth’s were with 
his very broadly upper- and middle-class audience, 
Töpffer places his own mode of graphic narrative 
somewhere in that broad space between Hogarth 
and the Imagerie d’Epinal, the pictorial broadsheets 
telling simple traditional tales that sold cheaply in 
country street and fairground, and appealed to the 
simple emotions and piety of the illiterate villager, 
semiliterate townsfolk, and children. Ironically, the 
example he gives, a broadsheet entitled “Story of 
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Cécile, daughter of Fitz-Henry, seduced by Arthur, 
dedicated to tender hearts, in four tableaux: Seduc-
tion, Flight, Repentance, Reconciliation,” evokes 
just the kind of popular romanticism he parodied in 
Vieux Bois. The sequence of themes is also precisely 

replicated in four sentimental pictures updating 
Hogarth by George Morland in England.6 I have 
not found the story of Cécile in the very consid-
erable literature devoted to French popular imag-
ery,  or the model for Töpffer’s own rendition from 

4-1. History of Robinson Crusoe, popular woodcut, Martin de la Haye, lille, between 1802 and 1833 (Imagerie populaire française).
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the Voyages, done in a contour style akin to his own 
(see p. 82), but I reproduce a very common type of 
adventure story, as such a more Töpfferian choice7 
(fig. 4-1). The parallel between Töpffer’s kind of 
graphic naïveté and that of the truly unschooled 
and awkward Imagerie d’Epinal—the “byzantins 
d’Epinal” as he called them—whose “precious lack 
of skill,” “clarity of expression,” and “power of inten-
tion” all betoken sincerity, is in fact, very misleading. 
Töpffer’s draughtsmanship is a highly sophisticated 
product of considerable schooling, and his themes 
are innovative and intellectual.
 Ending the article with a demand for more 
moral, popular serial stories, Töpffer seems to be 
appealing to other artists to stake out some sort of 
middle ground between, on the one hand, his own 
highly sophisticated and intellectual comic fanta-
sies, published in relatively expensive albums and 
destined for a restricted, rather upper-class and 
well-educated audience and, on the other hand, 
cheap (single-sheet), crudely moralistic imagery 
for the uneducated, Imagerie d’Epinal–style. The 
subsequent history of the comic strip occupies this 
middle ground, but inclining more to Töpffer than 
imagerie populaire. Early Wilhelm Busch, who at 
first published in broadsheet, that is popular imag-
ery (Fliegende Blätter) format, raised it to a level at-
tempted in no other country.

Essai d’Autographie
Töpffer intuited the future of his invention, and 
provided for it by choosing at this time (1842) to 
reveal, in his Essai d’Autographie, the technical “se-
cret” of his own reproductive procedure, which had 
so many practical advantages over wood engraving 
and regular chalk lithography. Engraving and etch-
ing on metal required special training impossible to 
weak eyes. Wood engraving required drawing di-
rectly on wood, which would also have been hard 
on Töpffer’s eyesight, and then cutting into the 

wood by other more or less capable specialist hands, 
as would necessarily be done with Cryptogame. He 
tried this on one occasion, to no-one’s satisfaction, 
and so did his father. It also required printing in 
reverse, as did normal lithography. The author may 
by this time have already been considering his own 
ability to draw, be it picture story or landscape, at 
an end, hindered by what he feared was a termi-
nally deteriorating eyesight, other health problems, 
and by the equally rapidly deteriorating political 
situation in Geneva; he refers to both in his long 
explanation of the Essai in the Courrier de Genève,8 
the polemical journal he helped launch earlier in the 
year to combat the Genevan radicals.
 The Essai d’Autographie is composed of twelve 
plates of landscape and twelve of drôleries, that is, 
caricatures of such types as he used in his picture 
stories. The combination demonstrated the versa-
tility and flexibility of the “autographic” method, 
as well adapted to the rendition of finely hatched 
shadows and atmospheric effects as to the simplified 
contours of his caricatures, to which he added (vis-
à-vis the manuscript versions) quite evocative land-
scape effects. When text was required, the method 
offered the inestimable advantage of reproducing 
writing directly, that is, by a double reversal, while 
the usual art lithography, if a caption or internal 
inscription was needed, required recourse to a cal-
ligrapher trained in mirror writing. It was absolutely 
essential to Töpffer that his captions, and indeed 
the often quirky frames, be in the same handwrit-
ing as the sketches above and within. This gives a 
singular unity to the page design, which the copies 
(except those precisely traced in the later authorized 
editions of 1846 and 1860) can never emulate.
 Töpffer, tongue in cheek, claims to have a “hu-
manitarian” purpose in proposing “an invention, a 
discovery, at least one of these little nothings as big 
as others with which, today, one changes at any mo-
ment the face of the universe and the future of hu-
manity.”9 He might, justifiably, be referring to that 
world-conqueror, the comic strip as such, rather 
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than the technique he developed expressly for it. As 
it is, his aim was to have raised a humble technique, 
hitherto reserved for advertising circulars and gro-
cers’ bills, to the level of art. This may have been 
the situation in Geneva, which hardly knew “art” 
lithography anyway, but in England, always experi-
mental in printing techniques, Töpffer’s method 
was known as transfer lithography and “is now so 
generally adopted, and its utility so thoroughly ac-
knowledged” for all kinds of purposes, among them 
the writing of music, making facsimiles of manu-
script, and cheap children’s books, notably Edward 
Lear’s first Book of Nonsense (1846), which retained 
the author’s own scribbled handwriting. The quota-
tion is from the 1832 edition of A Manual of Lithog-
raphy, which insists, as does Töpffer, that a steel-
nibbed pen made from watch-spring be used.
 Töpffer describes the process as follows: “The 
lithographer gives you a stick of ink, and a piece 
of paper spread with a layer of glue starch. You di-
lute the ink, dip your pen in it, you scribble on the 
paper . . . [and] send the page to the lithographer. 
He wets it on the reverse side, lays it on the stone 
and subjects it to pressure, and here is your design 
transferred from paper to stone. It has then only to 
be fixed by means of the usual preparation, inked 
and printed it in as many copies as you want.” By 
this double reversal, the page comes out printed 
as you wrote it. A Manual of Lithography specifies 
a rich recipe for the transfer ink: “Shell-lac, Wax, 
Tallow, Gum-mastich, Soap, Lamp-Black.”10 It 
adds that it is possible to make changes, to scratch 
out writing with a special scraper; Töpffer can-
not or does not bother to do this, so that signs of 
small errors in the captions of his picture stories 
remain. Printed at four pages per stone, the cost of 
printing was only a little over the cost of the paper, 
which gives us an idea of the relatively low price 
of labor compared to the high price of materials in 
those days. Töpffer paid his printer a total of 853 
francs for 800 copies of Pencil, which he sold for 
ten francs each—a tidy profit!

 Töpffer sought, first of all, to justify (to him-
self ) the publication of such a “frivolity” in the 
midst of the political turmoil around him. He did 
so in a cantankerous way, pretending that even his 
innocent artistic invention is infected by the dread-
ful corruption prevailing. His pleasure at having in-
tuited a “transcendental physiognomics,” a sort of 
“superior phrenology” (a theme he was to develop 
more systematically in his 1845 Essai de Physiogno-
monie), is marred by his concern that perverted re-
formers would use his “system,” as they had used 
other physiognomic and phrenological theories 
(vide Crépin), to antisocial purpose—“to prove that 
virtue depends on the shape of the nose, and stu-
pidity on the curve of the chin.” The author feigns 
to accuse his little demonstration of all the vices of 
the age: superficiality, scandalousness, and “an ab-
ject materialism” appropriate to a country careening 
into democracy. The paradox of this self-deprecat-
ing stance derives from his flailing simultaneously 
against enemies who are in no sense comparable: 
the new social ideas on the one hand, and on the 
other, critical rejection of his comic albums, the sta-
tus of which vis-à-vis those new ideas he was not 
disposed to clarify. Töpffer knew that his whole 
modus operandi in the albums served to undermine 
traditional rationalist and materialist concepts, in-
sofar as the latter were based on order and logic, 
and that his method of random physiognomic and 
narrative invention, far from justifying determinist 
phrenology, contradicted it.
 After weaving his way through successive con-
tradictions of this sort, Töpffer justifies his comic 
albums in commonplace fashion as a necessary 
“escape from the chains of reality.” Angry at being 
distracted by ugly politics from the pleasures that 
were his true métier, he offers his graphic fancies as 
an uncontaminated island where politics and crit-
ics are excluded, where reigns a new anti-utilitarian 
aesthetic philosophy of “pure creativity,” of “creation 
for the pleasure of the creator,” transcending no-
tions of glory and public success. Yet was this not 
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close to the doctrine of “art for art’s sake” that he 
professed to abhor? If so, it was better than politics 
for the sake of politics—and politicians.

Festus : Picture story and novelette
We have dealt with Festus above, as it was received 
by Goethe, with its satire on science and scientists 
that must have had a special appeal for the poet 
who was also something of a scientist. Suffice it 
here to single out some of the considerable changes 
the author made to the 1830 version, without 
changing the basic structure. We may regret that 
he cut a hilarious bit of extended farce, showing 
how the Mayor escaped from prison, stretching 
like rubber and through a hole much too small (fig. 
4-2; the whole excised episode is reproduced in our 
facsimile edition)—in 1840 (39) he merely bashes 
the jailer on the head with a water jug—but oth-
erwise the changes are happy extensions and in-
terpolations. The artist built in, as was his wont, 
backgrounds, landscape, and settings. He length-
ened the sublime episode of the Armed Force 
obeying the Mayor’s disembodied uniform (11–13). 
He made Milord a more (mock-)heroic figure in 
stature and more mythic in behavior: he sends the 
Armed Force literally flying with his cudgel instead 
of (in cowardly fashion) beating them while they 
lie on the ground. He added the hilarious notion 
of piglets being born to the sows that, flung up by 
the arms of a windmill, spend three weeks airborne 
(fig. 4-3). Festus and a chalk-whitened peasant 
taken for ghosts, more mayoral suicide attempts, 
and more civic chaos caused by mayoral absence 
are further embellishments. But these pale before 
the apogee of fifteen added scenes of the madness 
of astronomer Apogee, his attack on his assistants, 
his depression and death (see fig. 1-24), the exten-
sion of the mayor’s surreal bureaucratic dream, the 
placing of the telescope on the church, and inter-
pretation of the washed-up wigs.

 Fearlessly, I tried comparing the two versions 
involving the initial tangle of switched clothes and 
identity. From the 1827 version I deduced the follow-
ing: Milord Dobleyou (for thus he is named here), 
robbed of his clothes by the two brigands who stole 
Milady’s trunk with Festus in it, after fighting and 
defeating the Mayor and his Armed Force, dons the 
Mayor’s uniform; while the Mayor, left in his shirt-
sleeves, encounters Milady, strips her of her clothes, 
and dons them. Milady finds and dons the Mayor’s 
uniform left by Milord on a riverbank while bath-
ing (23), and encounters her husband wearing her 
clothes. At this point (to cut the gordian knot of 
confusion) she should be able to simply switch with 
her husband, but for the mechanical stupidity of 
the Armed Force which “defends the uniform” at all 
cost, so that the Mayor in Milady’s clothes goes off 
with Milady in his uniform, to the jealous rage of 
Milord, in his shirtsleeves again, who beats up the 
Mayor taking him for Milady. Clear so far? There is 
evidence that Töpffer confused even himself. Now 
the 1840 version is different. . . . Meanwhile, mean-
while . . .
 Let us just say that later the 1840 Dr. Festus 
gets into the quick-change act. Finding Milady’s 
clothes (i.e., the Mayor’s uniform), he dons it, while 
the Mayor, in Milady’s clothes, is relieved of them, 
while sleeping, by their rightful owner. Is this all 
a dream? Well, no, because while Festus is apt to 
dream, he is dreaming whatever (we suppose) is re-
ally happening to him; it is the Mayor who gets the 
real-life bureaucratic dream, one of a spectacularly 
surreal or psychedelic kind. This coherent fantasy 
comes as a relief. It is easier to follow the changes of 
clothes and identity in Trictrac than here.

 When Festus was in Weimar Soret wrote to 
his friend in Geneva offering to do what Goethe 
had thought for a moment of doing himself, that 
is, compose a short novel on the basis of the Festus 
captions. Not unnaturally, Töpffer, incornifistibulé, 
did not take to this idea, knowing the limitations of 
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4-2. the Mayor’s adjunct pulls, the Mayor is stretched from below. the porter surprises the Mayor escaping, and stretches him from 
above. the adjunct succeeds, and jumping round the neck of his friend, expresses his joy. But the porter holds on (Festus ms, 67).

4-3. the armed Force hangs on to the arms of the windmill in order to catch up with the Mayor. the wind increases, the arms turn 
faster, and attract eight irish pigs, which are swept up into the air. after three weeks they descend into the lake, now twenty-eight in 
number because the females have produced litters meanwhile (Festus 35–36).
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his friend’s literary talents, and that such a project 
would not, as he (Soret) seemed to hope, “make a 
Rabelais of him.”11 But why should Töpffer himself 
not try it? The idea had worked in England, where 
William Combe had “written up to” Rowlandson’s 
Syntax illustrations. The prose Festus was prob-
ably written soon after the sketchbook returned 
from Weimar but, even more satirical and much 
more scatological, was not considered publishable 
any more than the sketches were.12 In 1840, as he 
refurbished the pictorial Festus for publication, the 
writer-artist returned to his prose version, insisting, 
for cause, that it appear after the picture story.
 The prose Voyages et Aventures of Dr. Festus, at 
160 pages and with twenty-two specially made il-
lustrations, some of incidents not in the picture al-
bum, was somewhat bowdlerized by the author, and 
published with some expectations on his part. But 
the work received little attention then and not much 
since, although it has been republished in our time. 
The sequel he virtually promised at the end never 
appeared. The question whether there was a market 
for this brand of simple, foolish humor in this form, 
a kind of Rabelais for children, seemed to have been 
answered. He did not repeat the experiment.

 The preface to the prose Festus observes that 
“in two similar things, the differences between 
them change what they have in common.” The two 
modes of Festus are certainly similar in that they fol-
low the same plotlines and repeat many of the same 
incidents. At the same time, pictorial crazy-paving 
of plot merging with subplot might not work so well 
in “traditional” prose format, and Töpffer seems to 
have tried to rationalize the labyrinth.
 The differences are those of a man released 
from certain constraints, most obviously on picture 
captions that must be kept short, but also on decency. 
The preface confesses a lack of taste and incorrect 
language fit to horrify the purist. Of all Töpffer’s 
prose works, his prose Festus is the most licentiously, 
verbally Rabelaisian in its sheer excess, in its delight 

in exaggeration, numerical, chronological, and onei-
ric, in its hyperbolic effusion, in its devotion to lists of 
things (where Rabelais meets schoolboy, and bureau-
cracy), and the constant (perhaps tiresome) ebbing 
and overflowing of (pseudo-) philosophical learning 
and learned allusion—of which last Festus himself 
is an incarnation. The book is also Rabelaisian in a 
certain moral license, otherwise repressed, in “broad-
ening” his humor—the scatological, the schoolboy 
stuff, such as we encountered in Jabot’s fart. There 
are several sniffs of this excluded, for reason, from 
the picture story: the mouche bovine (bovine gadfly) 
that enters the rectum of Festus’s mule just at the 
moment he is arranging the major of a syllogism of 
which he has already the minor, and which causes 
the mule to gallop for five hours nonstop. The w.c., 
discreetly diminished, as we noted, in the comic al-
bum of 1840, is now more pervasive, with its “alka-
line miasmas” and “odorous particles.” The petition 
to commute the Mayor’s death sentence is used by 
the king to wipe his bottom (81).
 As in Rabelais, the higher reaches of mental 
cognition are brought into collision with the base 
bodily realities. As in Rabelais, there is a constant 
tension between knowledge theoretical, acquired 
through books and expressed in verbiage, and 
knowledge practical gained from experience. Festus 
has read everything but cannot for a moment under-
stand what is actually happening to him. He is the 
omniscient ignoramus who knows useless things in 
twenty-two languages, and the narcoleptic dreamer 
who cannot even figure out whether he is dream-
ing or not, for whom the composition of syllogisms 
and dancing of hordes of neo-platonists is more real 
than being sawn up in a tree. He knows all the sci-
ences, natural history, botany, and astronomy, but he 
is the last person you would want leading you on an 
Alpine excursion. As for the professional astrono-
mers—they are, in the cusp of their professional ca-
reerism, madder than Festus, and die deservedly.
 Some jokes and comic incidents would not 
appear in the picture story because they were hard 
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to represent pictorially, such as the furious battle 
between a squirrel and a mouse in Festus’s pocket, 
who end up devouring each other. The feistiness of 
Milady who, in the prose version in perfect English 
and broken French, violently insults and physically 
attacks her accusers and judges and needs seventy 
soldiers to subdue her, makes a welcome change 
from many passive and foolish females in Töpffer 
(78). Her stout resistance to tyranny is entirely miss-
ing from the picture story.
 Greater space means magnification of comic 
effects, which are all too often enumerative and cu-
mulative. What is treated briefly and deftly in the 
picture story is pumped up in the prose version. It 
is easier, perhaps, to laugh at a picture and caption 
quickly scanned than at an overloaded verbal pas-
sage that (whether so intended or not) invites slower 
and steadier consideration. The greater violence, 
pain, disease, and death in the prose version have 
an uncanny effect. Is this really funny or not? The 
humor is gallows humor, for the jester’s cap donned 
by Töpffer permits an elaboration of gruesome 

medical and anatomical detail that appears (com-
ing from the picture story) gratuitous, even cruel, 
and would have (must have) been found repulsive 
by some, as Töpffer found Balzac’s physical realism 
repulsive. The pigs that land on Ginvernais territory 
introduce the red Irish pig which multiplies at the 
expense of cattle and sheep, causing the people to 
eat too much pork sausage, which heats their blood, 
renders their faces pustulent, makes them beat their 
wives, and die of wrath prematurely (59). The two 
sawyers who in the album are merely scared by Fes-
tus exiting the tree trunk, die of pulmonary exhaus-
tion; Taillandier, after falling into the chalk-bin, is 
not simply taken for a ghost but is injured and de-
formed, which deformity is inherited by his descen-
dants who have difficulty finding a wife. The bullet 
Luçon receives in the neck, described with surgical 
precision, is, by contrast, a godsend: it puts a brake 
on his alcoholism and helps him become, eventu-
ally, mayor of Porelières (51). The efforts of the three 
astronomers to immobilize, that is, annihilate each 
other is also given in superfluous anatomical preci-
sion: as with evil doctors their learning is homicidal. 
Worst of all, the very sacred act of laughter turns 
sour: Milord laughs so much at seeing the dead 
brigand that he cracks eighty-two jokes, which rup-
tures his diaphragm, making his voice hollow and 
his laughter abdominal. Töpffer is playing at the 
coldhearted, pedantic, bureaucratic chronicler who 
may omit nothing. This shows on occasion in the 
album too, as when he has Festus, exiting his sack, 
admire the beauties of nature while the miller’s wife 
“falls on her nose and breaks three teeth, that is two 
incisors and one eye-tooth” (31).
 Is the pain in Dr. Festus, either version, if it is 
dream-nightmare pain, less real?

4-4. “Histoire de Cécile” (voyage à la Grande Charteuse 1833, 
OC vol. 5, p. 59).
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Of all Töpffer’s picture stories, Monsieur Pencil 
bears the clearest imprint of the July 1830 revolu-
tion in France. The most polarized of his comic 

albums, playing the most absurd fantasies against 
emphatic injections of political actuality, it is at the 
same time balanced, and was tempered by the expe-
rience of a decade between its composition in 1831 
and the rather different version published in 1840.1 
It is, I believe, Töpffer’s aesthetic masterpiece, al-
though it has not been his most popular story, and 
is even omitted in some editions. The manuscript 
was executed between March and July 1831 and, 
although lacking an ending, was soon circulated 
among the inner circle, as is evident from the com-
plaint in the preface dated 31 August 1831, addressed 
presumably to the schoolboys, about clumsy, dirty 
fingers disfiguring the pages.
 Pencil was infected by the disillusionment fol-
lowing the July Revolution in Paris, and follows the 
wave of caricature by Daumier and company that 
mocked two (among so many other) political issues 
foregrounded in Pencil, the parliamentary debate 
and repression by the National Guard. The par-
liamentary debate reflected a spectrum of political 
positions, as shown in Pencil. Töpffer goes further, 
showing consequences, how a national fractiousness 
impacts the international balance, how inherent in-
stability and mutual suspicion among the European 
powers can lead to ministerial panic, civil discord, 
and the threat of a European war compounded by 
that of cholera, which, in turn, brings science into 
disrepute and by implication the very concept of sci-

entific social improvement dear to so many reform-
minded politicians. This escalation of disasters starts 
with the most trivial of accidents in communication: 
a little dog making the arms of a telegraph waggle 
at random. Töpffer, still the political liberal in 1831, 
kept intact in 1840 his sympathy for the workers, 
shown unemployed, going on strike, and violently 
repressed (30–31), victims of economic crises met by 
a lot of hot air from demagogues of various stripes. 
Strikes among Genevan tailors and locksmiths were 
among the earliest in Swiss history; the workers of 
Saint Gervais would make the revolution of 1846.
 The idea of a European war was no joke when 
Belgium, Poland, and Italy experienced nationalist 
rebellions that were hugely popular and liable to 
suffer Great Power interventions. Switzerland too 
was affected: in late 1830 and early 1831 in nearby 
Neuchâtel and Lausanne revolution threatened, 
which Töpffer feared would spread to Geneva. For 
the moment, however, Geneva seemed a haven 
of peace and as such, conducive to the pursuit of 
Töpffer’s little hobbies. Writing to a pastor friend 
in Neuchâtel, Töpffer assures him “I am liberal as 
can be, but I am fed up, stuffed, indigestified [indi-
jectionné] with politics.”2 He goes on to list all the 
picture stories he has recently executed or has in 
progress, and then returns to the subject of Gene-
va’s happy preservation, for the time being, from 
the crises, expressing mock pique at the French 
(“clumsy people!!”) for not waiting for a few years 
before making their revolution so that he could buy 
his house in peace.

Chapter Five
poliTiCS and abSurdiTy: 

penCil  and triCtraC
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 This is the language of extreme ambivalence. 
The romans en estampes had always been Töpffer’s 
escape from realities both near and far, yet they bore 
the marks of what he was escaping from, which was 
also what he was attracted to. Töpffer starts Pencil 
with a sketch wafted off by a capricious wind, which 
surely represents the gusts of artistic imagination, 
but it is also this wind that sets in motion a chain of 
accidents that bring on major political near-disas-
ters. It is as if art, which should rise above politics, 
could not escape it, as Géricault and Delacroix dis-
covered and demonstrated.
 Pencil’s sketch might have been a cartoon. The 
new regime of Louis-Philippe, especially in its first 
five years, was one of the most abundantly carica-
tured in history. The great caricatural spasm in Paris 
came at a moment of “movement and resistance, rev-
olutionary stress, status-quoism, a chain of cabinet 
crises, street disorders, noisy chambers, press laws, 
and public trials, in which tribunal became the-
ater”3—theater of the absurd, theater of caricature. 
Much of the disorder, specifically in the tribunals, 
was due to the government’s reneging on that very 
freedom of the press that had brought it to power 
in the first place. In the four years between August 
1830 and October 1834 there were, in Paris alone, 
520 press trials, with 188 condemnations amounting 
to 106 years in prison and 44,000 francs in fines.4 In 
Geneva the press felt itself to be relatively free, al-
though some self-censorship was expected in order 
to avoid offending foreign governments and Swiss 
political neutrality.
 The Romantic assertion of freedom was trans-
lated by French graphic artists into a political mili-
tance and social critique conceived on the model of 
English caricature of the Golden Age, with which 
Töpffer’s father became familiar on his visit to Eng-
land. It is not clear how much of this Rodolphe 
knew, apart from a volume of Hogarth given to him 
by Wolfgang-Adam, but he was surely inspired by 
the example of Philipon’s La Caricature, founded in 
November 1830, the first weekly newspaper to pub-

lish regular cartoons. With this magazine and its 
successor, the daily Charivari, the history of carica-
ture underwent a mutation as the genre entered the 
sociopolitical mainstream through journalism, argu-
ably the most potent force henceforth in the forma-
tion of public opinion. The journal was certainly 
available in Geneva—Stendhal saw a copy of it there 
on 24 June 1837,5 and there was a very short-lived 
(four issues, unillustrated) weekly Charivari Gene-
vois in 1837. Töpffer must have followed the fortunes 
of the Philipon journals, which publicly conducted 
their “auto-martyrography,” and boasted a galaxy of 
talent including Töpffer’s favorite Grandville. The 
Swiss must have known of the numerous raids on 
the Aubert shop, the prison sentences meted out 
to Philipon and Daumier, and been an armchair 
spectator of the whole struggle between press and 
government culminating in the draconian press laws 
of 1835 that stifled French political caricature alto-
gether. Henceforth French caricature, in its politi-
cal pinch, overflowed, diverted, and broadened into 
a panorama of social issues including business, law, 
and industry. The spectacle of this other kind of “en-
forced” freedom must have encouraged the young 
Swiss to throw into the public domain, at last, his 
own peculiar “little follies” in social caricature.
 Töpffer sensed what was apparent all over Eu-
ropean culture: the age of illustration, the “cult of 
the image” (Baudelaire’s term) had arrived. All the 
major French writers were affected, Balzac, Hugo, 
and Sue massively. Illustrated journalism was born; 
so was the newspaper and magazine serial novel, 
the roman feuilleton that was to revolutionize sales 
of every kind of newsprint, and reading habits. Lit-
erature, as Töpffer had cause to complain, became 
an industry.
 But the particular political turmoil of the years 
1830–31 had by 1840 abated, and the revisions to 
Pencil reflect this change. Töpffer cut back radically 
on the text-laden satire of French parliamentary 
antics in order to preserve the pictorial dominance, 
and avoid repetition and monotony. In the process 
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of raising aesthetic considerations over the political 
satire, the author heightened certain graphic effects, 
notably by doubling the rhythm of the Professor 
writing his memoir intercut with the unhappy ob-
ject of that memoir, Jolibois struggling in his cage 
(fig. 5-1). The whole effect here is akin to that of a 
musical score.
 In another major graphic enhancement that is 
woven into the narrative in three phases, Töpffer as-
cends the brightest heaven of invention. The manic 
Professor sends his “psychiot” sample packed up in 
a crate to the Royal Academy, to serve as material 
data for his report. But the crate is stolen from the 
post-coach by brigands and eventually falls by the 
wayside. The idea of animating this unpromising 
oblong object, influenced possibly by Grandvillian 
fantasies, attains in 1840 a hilarious triple develop-

ment. When Pencil delivers Madame Jolibois from 
her crated and crazed husband by cutting off her 
skirt, he inside his crate is left in vain pursuit and 
melancholy reflection upon his predicament. He (it) 
abandons him- (it)self to a characteristically Töpffe-
rian gamut of emotions, from jealousy to despair, all 
the more impressive for the reduction of the expres-
sive elements to a pair of pathetically gesticulating 
forearms and eyes that, through the airholes in the 
crate, somehow manage to look lugubrious. Trapped 
as he is, like other neurotic heroes in Töpffer, Joli-
bois abandons himself to suicide: perforce by hang-
ing, from one hand, to the branch of a tree and then, 
sublimely, “he changes hands” (fig. 5-2).
 After further narrative twists, Jolibois, in an-
other enrichment of 1840, engages from his crate 
in a surreal and unequal battle with his persecutors. 

5-1. Mr. Jolibois goes crazy with jealousy. the Professor writes . . . great at swearing . . . burning climate. and upside down also. the 
Professor writes: . . . walk equally well on feet as on their head. and in swimming fashion. the Professor writes: . . . and they jump like 
carps. and whirling around. the Professor writes: . . . they whirl around like Demons (Pencil 17).
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With the aid of his stick he manages to fend off 
the cowardly Professor, but the Maid, less easy to 
intimidate, proves too much for him (fig. 5-3). Later 
she courageously recaptures him after he escapes 
during the fumigation at the frontier, identified as 
he is as the Cholera in person (see chap. 1). At this 
point terror is written all over him, and one won-
ders whether it is entirely accidental, within a mode 
that avoided both speech balloons and direct speech 
in the captions, that under this frame the base line, 
hitherto impassively straight, suddenly breaks into a 
kind of speech, a gurgling “a e i o u” (fig. 5-4). Is this 
just silly doodling, or an expression of pain emanat-
ing from the vowels of Jolibois’s tormented soul?
 Pencil is balanced between twin determinants 
of human affairs: fate and politics. It is an instru-
ment of fate, of timeless, placeless nature, a sport-
ive wind whisking away the Pencil drawing and 

depositing a little dog on the arm of a telegraph, 
that first threatens the social equilibrium; but it 
is the neurotic selfishness of propertied people at 
a particular historical moment, consumed by their 
immediate material concerns and panicking at the 
garbled telegraphic news, that makes the danger 
real. War is rumored imminent, the stock market 
takes a dive, bankruptcies are declared, workshops 
close, workers assemble ominously. In the face of all 
this, the government calls for a debate on the forest 
code. The deputies will have none of it, but even as 
they engage the national crisis, their sectarian man-
ner of dealing with it only makes it worse. A babel 
of interruptions and eruptions corresponding to a 
uniquely French political spectrum ensues, and all 
ends in a fistfight. After a suspension, the session 
reopens with a repetition of the earlier pattern of 
complaints, demands, and insults.

5-2. unable to reach his wife, Mr. Jolibois accuses the heavens and man. after which he surrenders to the bounds of frantic jealousy. 
after which he abandons himself to suicide by hanging. and changes hands (Pencil 46).



5-3. [Jolibois] seeing that the Maid is getting involved, makes off. the battle is engaged. and victory declared (Pencil 62).

5-4. at the sight of the cholera in person, the health officers take the bit between the teeth. and the male nurses likewise. and the 
female nurses likewise. Fortunately the Maid realizes that it is her master’s escaped Psychiot, and she soon recaptures him (Pencil 65).
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 Most of this block of fourteen scenes with 
their long captions, together with a similar inter-
lude later, was cut in 1840. Had he been closer to 
events, and minded to engage in caricature of in-
dividual politicians like the English earlier, or the 
French after 1830, with Daumier’s now-celebrated 
portrait-masks of deputies and ministers, Töpffer 
might have restored visual interest to what was 
becoming mere illustrated text. But he was, indi-
rectly, justifying the Genevan political system, con-
ducted with decorum in private by the tight little 
oligarchy immune to the vulgar glare of publicity 
and accusations of corruption surrounding French 
parliamentary procedure. Töpffer gleefully reveals 

a corrupt process rather than the isolated moment: 
this is of course the genius of the comic strip as op-
posed to the single-picture cartoon, and why the 
former genre was chosen by the German followers 
of Töpffer who created Piepmeyer as a satire on the 
failed but wordy Frankfurt parliament of 1848–49 
(see below).
 Radically reduced as it was in 1840, the parlia-
mentary speechifying and demagoguery in Pencil 
display a keen awareness of rhetorical cadence and 
financial manipulation, with allusions and observa-
tions as incisive as those of Philipon in his captions 
to the later (1836–38) Robert Macaire series. He 
brings on stage a “M. Rotschild” (sic), his pockets 

5-5. the national Guard persuades the mob to disperse (two versions from Pencil, as printed 1840 and ms 1831).
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bulging with banknotes, cynically calculating the 
relative profitability of war and peace (the Roth-
schild family fortune was founded on profit from 
the French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars). 
In the 1840 Pencil the Rothschild name was ex-
punged.
 “The workers continuing to go hungry,” re-
tained in 1840, stands forth, refrain-like, as the ir-
reducible fact amid the oratorical blather and tes-
tifies to Töpffer’s continuing or at least residual 
sympathy for the French (if not Genevan) working 
classes; such sympathy seems to anticipate the ter-

ribly repressed upheavals of unemployed and strik-
ing workers in Lyons November 1831 and in 1834. 
The mobs of “workers continuing to go hungry,” 
despite the panaceas of the politicians, meet with 
the classic government solution: violent disper-
sion (“persuasion”) by the naked bayonets of the 
National Guard, typified by a portly, bespectacled 
(that is, socially myopic) figure (31, fig. 5-5). He is 
the petty bourgeois turning against the class from 
which he may have risen and into which he fears to 
fall back, a grocer-guardsman perhaps of the type 
ironically celebrated by Daumier and Grandville in 

5-6. Feeling cold, the Professor dresses and goes off to write up his discovery of a brand-new subterranean 
wind. Ms. continues: Having a little apparatus which registers the existence of a wind blowing from below. 
He immediately classifies it among the subterranean winds (two versions from Pencil, as printed 1840 [5] 
and ms 1831 [12]).
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the 1830s—where Töpffer may indeed have found 
him, for he is a conspicuous addition of 1840.
 Rather like the telegraph sending out random 
messages, the narrative line in Pencil zigzags back 
and forth between the various groups of characters 
that divide and coalesce in a geography both mo-
mentarily precise and yet left open—as in a dream. 
The telegraph, the new communications technology 
of the age undergoing expansion and improvement, 
particularly in England and the United States, where 
electrification was being introduced, but lacking in 
Switzerland and all the more wondrous-seeming 
for that, was another kind of fate—or a warning 
how technological progress may be suddenly sent 
crazy by a quirk of nature, embodied in the little 
dog precipitated on it.
 Pencil, like Festus, is a satire on scientific pre-
tension and delusion. After broadening into pan-
oramas of political chaos, Töpffer narrows his focus 
back to the expired scientists, in a brilliant conjunc-
tion of the two main satiric strands threads he has 
been spinning, the political and the fantastic. The 
expired scientists, left asphyxiated much earlier by 
the fumes of the Professor’s bottle of newly dis-
covered “subterranean gas” (actually taken from a 
latrine, and thus loosely representative of the sewer-
gas theory of disease), are diagnosed as having died 
of cholera, the political agency of which we have 
already noted. Töpffer tried to mitigate the all-too-
obviously commonplace, unpleasant source of the 
gaseous wind, in the final version—see fig. 5-6.
 With the chief protagonists, including the 
Professor’s servant, reunited in detention at the 
frontier hospital, the manuscript version ends—and 
the dénouement in the published version begins. 
This follows a classic dramatic pattern, a last mini-
crisis of jealous despair and fury on the part of both 
Madame and Monsieur Jolibois, who are finally 
pacified by mutual explanation “so that the light 
bursts forth in torrents.” There is reconciliation and 
embracing all round (the ever egotistical Professor 
happily hugging himself ), the Burgher and his dog 

are finally rescued from the telegraph, and Europe 
is rescued from the threat of cholera. The general 
pacification is signaled by the telegraph returning to 
normal, after which “the cholera ceases and the af-
fairs of Europe are becalmed.” Was Töpffer thereby 
also becalming himself and fellow Genevans in the 
face of the rumbling that would break forth into a 
political cacophony the following year?
 The solution came to the author only after a 
struggle, and he left evidence in the manuscript of 
the various alternatives that might best impose some 
structural sense on so much nonsensical matter. It is 
not hard to see M. Pencil as representing the author 
himself, the author-artist whose capricious imagina-
tion (symbolized by the little zephyr), and the prod-
uct of his imagination (symbolized by the sketch), 
give the first shake to the kaleidoscope of adventure. 
And like an author who wants his story to stand as an 
autonomous chronicle, he disappears from the story. 
Although he intervenes “authorially” at the end to 
straighten out the tangle, Pencil is in fact only the 
progenitor rather than the recorder, much less editor, 
of a self-propelled fantasy that imbibes sketch and 
paper and human bodies alike, willfully suspending 
gravity and disbelief before letting all down to earth 
again. Töpffer would not have worried that despite 
the title (which he could easily have changed), the 
tale is not really about artist Pencil at all (and he 
even contemplated for a moment further reducing 
his role), any more than Sterne’s Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Shandy, which inspired the free-float-
ing digressions in some of Töpffer’s prose works, is 
about that titular gentleman.

Monsieur Trictrac
The protagonists of Töpffer’s picture tales are, so far, 
basic social and satirical types: upstart, lover, educa-
tor, scientist, artist, bureaucrat, politician. To this 
list we may add thief, who plays a leading role, in 
various guises, in Monsieur Trictrac, the gentleman 
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bearing this name being, like Pencil, ancillary to the 
adventure. We have noted how the thief or criminal, 
petty or otherwise, held a firm place in Romantic 
and the new realist literature, and intrudes con-
stantly in the nineteenth-century comic strip; here, 
as in so much else, Töpffer sets the example. The 
thief or petty criminal shadows the respectable citi-
zen as a sinister alter ego. The thief–cop–respect-
able citizen thus involves a network of profound 
petty-bourgeois fears: that of losing property and 
discovering that the state is unable to protect that 
property or its owner; and worse, that of arrest and 
jail by the guardians of the state, who let the real 
criminal go free. The latter nightmare flows from 
the generalized anxiety of the lower middle classes 
about losing something more than the little prop-
erty they had: social respect and status.
 The scenario by which the blameless petty 
bourgeois is “exposed” (accused of a crime, found 
naked, itself an offense) plays on the shame and 
confusion surrounding the ethics of getting on—in 
business, in the world, where all is appearance any-
way. Trictrac is Töpffer’s comedy (or farce) par ex-
cellence of mistaken identities, his classic vis comica, 
involving abrupt and often involuntary switches of 
costume. These are symptoms of the flux of social 
roles in the real world, of temptations and pitfalls, 
of the need to appear as something other than what 
one is, or was, and the tendency to be taken for what 
one is not.
 The petty-bourgeois fascination with the crim-
inal, who stalks tall through the nineteenth-century 
popular novel, the man from the margins capable 
of great acts of power, like the Count of Monte 
Cristo, is a fantasy of those excluded from power, 
or given paltry symbols of it, like the grocer–na-
tional guardsman. To imagine oneself arrested as a 
petty criminal is thus a deterrent against, or advance 
punishment for, harboring criminal fantasies. Here 
lies the psychological appeal of those defiant petty 
criminals and grand mini-heroes of comic strip 
history, Busch’s Max and Moritz. And surely the 

whole, huge genre of the detective story of our own 
times depends upon a similar mechanism: vicarious 
enjoyment of acts we would never dare to carry out 
in reality. At the same time, manifestly unjust arrest 
reproduces the immanent sense that society, with its 
laws, is altogether unjust.

 Trictrac, like several of Töpffer’s picture stories, 
was executed in the early 1830s and, having reached 
a goodish length, was left unfinished. Ironically, in 
his letter to Sainte-Beuve of 1840 the author refers 
to this very story about a thief as having been “mo-
mentarily stolen” (presumably lent out or borrowed 
without permission and not returned), and whether 
or not he failed to recover it, it remained unknown 
and unpublished until 1937.6

 The story makes merry with the confusion and 
ambiguity inherent in the triangle thief–cop–citizen. 
The philosophical starting point is the fatalistic one 
underlying the comic view of law and lawlessness in 
general: theft is an accident of fate, a kind of natural 
disaster, rather than the typical manifestation of hu-
man depravity as in the rake’s progresses of picture 
stories in previous centuries. A house suffers bur-
glary as it might a fire; a coach suffers brigands as 
it might a broken axle. In Töpffer, theft precipitates 
the natural tendency of people and things to get 
themselves lost and their identities mixed up.
 The theft of a trunk and the search for the 
thieves launches Dr. Festus on his crazy path of 
adventure. In Pencil, the theft of the Professor’s 
crate with Jolibois inside spins off further narra-
tive skeins. When fear of a burglarious noise pre-
cipitates the Marquise into his bedroom, Jabot 
(ironically the cause of the noise) “gallantly” acts 
the perfect cop by arresting the first person he sees, 
the innocent hotelier (46). The thief in Trictrac, 
together with the assumption of his identity by 
various other characters, determines the course of 
the plot. The story opens with a burglar, who has 
climbed down the chimney of Trictrac’s house, be-
ing politely bidden to take Trictrac’s place in bed, 



5-7. the thief politely approaches Mr. trictrac and begs him to believe that it was not him he intended. all suspicions fall upon 
the lieutenant who suspects them all. after which the thief with as much dignity as he can muster enjoins the lieutenant 
to return his clothes, and assures him of his pardon if he returns unresisting to an honest life. Profound astonishment of the 
lieutenant (Trictrac 39–40).

5-8. the reserve having made a by the left flank experiences difficulties in entering the street. Meanwhile the thief is violently angry at 
the reserve, finally shouting in order to make it disengage, Break ranks! the reserve tries but is unable to, more because of the ladder 
than lack of discipline (Trictrac 58–60).
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while that gentleman, “devoured by science,” sets 
off secretly on the virtually mythic quest to discover 
the source of the Nile. Naturally, he does not get 
far. The exchange of identity is complete and re-
ciprocal, for just as the thief is taken for Trictrac, 
Trictrac is taken for the thief and apprehended on 
the roof of his own house (30) by the lieutenant of 
police. It is the World Upside Down; the thief, ever 
polite and gracious, pardons the police chief (39–40, 
fig. 5-7) (but later has him arrested), then takes his 
clothes and appeals to the reserve to rescue him 
from the rooftop. The soldiers, who clumsily tangle 
themselves up in the ladder (the drill-book does not 
detail a routine for ladders), cause escalating chaos 
in the town (figs. 5-8, 1-8).
 Correctly blaming the police chief for the 
chaos, the citizenry seize the man they take to be 
the police chief—who is in fact the thief in disguise. 
Thus, when he encounters the real police chief in jail 
as a thief, the thief-in-police-garb is only too happy 
to recover his original clothing and sign an official 

document declaring the other to be the “only true 
and indivisible chief of police”—which means that 
it is the real police chief who faces punishment after 
all. After a travesty of a trial, he is saved from hang-
ing, in another ironic twist, by the thief who, having 
escaped from jail, agrees to unhang him and ex-
change clothes once more—under the threat, which 
seems quite idle under the circumstances, that the 
police chief will hang him if he refuses.
 This simplified outline omits several detours in 
a labyrinth of reversals and counter-reversals of iden-
tities and roles. No solution seems in sight, although 
in one respect the wheel appears to have come full 
circle: the thief saves himself in the end by resuming 
his impersonation of Trictrac, thus also honoring his 
original commitment. The story is suspended on the 
image of the thief riding off as the putative son of 
Trictrac père, the epitome of a bourgeois respectabil-
ity he has richly earned through his quickness of wit. 
He is still of the species Thief (having throughout 
no other name), but he has stolen nothing we know 

5-9. Meanwhile the authorities come to the help of the population by establishing soup kitchens of cheap emollients in each quarter. 
they are delivered upon certificates of good behavior. the baron C.D. . . . seizes the occasion to establish a reliable data base of 
comparative morality in the different quarters, counting the heads with emollients from his window (Trictrac 93–94).
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of except the limelight from the nominal hero, Tric-

trac fils, who has got no closer to the source of the 

Nile than the roof of his own house.

 Here Töpffer paused, uncertain how, or per-

haps even whether, to reintroduce Trictrac. The dé-

nouement cannot have been far off, for the draft, 

with forty-one pages and 125 scenes, was already 

approaching the normal length of an album.7 As a 

subversion of the concept of immutable law and or-

der, it corresponds to the author’s more liberal-radi-

cal stance around 1830. The interlude of mockery of 

petty civic regulations (in which Geneva was cer-

tainly not lacking) casts the story in an additionally 

anti-authoritarian light, which need not be taken 

too seriously. The critique of arbitrary justice con-

demning the innocent to death and frivolously los-

ing the appeal for clemency may be taken as another 

of Töpffer’s jibes at the neighboring absolutism.

 Töpffer perceived his own Geneva as what to-

day is mocked as a “nanny state,” given to trivial pro-

tective regulation and misguided panaceas in emer-

gencies. The social crisis unleashed by the militia 

stuck in the ladder is met by the establishment of a 

“soup kitchen” of emollient plasters (fig. 5-9), which 

universal cure is offered also to the thief. He pru-

dently returns to the bed of Trictrac, to the delight 

of Trictrac père, who takes him for his son, returned 

at last and cured of his facial disturbance. The dis-

tribution of the emollient, which plays a conspicu-

ous role in the plot and leads to further confusions 

of social identity (it gives the thieves who wear it 

the disguise of decent folk and opportunity to ex-

ercise their vocation to advantage), becomes a sym-

bol of foolish and useless social welfare measures. 

Likewise, the well-meaning statistical efforts of the 

Baron C.D. . . . (fig. 5-9) are depicted as pointless at 

a time when governments staked their stability and 

reputation on the knowledge statistics were sup-

posed to provide. Such knowledge can never com-

pete with the quirks of fate.
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Histoire de Monsieur Cryptogame
The last two years vouchsafed to Töpffer were 
marked by a resurgence of attention to his picture 
stories, which he had neglected since 1840, and a 
concern to leave to posterity guidelines for his inven-
tive procedure. The early 1840s offered the school-
master and university professor two additional 
distractions: the literary laurels with which he was 
crowned in Paris by Sainte-Beuve, to his delight, 
and the radical agitation in Geneva, which infuri-
ated him. From early 1842 the threatening revolu-
tion consumed all his energies; he became, as some 
of his friends noted with regret, an englué, Genevan 
dialect for fanatic, and helped launch a twice-weekly 
newspaper, the Courrier de Genève, which he edited 
and co-wrote, in the wake of the first revolution of 
22 November 1841. The magazine folded in defeat in 
March 1843. With his health and eyesight to worry 
about, Töpffer sought relief in a new, highly politi-
cized picture story, conceived during a political lull 
at the end of 1844: The Story of Albert.
 From 1843 he became actively engaged in ne-
gotiations for the publication of some literary works 
with his cousin, the Paris publisher Jacques-Julien 
Dubochet. Deciding that his latest piece of fiction, 
a long novel called Rosa and Gertrude, was not suited 
to serialization in L’Illustration or to the audience 
of that magazine (perhaps because of its relatively 
pungent libertine theme), he started toward the end 
of 1844 the Histoire d’Albert. Only comic in part, se-
riously and very locally polemical, this was no can-

didate for the Parisian magazine, but the prospect of 
the wider audience put him in the swing of graphic 
invention, and for L’Illustration he resurrected the 
last of his unpublished drafts, L’Histoire de Monsieur 
Cryptogame, which he had sent to Goethe in 1830. 
It ran in the French weekly from 25 January to 19 
April. The magazine’s circulation of 17,000 would 
have brought him five or ten times that number of 
potential readers. He described it in a letter to his 
cousin as “very funny in its extravagance, and briskly 
paced, inventive enough to win a happy popularity 
among people who liked to laugh at the impossible 
rendered comic, and sufficiently credible.”1 So en-
thusiastic was he, that he sent the drawings to Paris 
without even waiting for the publisher’s approval. 
With its contemporary satirical target limited to a 
traditionally enemy culture, the Muslim (in Algeria), 
this otherwise innocently crazy spoof on unrequited 
romantic love seemed well-suited to the broad fam-
ily readership of the Illustration, and constituted a 
complete novelty: L’Illustration was from the start 
( January 1843) devoted to caricature, but had never 
attempted a serialized graphic novel. Success was 
immediate, and imitators at much lesser length fol-
lowed.
 Knowing that his flighty drawings would have 
to be redrawn on and then cut into wood (lithogra-
phy and type were not print-compatible), and that 
with his poor eyesight he was physically as well as 
temperamentally incapable of drawing on wood 
himself (“In order to get going at all, I have to burn 
the paper”), Töpffer fell naturally upon the new star 
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6-1. Workshop of the Illustration engravers at night and editorial board of the Illustration (both engravings from L’Illustration, 2 March 
1844). The magazine here confesses to an invidious contrast between conditions in which the poorly paid engravers worked—a 
cramped, dark room, long, nocturnal hours, forced overtime—and the luxurious ambiance and evident wealth of the directors. The 
engravers would be those of the best firm in Paris, Hôtelin, Best and Leloir, who sign HBL on a Cryptogame design.

6-2. For his part, Mr. Cryptogame left to himself, dresses, locks the door, and leaves nocturnally for Marseille (two versions from 
Cryptogame: left, lithographic; right, woodcut in L’Illustration, 1845).
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of L’Illustration and the Charivari , Amédée de Noé, 
known as Cham. Cham had already published sev-
eral Töpfferian albums since 1839 (see below), but 
was now, ironically, when called upon to translate 
original Töpffer drawings to the woodblock, mov-
ing away from Töpffer’s sparse outline style toward 
a denser, blunter, more volumetric one, a miniatur-
ization of Daumier.
 Having pressed his project with comic urgency 
upon Dubochet, Töpffer courteously, flatteringly 
now deluged Cham with the most detailed instruc-
tions, urging him to be “free” and not slavish in his 
line, with a freedom (as Cham was supposed to in-
tuit) that should be Töpffer’s, not Cham’s. In a copi-
ous correspondence with both publisher and artist, 
Töpffer “pestered” them (his word) with all kinds of 
little matters relating to the project, in an attempt 
to move it along and get it done right. Since wood 
engraving was not practiced in Geneva, he probably 
did not fully realize that there was in this craft—the 
actual cutting of the woodblocks being done by yet 

a third party, and usually a team at that—a “house 
style” from which neither Cham nor the engravers 
could much depart. Töpffer nagged and, although 
duly grateful to Cham for his efforts and admitting 
the difficulty of keeping, for instance, physiognomic 
consistency in the facial features of the hero, seems 
to have been disappointed in the result—as so many 
artists and authors were in the nineteenth century 
who ill appreciated the technical difficulties, long 
hours, and poor pay of wood engravers (fig. 6-1). 
One can appreciate the loss, and sacrifice involved, 
by comparing the figures of Cryptogame about to 
engage in his nocturnal flight, where he looks amus-
ingly furtive, while in Cham he becomes virtually 
expressionless, with eyes and mouth thrown into 
shadow (fig. 6-2). Likewise contemplating flight 
from Elvire (fig. 6-3): where Cham (and/or the 
woodcut carver) shows simple annoyance or an-
ger, his more openly delineated, shadowless face in 
Töpffer invites a more complex and more fitting in-
terpretation—deep and gloomy contemplation (as 

6-3. Where he begins to sound the depths of his situation. And he refuses to respond to the teasing of a superb Amphitrite (two 
versions from Cryptogame: left, lithographic; right, woodcut in L’Illustration, 1845).
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the caption in fact says) and the dilemma of temp-
tation. And yet, the Illustration wood engravers 
proved themselves perfectly capable of rendering 
Töpffer’s simple outlines when it came to reproduc-
ing his drawings for the Essai de Physiognomonie.2 It 
was not the limitations of woodblock, but conscious 
choice that determined the style (see fig. 4-4).
 The gift to Cham of a copy of Albert was clearly 
a reminder how Töpffer really hoped his drawings 
might look; Cham, rendering thanks, acknowledges 
how the Töpffer albums had inspired him to em-
bark upon the career he was now embracing, but 
skirts the invitation to reciprocate with an album of 
his own, which he may have feared Töpffer knew 
was marketed as an “album Jabot,” dismissing such 
work as a mere “sorry bauble [méchante bamboche] 
which was my first step in the noble art of carica-
ture.”3 He may, moreover, have feared to be iden-
tified as the actual transcriber of the piracies, as a 
distinguished modern Töpffer editor has, I believe 
wrongly, supposed he actually was.4 It is certain 
that Töpffer knew about the (anonymous) Cham 
titles in the Albums Jabot series, complaining as he 
does that Aubert “associates others with them (the 
Töpffer piracies) flat enough, I am told, to kill the 
genre” [emphasis mine].5

 Even if he had not seen the imitations (see p. 
141), he must have known Cham was responsible 
for them, as appears from his urging the Parisian 
to send them, which his “scruple of modesty” had 
regrettably prevented. Cham substituted his parodic 
illustrations to The Wandering Jew by Eugène Sue, 
the original of which Töpffer declared detestable 
without his having even tried to read it. Cham was 
understandably reluctant to give the master the 
means to make a direct comparison with his own, 
the disciple’s experiments, original as they were. 
But Töpffer had already cast Cham as his successor, 
explaining the peculiar merits of the new genre and 
how to approach it, amidst particular instructions 
for improvements to Cryptogame. Recently acquired 
by the Geneva library, hitherto unknown and as yet 

unpublished, these two letters are worth quoting 
at length, constituting as they do something of a 
manifesto.
 The first letter of 26 January 1845 reminds 
Cham that this is 

quite a new genre where a prodigious harvest is to 

be reaped, and where moreover by committing your 

pencil to the pursuit of certain aberrations (travers) 

while respecting all the usual decencies [i.e., not too 

much Parisian sex!], without depriving yourself of 

the least particle of amusing fun or comic effects, 

there is a way to making yourself at least as useful as 

the established novelists. You reach a lot of people 

and the graphic contour is after all a brisk, emphatic 

language and as for clarity, well it has no equal.” 

Töpffer goes on to recommend the study of Hogarth, 
the first master. Later (18 March, the success of the 
Töpffer-Cham Cryptogame assured), he gives more 
detailed instructions and suggestions which indi-
cate that he already had an improved album edition 
in mind (not so many deadly black coats, fix the 
defective captions, show the Dey’s scientists kneel-
ing with their bottoms toward us and not standing), 
all preceded by a “philosophy” of comic reduction, 
that sublimation into “idea,” intention, or essence of 
conventional appearances and action that lie at the 
heart of the picture story:

First, for purposes of expression, you need the 

comic, funny stuff, to take risks, that is charge emo-

tionally through the hundred thousand obstacles of 

real, familiar truth. That [literal] truth often comes 

off in this sort of thing as superfluous and chilling, 

almost always inferior to the truth of the idea, of 

the intention, which is the essential. Add to this 

principle the consequence that there must be an 

economy of accessories and only a lively and selec-

tive choice of the most characteristic among them, 

always in order to render the idea only in terms 

that enhance clarity and emphasize the sense of the 
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intention, adding nothing for the sake of [mere] 

description or completeness.

 Second, for purposes of invention and com-

position you must likewise, if you wish to catch 

any action of the hop, begin by shaking off as far as 

possible the yoke of reality, and the logical drag of 

some conventional succession of incidents, in order 

to charge once more into an area of livelier, quicker, 

and easier relationships, those that the mind grasps 

between pictures bound to an idea; and then the 

graphic contour, with its power of illusion, almost 

never fails to gel into a whole with enough continu-

ity of likeness, the bold or crazy, the fantastic or even 

absurd. Here again the truth of the idea, the charms 

of the intention, the apt, witty, or novel observation, 

may be stitched onto this slight fabric, becoming 

more relevant and more valuable than [literal] truth 

as such could ever be. Which is to say you let go on 

one side in order to pick up on the other, and also 

that you cannot fly without wings. This mental atti-

tude is not to be called up on order, but one can lie 

in wait for it, and one must be prepared to woo it.

 Cham did not heed this advice; he had already 
passed beyond it to a style more suited to woodcut 
and magazine illustration, less dependant on con-
tour and more on shading, via Daumier perhaps, 
and hewing close to the “literal truth” of sociopo-
litical follies of the day.
 Subsequent critics have been harsh on the Il-
lustration translation, usually citing Cham, wrongly, 
as the engraver; for their part, as soon as photome-
chanical reproduction became possible, publish-
ers of Töpffer editions preferred Töpffer’s original 
drawings to the Cham version. It was, however, 
the latter that achieved great popularity and went 
into constantly revived editions in the years after 
Töpffer’s death, thus keeping alive the Töpffer pic-
ture story which went otherwise out of print. And 
the drawings and story line of Cryptogame (bowdler-
ized) were turned, quite remarkably, into what has 
become an enduring children’s classic in Holland.

 But (Catholic) France was not (Calvinist) Ge-
neva. A problem surfaced with the Abbé and the 
two Missionaries in Cryptogame, whom Dubochet 
decided to turn into a professor (docteur), and a 
mayor and his adjunct in order not to offend Catho-
lics, particularly in Italy. But the publisher was able, 
just before the eleventh and final installment ap-
peared in April, to pronounce the whole venture, in 
which he had as great a financial stake (having had 
to pay three parties) as Töpffer had a moral one (he 
got 1,000 francs), “a wild success with young and 
old, although contested by some.” (The “contesta-
tion” was on grounds of sheer length.) It is therefore 
odd that the potentially lucrative album edition that 
was expected to follow immediately, in the manner 
of serial publications, should have been delayed, so 
much so that the specialist in comic albums in Eng-
land, David Bogue, actually produced, from cop-
ies of the Illustration blocks he had received from 
Dubochet traveling to London for the purpose in 
June, his edition of Cryptogame that same year and 
long before the French album.
 Yet as early as 7 April, even before the last install-
ments of the story had appeared in L’Illustration, 
Cham was telling his mentor of the preparations for 
the album version and asking for specifications as to 
which designs needed to be redone; Töpffer, feeling 
very ill (and declining Dubochet’s invitation to seek 
a cure in Paris), left the choice of substitute cuts 
to Cham, but wanted the Abbé restored, together 
with his wandering frame-lines, and some captions 
rendered more exactly. By 22 June, he complains “is 
it abandoned, dead, buried, or is it in production?” 
and he wants the manuscript back; a week later 
Dubochet assures his cousin that “Cryptogame is 
about to enter the lists in another form,” but not 
ready because Cham still has to do some of the cuts 
crippled by the engraver, which required retaining 
the manuscript. By 30 July, all the while urging the 
sick man to try something new “of the Jabot, Vieux 
Bois, and Cryptogame family,” Dubochet describes 
the album as “in press, appetizing, cheap.” In 
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August more expressions of impatience arrive from 
Geneva, with concern not to drop the price below 
five francs (six was normal), and conceding that the 
Docteur stay instead of Abbé. But still the album 
did not appear, and it was not until the following 28 
February 1846 that Dubochet is able to tell Töpffer 
that he is getting his manuscript back via Abraham 
Cherbuliez.
 In fact, very little was done to the Illustration 
version, certainly not enough to justify the serious 
delay. The text was reset but virtually unchanged, 
and only seven scenes were redesigned and recut, the 
last of them so badly that one cannot believe it was 
drawn by Cham himself. Töpffer got his missionar-
ies back, but not his Abbé, who remains Docteur, 
nor his wandering frame-lines. (I give more details 
in Rodolphe Töpffer: The Complete Comic Strips). A 
new title page was added (p. 119), including four 
small children peering over the stone bearing the 
publisher’s name, three of whom are dark-skinned 
and one who wears a turban. The naughty sugges-
tion here must be that Cryptogame has been other-
wise busy in Algeria.
 Was the delay the fault of Cham, or Dubochet, 
or the engraving shop? Was one of the reasons 
Dubochet’s turning away from L’Illustration towards 
his uncle’s gas company? Was Cham too busy with 
other work to perform this little chore for the master 
he so much admired? For it was not until 25/27 April, 
in a letter written in Kity’s hand, when he was very 
close to death, that Töpffer acknowledges, briefly, 
receipt of Cryptogame (presumably the long-awaited 
album which bears the date 1846) and requests a copy 
of the English edition which Dubochet has (out of 
guilt?) failed hitherto to send him.
 Töpffer wanted the manuscript back so that he 
could proceed with the lithographic version which 
he seems to have started even before he sent off 
the manuscript, for the latter as it survives today 
has lithographs pasted in at pages 9–16. How he 
imagined selling the two versions simultaneously 

is not clear. Genevan booksellers were pressing for 
another in the Jabot series, and it may be that he 
wanted the lithographic version of Cryptogame not 
so much to sell separately, as to join all the other 
albums in a collected edition for which he had sold 
the six existing stories to Kessmann by 14 October 
1845. Kessmann brought out the first two install-
ments, Jabot and Crépin, by March 1846, but the col-
lection, which was faithfully copied from Töpffer, 
ended without the famous butterfly hunter.
 When he returned to lithograph the first pages 
he incorporated some details from Cham, but he 
was by now very sick indeed, lacking in control 
of hand and eye, and the changes he made to the 
drawings are for the most part done for their own 
sakes, to differentiate them, I suspect, from the 
Cham version, and are not improvements. His cov-
ering the bare shoulder of Elvire (whom Cham had 
already tried to render more attractive) and showing 
the hero, originally drawn in his shirtsleeves, fully 
dressed was an unnecessary concession, surely, to 
the prudes. Physical pain (“toothache on his hip”) 
and fear of time running out have blunted the old 
precision of control. He was even unable to rewrite 
a lithographic caption to incorporate the changes 
he wanted (fig. 6-2), and in Albert he let an obvious 
error (p. 37, no 2 for 20) pass him by.
 The success of Cryptogame before the bon gros 
public Töpffer always aspired to must have been par-
ticularly sweet (or bittersweet) to the author, now 
gravely ill. In the spring and summer Dubochet 
was writing to his cousin in Vichy, where he was 
undergoing treatment for his swollen spleen and a 
general debilitation. A letter raising the question of 
a German edition of Cryptogame was written, hor-
ribile dictu, in his daughter’s hand; Rodolphe, now 
too weak to use his pen, expressed the fear he would 
not leave Vichy alive.
 News of the public success of Cryptogame, 
which reached many thousands who had never be-
fore encountered the author’s work (he was billed in 
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L’Illustration as the author of Jabot, etc. and his fake 
anonymity was preserved in the album), prompted 
Dubochet to suggest discreetly that the author’s ex-
periences with the doctors at the famous spa invited 
some kind of medical satire. There had been some 
of this, to be sure, in the “stolen” Trictrac and, we 
surmise, in the (lost) Dr. Saitout, but this was other-
wise virgin territory for Töpffer, who had managed 
hitherto to avoid doctors, even or especially eye 
doctors. He had during previous summer’s “cure” 
contemplated a “Crépin à Lavey” (at the waters, in 
the bathhouse, in bed, taking coffee, playing whist), 
which went nowhere despite the success of some 
drawings shown around and presented to favored 
individuals at the spa.6 Dubochet had suggested (16 
November 1844) “the adventures and misadventures 
of a tourist during a season at the baths of Vichy, or 
elsewhere.” And his hint now (16 April 1845) for a 
série on tourists, thinking of how amusingly Töpffer 
had mocked them in his Voyages, would anticipate 
the direction taken by the European comic strip in 
mid-century. The artist was more inclined to the 
medical satire, although the two topics could ob-
viously have been combined, but any bambochade 
(bambocciata, humorous genre scene) was to be en-
couraged. Dubochet had followed up Cryptogame in 
L’Illustration with a strip repeating the African lo-
cale, which only underscored the uniqueness of his 
Swiss cousin’s talent, as he pointed out, presciently: 
“You have created the genre and you haven’t seen 
the last of your imitators.”7 Anxious not to im-
portune a very sick man by demanding of him the 
slightest effort, Dubochet gently encouraged him 
in his medical satire, for which he even had a title 
or name of protagonist: “Vichy must be crowded 
with people great and humble. You have there a vast 
field of observation and you will have drawn there 
from nature more than one episode of M. Hydro-
phile.” Some mockery of his own painful, useless, 
or counterproductive treatment might have brought 
psychological relief, but, alas, he could not even be-

gin to draw this or other ideas: “I have three stories 
in my head, of which two are almost written in cap-
tions [Claudius Berlu and Lord Turneps?—see Ro-
dolphe Töpffer: The Complete Comic Strips], but there 
is no way that I can draw the slightest bit of a fig-
ure, nor apply myself to anything at all, other than 
drinking, soaking, digesting, vegetating, dragging 
myself round, to end up spending atrocious nights 
after 48 hour days.”8 He could still write, however, 
and with despairing gaiety, especially the long, daily 
letters to his wife. He died a year later, probably of 
leukemia or hepatitis.
 Like Vieux Bois, Cryptogame parodies romantic 
love, but in reverse: instead of an ardent male lover 
indefatigably pursuing the torpid female against all 
obstacles, an equally ardent fiancée pursues an un-
willing (and not at all torpid) male in the wildest 
adventures. Although as crazy and surreal in its in-
cidents as any of the other Töpffer tales, Cryptogame 
is structurally more linear, borne along on a single 
narrative thread, with no “meanwhiles” that take us 
back in time and across space to where the author 
left another lot of characters. The lack of political or 
intellectual satire, apart from that involving Muslim 
Algeria, a target soft and safe, also made it suitable 
for children, as witness the much doctored German 
and Dutch versions, where Elvire is turned into a 
sister rather than fiancée.
 The changes wrought by Töpffer (and Dubo-
chet-Cham) in the various versions of Cryptogame 
between 1830 and 1845, not to speak of those made 
by plagiarists and copyists since, make a fascinat-
ing and complex story in which we can only point 
to some highlights. Töpffer’s own changes between 
1830 and 1844 add coherence and dynamism. Elvire, 
the dynamo who keeps the story revolving (and other 
figures in it as well, quite literally), acquires true 
mock-heroic stature through the addition of several 
important incidents. With superhuman strength she 
whirls the Turk, who has kidnapped her for his ha-
rem, around by the beard and into the sea (fig. 6-4). 
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6-4. Elvire frees herself and seizes the old Turk by the beard, swings him around and throws him into the ocean (Cryptogame 101–2).

6-5. Meanwhile Elvire turns the head of the Dey, who accedes to all her fantasies. Then at the given moment, like Judith, she thrusts 
her dagger into her Holofernes (Cryptogame 157–58).
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Later (fig. 6-5), in immediate fear of ravishment, 
and with truly biblical courage, she reenacts Judith 
pretending to submit to Holofernes, the better to 
plunge a dagger into the tyrant’s breast and es-
cape. This scene, omitted in the children’s versions, 
makes a startling contrast to the usual passive ha-
rem scenes so beloved of the painters and illustra-
tors (Ingres and so many more); I have found only 
one French lithograph (fig. 6-6) showing a com-
parable counter-aggression. In 1830 Elvire adopted 
the much less heroic tactic of hitting the Dey in the 
head with a stone. She is on her own: Cryptogame 
and company make no attempt to intervene when 
she is abducted, and he even wears a smile of relief 
at the sight (fig. 6-7). This is consistent: he prefers 
slavery to the Turk to slavery to Elvire.
 The reaction of Cryptogame to the overall 
increase in the mass and speed of his fiancée’s on-
slaught is correspondingly and comically height-
ened. Töpffer much prolongs his iron resistance 
to the various means Elvire uses to unfreeze her 
lover onboard ship in a polar climate: all her ardent 
pleas, her hot toddies, her pectoral frictions, down 
to roasting on a spit, leave him—literally—cold. In 
1844 Cryptogame tries actively to palm Elvire off on 
his companion the Abbé, impelled now by a double 
motive: fear of bigamy (not present in 1830) as well 
as of Elvire. And in the published version, in which 
the (celibate) Abbé has become a Professor, Cryp-
togame adroitly encourages his courtship of Elvire 
and marriage to her. The whole affair is enriched, 
in a classic, comically counterproductive maneuver, 
by Elvire’s finding her own motive for encouraging 
the Abbé: to make Cryptogame jealous and thus 
(re)kindle his love.
 The introduction in 1844, much earlier in the 
story, of Elvire’s rival, the Belle Provençale, who 
celebrates her nuptials immediately and secretly 
in the belly of a whale (the name Cryptogame is 
actually Greek for “secretly married”), adds wings 
and credibility to the hero’s flight, and a mythic di-
mension too: the hero finds his salvation (or so he 

6-6. B. R. Julien after Alexandre Evariste Fragonard, The Virtuous Odalisque, lithograph, 1833 
(from DelPlato).

6-7. The Dey’s officers, hearing that there were three Christians on board, take possession of 
them, and begin with Elvire whom they destine for their master’s seraglio (Cryptogame 142).
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and we think) in “another world”; and belched up 
by the monster, whose digestive system is disturbed 
by the nuptial dancing, he is reborn as it were, like 
Jonah—and, we may add, like Baron Munchausen, 
perhaps an inspiration to Töpffer specifically here, 
as generally in the narration of comic impossibilia. 
In The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, that Euro-
pean best-seller, we find as in Töpffer the Turkish 
factor and oddities like a sojourn in a haystack.
 The dénouement of the 1844 version is as vio-
lent as Elvire’s temper and pursuit. Delayed by fur-
ther adventures, Cryptogame’s honeymoon has only 
just begun, when it is interrupted by Elvire. Her 
suicidal self-explosion eliminates her from the story, 
clearing the way for eternal bliss; this, however, in 
a last-minute twist belying the conventional and 
superficial, even ironic happy-marriage ending of 
several of Töpffer’s other tales, prose and pictorial, 
proves to be short-lived, faced as the hero suddenly 
is with a hitherto concealed brood of brats from the 
bride’s first marriage. He is glumly acquiescent, but 
we know his butterfly-hunting days are over.

 For one whose eye was always on local Gene-
van affairs, Töpffer’s use of the French occupation 
of Algeria seems extraordinarily well timed. Five 
weeks before he completed the first draft of Cryp-
togame, French forces invaded Algeria, beginning 
on 14 June 1830; he had preceded his picture story 
with a school playlet set in Algeria called Les Aven-
tures de M. Coquemolle, Folie en 3 actes, written in 
1829 and performed for the baptism on 6 September 
1830 of his son François.9 (It was successfully revived 
on the occasion of the bicentenary celebrations, Ge-
neva 1999.) There is some thematic overlap. The 
barbaric behavior of Muslim leaders, toward their 
own people as well as the Europeans they massacred 
and enslaved, were topoi current in art and literature 
and sharpened by the Greek war of independence, 
while romantic lithographs and painters presented 
the attractive, erotic side to Muslim harem life. In 

Töpffer, Arabs massacre the entire crew of a Norwe-
gian whaler; the stupid and tyrannical Dey of Algiers 
capriciously hangs his court scientists; while the cap-
tured Cryptogame and company, avoiding the even 
more horrid fate of the galley slaves, are assigned to 
relatively congenial and painless tasks, Cryptogame 
as a gardener, the Abbé as a tutor to the Dey’s chil-
dren, and Elvire as harem maiden, a role she escapes 
as we have seen. Can the escape of our Europeans, 
under cover of the fire started accidentally by friction 
from the beam tied to the Abbé’s leg, be seen as that 
of Europeans seeking to avoid the fire of colonial 
destruction? Lord Exmouth in 1816 threatened Dey 
Omar-Pacha with destruction of the town, which the 
invading French accomplished, in part, in 1830. Ali 
Khodja, elected the new dey after the assassination 
of Omar-Pacha, died of the plague at the moment he 
was considering abducting the wife and daughter of 
the Dutch consul for his seraglio—or so we are told 
by an Histoire d’Alger of 1841.10

 “As for the slaves at Algiers, they are not in-
deed so unhappy,” wrote a Frenchman referring to 
the household, as opposed to the galley slaves.11 In 
Cryptogame the Europeans are treated better than 
the Algerian scientists, and in fact of history many 
captives ended up with decent jobs, as shopkeepers, 
gardeners (like Cryptogame himself ), tutors (like 
the Abbé), and even as a kind of toy for children 
playing horsie, like the Abbé again (fig. 6-8). Many, 
like Cryptogame, “took the turban,” embraced Islam 
as “renegades.” Their lives in North Africa may in-
deed have been an improvement over life at home.
 The climate of political and cultural criticism 
within which Töpffer first sketched the story was 
much aggravated by the time he came to publish it 
fifteen years later. The continuing war to establish 
French control, and the heroic resistance of Abd el-
Kadr, kept Algeria and North Africa in the public 
eye. The fourth volume of L’Illustration (September 
1844–February 1845) began a separate index cat-
egory called “Scènes d’Algérie,” so important had 
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the country become in the public mind. Excite-
ment mounted in 1844 with Biskra’s expedition, the 
bombardment of Mogador, Bugeaud’s victory at 
Isly, and the subsequent peace treaty—all featured 
and illustrated in the magazine. Algeria remained 
prominent throughout the months that Cryptogame 
was run; indeed the topic reached a climax in the 
very same issue that carried Töpffer’s first Algerian 
episode (March 15), with a spectacular full-spread 
feature on Horace Vernet’s “Capture of the smala 
[family headquarters] of Abd el-Kadr.” This enor-
mous, panoramic painting had been the sensation 
of the Salon that year. At the same time, beyond 
the conquest of Algeria, in the well-honed manner 
of imperialist cultural appropriation, Arab customs 
and exoticisms continued to excite the European 
imagination. Töpffer may as a boy have seen Ros-

sini’s L’Italiana in Algeri, which had scored a great 
success in Geneva in 1813, and where the Bey of 
Algiers has a wife called Elvire, a name used also 
in Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni for the abandoned 
female.12

 The Genevan artist also projected into Algeria 
his experience of civil disorder at home. In 1844 he 
added a scene showing the terrible chaos caused by 
the janissaries’ method of choosing a new dey (see 
fig. 2-2), meant surely to mirror the anarchy the au-
thor blamed on the electoral agitations of the Ge-
nevan radicals. Too busy fighting to notice that a 
fire is consuming the city, the Algerian citizens lose 
all chance of escape and are driven into the ocean. 
This replicates Töpffer’s warnings in his polemi-
cal journalism: Genevan infighting would result in 
the ruin of that of the most perfect of structures, 

6-8. The little Moustachas suggest to their tutor a game of horsie, which prejudices the lesson. When the Abbé puts an end to it, the 
lesson is not advanced thereby (Cryptogame 145).
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the Genevan constitution. Otherwise, and, to his 
French public, the destruction of Algiers and its 
citizens was just vengeance for the long tradition 
of Muslim piracy, enslavement of Christians, and 
insults to diplomats.
 Ironically, it is the dim-witted and otherwise 
torpid Abbé, employed to teach physics to the 
Dey’s unruly children or be hanged, who, running 
off with the beam tied to his leg (fig. 6-9), illustrates 
the laws of physics, friction causing the fire that is 
the salvation of the Europeans. Or is the fire—an-
other poetic justice?—the fault of the children of 
the Dey, who tied the beam to their tutor’s leg? The 
beam becomes a virtual attribute of the Abbé, for 
he does not rid himself of it during all is subsequent 
adventures, down to the end, where the Belle Pro-
vençale’s children fight over it. If the beam is viewed 
as a symbol of the Abbé’s pedagogic martyrdom, as 
seems reasonable, one is tempted to see an autobio-
graphical flourish here: Töpffer tied to the burden 
of his schoolmastering. More simply, the beam is 
the burden of life, and of the Abbé’s stupidity.

 Most of the Algerian episode survived intact 
from the 1830 version, gaining as we have seen in 
topicality. But a crescendo of movement of another 
kind, one that was particularly admired in Weimar, 
met with significant refinement. Starting from an 
almost true dead point—for when Elvire faints af-
ter a superlative fit of rage, the Abbé and Crypto-
game prepare to throw her overboard, thinking her 
dead—a spark of energy from the suddenly reviv-
ing virago sets off a most wonderful chain reaction. 
Cryptogame flees and she pursues; but then, in 1844, 
through a witty reversal of designs Elvire, the pursuer 
of Cryptogame, appears to be pursued by him; and 
they, pursued by the Abbé, who both flees and pur-
sues in imitation as is his wont, infect a descending 
hierarchy of crew, animals, and furniture, causing the 
whole ship to revolve and everyone to be pursuing 
and fleeing everyone else, in the kind of vertiginous 
mix-up dear to early movie farce (see fig. 2-1).
 These are all additions. In 1844 Töpffer also 
made one small and one large cut. The small one is 
of rats, which in 1830 infest no fewer than twenty-

6-9. The rope holds fast, but the beam breaks, bringing down the ceiling and Moustacha too. The Abbé who is doubly afraid of being 
hanged flees pell mell. Unfortunately at the moment he jumps out the window, he is caught by the beam. The little Moustachas, afraid 
of being scolded by their father, come to his aid. And the Abbé continues his flight (Cryptogame 152–55).



[  107 ]THE LAST YEARS: CRYPTOGAME , ALBERT

five scenes—fighting it out against the humans in 
the belly of the whale, clinging to the back of Elvire 
as she is hoisted aboard the Algerian brig, being 
eaten alive by the starving hero. Highly amusing, 
surely, to the schoolboys of the Pension Töpffer, but 
not to be risked with the mixed family readership of 
L’Illustration.
 The larger cut, involving the last fifty-eight 
scenes of the 1830 manuscript (reproduced in our 
facsimile edition), is harder to explain. It affects the 
purest and most pristine, the most cinematic, funny, 
and physical of Töpfferian farce (fig. 6-10). Did 
the author deem it simply too silly for public con-

sumption? Or did this episode, with which Töpffer 
had left the story suspended in midair, threaten to 
prolong beyond feasible limits a story that must be 
quickly brought to its dénouement?
 The change of format from small oblong al-
bum to large magazine (pictorial area 32 by 24 cm, 
roughly the format of a large modern comic book 
and graphic novel) was drastic. A series of crowded, 
full vertical quarto pages (to a total of twenty-two), 
such as became virtually standard with subsequent 
magazine comic strips, was new to Töpffer, whose 
oblong or “landscape” format albums with their 
ample margins helped propel and oxygenated a 

6-10. When Elvire claims Mr. C. as her property, she is also jailed as an accomplice. In jail, the Abbé thinks he hears Mr. Criptogame 
[sic] singing. Hearing the Woman from Provence coughing in the neighboring room, Mr. C. gives vent to love songs. The arrow reaches 
its target. Each having made a hole in the wall on the side of their affections, they insinuate themselves simultaneously. Mr. C. averts 
the storm by protesting to Elvire that he was just on the way to join her (Cryptogame ms, 1830, 181–87).
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breathless narrative. The magazine also attenuated 
the forward impulse inherent both in the horizontal 
album shape and in the left-to-right movement of 
the figures, which Cham, culpably, did not bother to 
reverse. With the crowding of three rows of scenes 
per page in L’Illustration there is a loss of suspense 
and rushing air. Finally, the magazine’s page format 
flattened out or obscured a characteristic break in 
rhythm: the ritardando of the single climactic or 
caesural scene spread over a whole page, followed by 
the accelerando of multiple, similar narrow scenes.
 The “freedom” enjoined by Töpffer on his 
copyist Cham included that of leaving breaks in 
the lines of the face which contribute essentially to 
their mobility and openness of expression. Töpffer 
explained, at some length, how this worked in his 
treatise Essai de Physiognomonie, published soon 
afterward. This kind of abbreviation was a func-
tion of the speed with which the artist drew, and 
helped maintain continuity of a facial type, as any 
cartoonist today knows. Working for the “bon gros 
public” Cham was less willing to take his audience’s 
comprehension for granted, and filled out Töpffer’s 
sketches in order to achieve maximum legibility, 
which unfortunately entailed blurring psychologi-
cal ambiguities and simplifying complex emotional 
states. And yet Cham’s vulgarization of Töpffer for 
the masses is still much more lively than the dead 
hand of the plagiarists.
 Meanwhile, at some time towards the end he 
was contemplating a “revision” of Festus,13 presum-
ably a second edition of the picture story, and fusing 
Vieux Bois with the “best of Criptogame” [sic], in 
which “he tells the Hermit his past, that is his loves 
with Elvire.” This was, apparently, to be a novelette 
in the manner of the prose Festus, starting: “At 45 
years of age, Mr Vieux Bois frequented the public 
promenades. It is about the age of forty-five that 
Mr Vieux Bois’ star began to settle. This remarkable 
man was born under the sign . . .” (the manuscript 
here breaks off ).14 It may also be at this late period 

that he started to write The Story of Sébastien Brod-
bec, a fantastic tale such as he had never attempted, 
which veered into the sexual and for that reason 
stalled (see Appendix A). On the verso of the last 
page appears a sketch for an Histoire d’une Mala-
die, with a page of notes for a story with elements of 
Trictrac. Finally, one may add a project mooted with 
Dubochet in May 1843–1844, to do woodcut ver-
sion of Jabot and Crépin, the lithographic editions 
of which were almost sold out. Could they not be 
offered for wider distribution as cheap(er) woodcut 
albums that the big publisher Jules Hetzel might 
be interested in? Might they not be traced onto a 
woodblock, as they would be, afresh by another 
hand, onto lithographic paper for the posthumous 
collected editions? But the tests for a woodcut Jabot 
proved unsatisfactory.15 

Histoire d’Albert
 Töpffer’s newspaper failed to check the prog-
ress of the Genevan revolution. Quite apart from 
his irreducible political convictions, the schoolmas-
ter had another reason to fear social upheaval: it 
would jeopardize recruitment to his pension, a threat 
in actuality more than offset by the Voyages which 
served, fortuitously, to advertise it far and wide. His 
last new picture story was his symbolic revenge. 
The Story of Albert by Simon of Nantua was intended 
to be ready for the New Year 1845 gift market, and 
when this ambition was threatened by a delay at the 
printer’s the author wrote him a sharp reproach.16 
Albert is didactic, polemical, and generally all too 
serious in tone; there are some graphic high jinks 
but little of the erstwhile comic fantasy. The tale is 
attributed on the title page to one Simon de Nan-
tua, the fictional invention of Laurent de Jussieu, 
a very conservative writer for the young, who casts 
Simon of Nantua in the best-selling book (Simon 
de Nantua, or the itinerant pedlar) as a conservative, 
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disciplinarian moralist who preaches, for instance, 
that poverty is due to laziness.
 Graphically, Töpffer’s story is remarkable for 
its fertile technical devices: use of the pars pro toto, 
and (in the same scenes) the refrain-like repetition 
of Albert being kicked by his father and making 
strategic escapes from trouble (fig. 6-11). Despite its 
claim to be the first truly political modern comic 
strip, it has remained the least popular of Töpffer’s 
published stories.17 In Geneva it may have been en-
gulfed by the events it satirizes; there were no re-
views, and a friend sensed why it was neglected in 
Geneva: “It is a pity for your readers that so many 
things are momentarily escaping ridicule by dint 
of being odious or fatal, or rather that the ridicule 
which they really need as does every evil, hides under 

horror and disgust; your gallery would be infinitely 
extended. . . . Our Switzerland is at the moment full 
of Alberts, but they are not yet fun at all; at least they 
are not yet having fun. Their hour will come. I wish 
the hour were already come to deliver up to ridi-
cule this cross-eyed politics and its equivocal lan-
guage.”18 Beyond the Alps praise came from none 
other than Count Camillo Cavour—with Mazzini 
maker of a united Italy—to whom Töpffer sent a 
copy (they had actually dined together in 1838). Ca-
vour thanked Töpffer at some length: “The Story of 
Albert contains a subtle and witty satire of much of 
our current wrongdoing, it is a comedy of a Molière 
of today where instead of a Tartuffe of piety, you 
find so many tartuffes of industry, tartuffes of prog-
ress, tartuffes of patriotism etc. . . .”19

6-11. Despite natural law, Albert is arrested for not having a hunting license. And because of natural law his father administers a 
correction somewhere. Forced to return to the lectures, Albert brings his Hugo and feasts on Djinns, nothingness, death, oceans, and 
ideology. But the law does not improve thereby, so that Albert tries painting in verse the inner void of his soul . . . the tomb that opens 
to his washed-out youth a seductive maw (Albert 10).
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 Albert attacks radicalism, opportunism, and 
political journalism. Its point of departure is a failed 
education, which is blamed not so much on the 
prevalence of false doctrines, as in Crépin, as on the 
individual moral flaw compounded by bad parent-
ing. Old enough to be held personally responsible, 
Albert squanders his educational opportunities at 
the public schools (no private tutors for him). Of 
good bourgeois stock, alternately thrashed and 
kicked about by his father and spoiled by his mother, 
he is a dabbler, intelligent but lazy, inquisitive but 
scatterbrained, the kind of boy whom Töpffer must 
have known in his school. He is seduced by Ro-
manticism and subsists for a while on a diet of jinns, 
void, death, oceans, and ideology (doctrines—a dig 
at Victor Hugo here [fig. 6-11]). He tries to launch 
himself as a romantic poet, with a collection of po-

ems called Harmonies Orageuses (Stormy Harmo-
nies) for which he gets a preface from Mr. La Bar-
tine (i.e., Lamartine), and puts up posters—just the 
kind of pretension and publicity Töpffer abhorred. 
So far Albert’s only crime has been to hunt without 
a license, and absent the normal vices of youth that 
the literary stereotype of the wastrel demanded—
drink, gambling, womanizing—his downward path 
is signaled by radical doctrines, contempt of all au-
thorities, and flirting with the Carbonari.
 The initially and theoretically secret society of 
the Carbonari (literally, charcoal burners) started 
in Italy, where it eventually grew to become the 
Giovine Italia and as such, eventually, midwife to 
the young unified Italian state. The Carbonari had 
been cruelly persecuted by the Austrians in Italy, 
and spread to France under the leadership of Lafay-

6-12. Unfortunately, bankruptcy is declared, and Jaques [= Albert] decamps. On behalf of a publisher-bookseller Albert is charged with 
placing the big edition of Metaphysics in Pictures, text and engravings, so that he begins to pester from floor to floor. Ground floor / 
first floor / 2nd / 3rd / 4th (Albert 25).
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ette, and elsewhere in Europe, totaling an estimated 
60,000 members by the early 1830s,20 with official, 
paranoid estimates for Italy alone ten times higher. 
Töpffer has the Carbonari satirically infiltrating 
the post of lamplighter all over France, from which 
vantage point a simultaneous uprising would occur 
and take over. In fact, there were in 1821 widespread 
plans in France for a simultaneous uprising in towns 
hundreds of miles apart, led by Carbonarists strate-
gically placed in government positions. The plan was 
discovered and violently repressed. Töpffer’s choice 
of lamplighter as the office of choice to infiltrate is 
partly absurd and partly symbolic: better street light-
ing was a generally demanded reform, and artificial 
light symbolized Enlightenment, to counter the ob-
scurantism of the “Holy Alliance [which] loomed 
darkly over the whole of the continent,” in the words 
of a history of secret societies of 1876.21 The “Ultras” 
or worst reactionaries were called éteignoirs (light-
extinguishers). A German satirical magazine called 
itself Leuchtkugeln (balls of light), an Italian one Il 
Lampione. Töpffer’s choice of lamplighter must have 
amused Dubochet, who had begun to work for his 
uncle’s gas company and sold company shares to his 
cousin.
 Meanwhile, between his first flirtation and his 
active cooperation in Carbonarist conspiracy, Albert 
has tried himself and failed in a picaresque array of 
lowly trades: dentistry, podiatry, popular publishing, 
selling encyclopedias door-to-door (fig. 6-12), wine 
and groceries, manufacturing candles, and mak-
ing chocolate without cocoa—this last an outright 
swindle of the Macaire-ish kind. The ease with 
which Albert floats from one menial job to another 
masks the real economic fact of high levels of unem-
ployment and lack of job security. The ease was at 
the other end, that of the employers, who hired and 
fired workers at will. Töpffer identified members of 
the disaffected lower middle class, the class he had 
risen from, allied to equally discontented artisans, 
as the core of the radical and revolutionary move-
ments. This was correct, although their ideologues 

and activists were in reality also, often enough, up-
per class and aristocrats. Töpffer’s Mangini, one of 
the three Carbonarists to whom he gives a name, is 
clearly Giuseppe Mazzini, son of a wealthy doctor 
and university professor, who became a lawyer and 
Carbonarist and was exiled to Geneva, where he be-
friended James Fazy and helped found the Young 
Switzerland society in 1834.
 Discovered, Töpffer’s conspirators flee France 
for Switzerland, where the free press, relaxed gov-
ernment, and hospitality to refugees from all over 
Europe offer fertile ground for subversion. The 
specific target in The Story of Albert (which was 
originally called The Story of Jaques) is the Genevan 
radical leader James Fazy ( James is the equivalent 
of Jacques).22 Son of a highly cultured, conservative, 
and important manufacturer father and Fourierist 
mother, James Fazy was educated in Paris, where 
he militated as a journalist for the 1830 Revolu-
tion and then against Louis-Philippe, for which he 
was jailed. He was associated, briefly, with Mazzini 
and the Carbonari. Back in Geneva in 1833, Fazy 
founded several journals, locking horns with 
Töpffer’s own Courrier de Genève (15 January 1842–
22 March 1843, with about 105 articles by the art-
ist). Töpffer accused Fazy there, as in the figure of 
Albert, of engaging in unscrupulous agitation with 
selfish mercenary interests. While Töpffer spoke 
for traditional oligarchical (clerical-academic) rule, 
Fazy and his party, the Association du Trois Mars, 
represented major Genevan business interests with 
which the large, skilled, and long-disenfranchised 
artisan class (mostly watchmakers) identified.
 Albert is modeled only partly on Fazy the indi-
vidual, however. He is also a political type, the revo-
lutionary as caricatured by the conservative, then as 
now, so as to conceal the true social forces behind 
revolutions and revolutionaries. For indeed, whether 
agitating above or below ground, the typical revo-
lutionary or carbonaro was not—as in Töpffer—a 
shiftless coward, egotist, or drunkard who blabbed 
secrets to strangers in cafés, rhetorically brandished 
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daggers at meetings, and promised death to all ty-
rants and liberty to all peoples, sealed in an end-
less series of dinner-table toasts. Both Fazy and 
Mazzini, the Italian nationalist honored today with 
innumerable streets named after him, not to speak 
of a host of revolutionary leaders then and since, 
were men of the highest moral probity, brave and 
tenacious. Dubochet himself, in Paris with Fazy, 
had shown Carbonarist sympathies, for which he 
had been arrested in 1822. Where Albert is a fantast, 
a floater both in the realm of ideas and among peo-
ple, Fazy was the epitome of pragmatism. Having 
outgrown utopian socialism, he strove to develop 
a moderate liberal position with respect to a free, 
competitive market economy and democratic pro-
cedures based on universal suffrage and parliaments 
such as other Swiss cities had had since 1830. This 

was deemed the only route to stability and material 
progress. The constitution Fazy brought in survives 
in Geneva today.
 While the purpose of Albert is to vilify the 
character of the revolutionary, to trivialize his plots 
and the very idea of revolution, the “revolutionary” 
tactics that are presented as the most dangerous, be-
cause the most successful, turn out to be journalistic 
and legal. The “revolutionary demands” in Albert, 
like Fazy’s, are liberal ones, economic and political 
reforms directed from above. They resemble those 
of the French 1830 and 1848 revolutions, made by 
and for the press. Journalists were prominent in 
both, especially the latter, to which the insurrection 
in Geneva was a preliminary, relatively nonviolent 
tremor to a European earthquake.

6-13. “May an im-pure blood Qu-ench our furrows! Qu-ench our furrows!” No. 80 begs the powers to yield to the people their just 
demands. No. 90 begs the people to calm down, since the powers cannot refuse much longer their just demands. Meanwhile the 
people beginning to understand themselves and to be understood, the result is that the citizens fire on each other, the Constitution 
is overthrown, the town is in mourning, and business is ruined . . . (Albert 39).
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 In contrast to the comic-opera posturing and 
adventurism earlier in the story, apparently set 
in France, Albert’s agitation in his and Töpffer’s 
homeland of Switzerland/Geneva is conducted 
though “legitimate channels,” in particular, an op-
position press that appeals methodically to each ag-
grieved spectrum of the population, ranging from 
the big industrialists to the workers and lumpen 
types. The Genevan artisans in the watchmaking 
and allied trades, concentrated in the Saint Gervais 
district of the city, politically educated and tradi-
tionally combative, led the armed confrontations, as 
their fellow artisans in Paris did in 1830 and 1848.23 It 
is these Genevese workers, then, who brought Fazy 
to power. Albert/Fazy’s journal, after exploiting a 
generalized discontent that ensures its commercial 
success and good dinners for the owner, appeals to 
the government to agree on long-overdue constitu-
tional reforms and long-ignored popular demands 
for economic improvements, and to the people to 
keep calm. But whether this is hypocrisy or well 
intentioned, it is too late, the damage is done, the 
purpose is achieved of arousing the people, who 
“begin to understand themselves and to be under-
stood”—that is, in Marxian terms, achieve class 
consciousness—and violently turn the town upside 
down.
 On 13 February  1843, an abortive attack on the 
Genevan town hall left three insurgents dead. In 
Albert, street fighting breaks out more as the result 
of open journalistic agitation than as a result of the 
Carbonarist conspiracy that preceded it (fig. 6-13). 
To this extent, Töpffer’s satire is true to events. The 
momentary presence, in the 1830s, of Mazzini and 
Filippo Buonarrotti, another Carbonarist leader, 
seems actually to have left little impression. The 
Genevan revolution was strictly indigenous. As a 
projection of civil war, or total economic and po-
litical ruin, the fighting at the end of Albert is hap-
pily inaccurate: in October 1846, a few months af-
ter Töpffer’s death, the workers of Geneva again 
confronted the city government, which refused to 

take extreme measures against them and resigned, 
leaving Fazy in power. The new regime introduced 
a period in Genevan history generally regarded as 
both prosperous and progressive; and in this new 
era, pace Albert, the change was not merely the oc-
casion for the leader’s enrichment, or escape.

Töpffer’s aesthetic revolution: 
Theory and anti-theory

Töpffer lost against the political revolution at 
home; but the graphic and aesthetic revolution 
he pioneered and argued for was to be won in the 
twentieth century. His Essai de physiognomonie and 
his numerous essays on art, written serially over a 
dozen years beginning in the 1830s and gathered by 
Dubochet under the title Réflexions et menus-pro-
pos d’un peintre genevois (Reflections and Small Talk 
of a Genevan Painter, first edition 1848, constantly 
republished since), contain many of the seeds of 
aesthetic theory that have flowered in our own 
times. A modern critic has called them “the finest 
essays on aesthetics in French.”24 Baudelaire, who 
fails to mention Töpffer in his printed essays on 
caricature, knew of the Swiss,25 probably through 
Théophile Gautier, the friend he called his master. 
Gautier’s careful appreciation of Töpffer’s Réflexions 
in the Revue des deux mondes26 begins with a strenu-
ous correction of Sainte-Beuve’s disparagement of 
the comic albums, published six years before in the 
same magazine, and must have aroused attention.
 The aesthetic ideas of Töpffer and Baudelaire 
have much in common, notably in rebutting the 
fundamental (traditional, classical) idea that the 
function of art is to imitate and idealize nature. Both 
anticipated the modernist idea that art transforms 
nature, does nature over, transcends and bypasses it, 
and that art obeys its own laws independent of na-
ture. The Swiss does not go as far as to claim, with 
Baudelaire, that art may contradict nature. But art, 
being independant of nature, obeys its own laws. “Le 
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beau de l’art est absolument indépendant du beau 
de la nature,” was Töpffer’s lapidary pronounce-
ment.27 But never for a moment, for Töpffer, still 
the Calvinist Swiss, was art to be independent of 
morality, that is social morality, and here Baudelaire 
parted company from him. While Töpffer took 
a polemical stand against the idea of “art for art’s 
sake” (l ’art pour l’art, of which Gautier’s preface to 
Mademoiselle de Maupin [1835] is the manifesto), he 
and Baudelaire shared the aesthetic of negligence, 
of spontaneity—and particularly of flânerie, which 
may be translated, in Töpfferian terms, as casual 

mental zigzagging around. This is attested by the 
very form of Töpffer’s meandering, digressive art 
criticism, as well as of the dreamlike flow of the pic-
ture stories and the “zigzag” philosophizing in the 
Voyages en Zigzag, themselves conducted in reality, 
as far as was practical, as semi-organized flânerie. 
Töpffer is the Montaigne of aesthetic reverie.
 Töpffer’s ideas were rooted, more than he 
would have cared to admit, in Romantic attitudes. 
The notions of caprice, chance, instinct, and the 
unconscious which inform both theory and comic 
album; the insistence that all artistic signs are con-
ventional rather than more or less close approxima-
tions of nature; the special expressive value attached 
to naïve, crude, childish, and incomplete but “essen-
tial” forms, harking back (and over) to non-Western 
“primitive” art; the law by which any doodled face, 
“unable to exist without having an expression, must 
indeed have one” (“Töpffer’s Law”)—these ideas, 
although familiar now, were new then. Couched 
in a casual flow that seemed to resist being taken 
seriously, they have found a central place in E. H. 
Gombrich’s analysis of physiognomic perception as 
a fundamental aspect of artistic illusion and repre-
sentation.28 The idea of the doodle as it were an act 
of nature herself may be traced back to Töpffer’s 
discovery as a boy watching a cockchafer (hanneton) 
that had dipped its terebra in ink crawl magically 
about the page of an exercise book. In a famous pas-
sage from his partly autobiographical Bibliothèque 
de mon Oncle, he watched it make delicate traceries 
of lines, and taught it, with guidance from a wisp 
of straw, over a period of two hours, to write his 
name—“a masterpiece.”

 Töpffer is bubbling with theories that he can-
not take seriously. He cannot, above all, imagine the 
reader taking him seriously for long. Like Goethe 
having to read Cryptogame bit by bit, he fears get-
ting an indigestion of ideas, and losing the reader 
who may have wandered off on his own by now, or 
gone to sleep. The essays, which ramble on for 300 

6-14. Duché de Vancy: Scene from Easter Island, engraving for La Pérouse (Voyage around 
the World, 1786).
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pages, are wonderfully self-indulgent. Yes, Töpffer 
wrote and drew primarily to amuse himself. He will 
not attempt to define Beauty. Book 7, Chapter 1 of 
the Réflexions declares that to require him to do so 
would be to deny him liberty, and “try to strangle in 
my scrap of string this proteus of infinite transfor-
mations.”29

 The ugly, the monstrous are aesthetic criteria, 
after all. In his chapter (xx, Book 6) entitled “Where 
we deal with doodles” (Où il est question de petits 
bonhommes), he praises, as he did elsewhere, graffiti 
ancient and modern. He then goes on to evaluate 
the effect of statuary that very few people had ever 
seen, and was very little known: that of Easter Is-
land, only discovered and reproduced in engravings 
in the late eighteenth century. He calls the statues 
“misshapen grotesques which in their rough breadth 
and deformed proportion hardly resemble anything 
but themselves, which resemble nothing . . . [they 
show] cruel, hard, superior creatures, brutal divini-
ties, but divinities after all, of grandeur and beauty. 
They live, they speak, they proclaim” (fig. 6-14).30

 The preference for the primitive, to use the 
title of Gombrich’s last book, is deeply embedded in 
the rise of modernism, and is surely linked closely 
to Töpffer’s theories, probably more indirectly than 
directly. The loose, incomplete touch became that 
of Impressionism; the appropriation of the child-
ish, crude, and ugly became a norm of twentieth-
century art; the rejection of the academic, the sys-
tematic, of rules became the rule. Caricature, and 
comic strip as its narrative form that gave this style 
of draughtsmanship unheard-of popularity, blended 
into modernism, as did the fantastic, the surreal, the 
dreamlike.
 The tenuous line of social theory embedded in 
the Réflexions purports to serve as justification for 
Töpffer’s “graphic follies.” Being reproducible, they 
have a large potential audience; being simple-look-
ing—and thus aside from their sophisticated con-
tent—they appeal to the “simple man,” the masses 
of unlettered folk; conceived like Hogarth’s engrav-

ings with a moral purpose, even if that is not al-
ways as clear as with the great English precursor, 
they serve social improvement. Unlike Salon paint-
ing, which is for the rich, and unlike l ’art pour l’art, 
an absurdism leading to amoralism and anarchy,31 
Töpffer’s “engraved literature” serves the people. 
While the citizen militates against it, the artist, 
malgré lui, speaks for democracy.

Essai de Physiognomonie
Published, with Albert, in January 1845, handwritten 
and drawn in auto-lithography, the Essai de Physi-
ognomonie is as methodical, systemic, and rigorously 
logical as the Reflections and Small Talk of a Genevan 
Painter is randomly discursive, playful, and anti-sys-
temic. The tone is also simply more serious, even 
solemn, scientific—as if his thoughts and theories 
about an essentially whimsical and entirely original 
invention demanded it, in a way his aesthetic theory 
in general did not. The fundamental importance of 
the Essai as an analysis of the very language or se-
miotics of art was first recognized by Gombrich in 
his pioneering Art and Illusion: A Study in the Psy-
chology of Pictorial Representation (1960), in several 
pages of the chapter on The Experiment of Cari-
cature. Töpffer thereby took his proper place in the 
history of art theory, but unlike the often reprinted 
Small Talk, the Essai was not reprinted until our 
own times.32

 The point of departure was a polemical one 
recurrent in his thinking about narrative art: the 
moral usefulness of the hybrid form of pictorial 
literature which, practiced in the right, Hogar-
thian way, could act as a moral counterbalance to 
all the vicious literature of the Romantic school, of 
Sand, Balzac, and Sue. Töpffer himself, disingenu-
ously, wishes (thinking back to the mild criticism of 
Goethe, perhaps), that his own picture stories had 
been more directed to serious moral concerns. He 
wants a picture story in praise, for instance, of mar-
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riage, to counterbalance all the immoral seductions 
offered by the French writers named. Töpffer was 
too much the Calvinist to find adultery matter for 
artistic entertainment, although he must have rec-
ognized that Hogarth did just this in his six-part 
Marriage A-la-mode, which he mentions by name 
(and enlarges to “ten to twelve plates”). Töpffer 
imagines that Hogarth really spoke to the lower 
classes, as he believed the moralizing picture story 
should, to inoculate them against the poisons of Sue 
and company; his own clearly did not.
 There is a final irony here. The very method 
that Töpffer proposes depended on an auto-litho-
graphic technique excluded from popular imagery, 
which for economic reasons relied on woodcut. 
Töpffer’s Essai is, moreover, written on a high in-
tellectual level and is not the kind of text read by 
the simple makers of imagerie populaire. They were 
moreover under strict surveillance of a censorship 
quick to suppress anything politically untoward. 
Töpffer’s stories really bear no relationship to the 
tepid folktales peddled to the masses.
 The Physiognomonie booklet is, like the Essai 
d’Autographie, a how-to-do-it treatise, an appeal 
to the amateur who does not need to know how 
to draw in order to be able to draw. Simple con-
tours allow for easy development and recognition of 
forms; artistic signs are conventional and need not 
depend upon nature, especially when linear (there 
are no lines in nature). Expressions may be arrived 
at by doodling, that is, allowing the free-flowing 
pencil, accident, and chance (we would say the un-
conscious) to take over, and interrogating random 
scribbles for expressive effects (fig. 6-15). Hogarth 
(fig. 6-16) insisted he was in the business of drawing 
credible characters and not grotesque caricatures 
(exemplified lower right). But Hogarth is also, in 
this plate, doodling and varying like Töpffer, but in 
his own, more finished way, while Töpffer allows 
himself the barest signifiers, flicks of the pen. Bro-
ken lines (fig. 6-17) are sufficient to render expres-
sion and character, and have the advantage of in-
viting what Gombrich called “the beholder’s share.” 

6-15. Essai de Physiognomonie, title page, 1845.

6-16. William Hogarth, Characters and Caricaturas, 1743.
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We supply character or feeling, be the face never 
so crude, for merely by existing in lines on paper, a 
face must have an expression; it cannot indeed not 
speak to us, if only we listen. This is what Gom-
brich brightly codified into “Töpffer’s law.”
 In a series of demonstration drawings Töpffer 
shows and explains how doodled faces can be sys-
tematically varied to suggest an infinite range of 
moods and characters, how changing proportions of 
different parts of the face relate to each other, and to 
a part of the face kept constant, which thereby itself 
changes; proving that we react to a gestalt, a pat-
tern. Expressive facial types may be contradictory 
and incomplete. The artist distinguishes between 
the permanent and nonpermanent signs, the former 
being variable and fallible indices of character, the 
latter revealing reliable evidence of the emotions of 
the moment—what was called pathognomics. Here 
Töpffer returns to the critique he made in Crépin of 
phrenology, which is based on the assumption that 
the shape of the skull, particularly the upper part 
surrounding the brain, infallibly reveals character 
and even destiny. Physiognomics, the science of 
reading character and feeling from the signs, fixed 
or mobile, inscribed on the face, is “profound, subtle 
and mysterious;” phrenology, in theory and practice, 
was totally fallible, not even the beginnings of the 
science it set itself up to be. Töpffer skirts the fact 
that Lavater’s Physiognomic Fragments, published in 
German, French, and English over the last quarter 
of the eighteenth century (and in a new French edi-
tion the year Töpffer’s Physiognomonie came out), 
and deploying phrenological and physiognomic 

theory as it were divine truth, became a treasure 
trove of examples and stimuli for caricaturists and 
artists generally.
 The face of Crépin, as we have seen, happened 
by chance, and was then briefly interrogated until a 
character and future blossomed forth. The doodled 
face thus allowed for the unfolding of a destiny—
such a face on such a man was bound to give him 
wife- and children-trouble. Can we not add here that 
the physiognomic broken line which encouraged the 
beholder’s share found its counterpart in the narra-
tive broken line, with open space for a succession of 
accidents and unpredictables—the share of the artist 
himself as beholder, or that of a boy observing him at 
work, the share of the artist’s unconscious? Töpffer 
does not say what I intuit here as the logical con-
sequence of his graphic method, which, drawn out 
into the time dimension, creates unpredictable pat-
terns of incident and non sequitur. Or, like tempo-
rary physiognomic marks on the permanent signs of 
character, the pattern may be varied by circling back 
to “permanent” comic refrains such as Albert getting 
kicked in the pants, or Vieux Bois changing his shirt, 
or the dunking of the Rival on the waterwheel.

Frames and captions
The only place where Töpffer mentions his method 
of framing is in letters to Dubochet wanting the 
filets tremblotants (the trembling frame-lines) intro-
duced into the album edition of Cryptogame. This 
kind of frame actually complements the perfect 

6-17. “And note well that the least practiced eye supplies the gaps in imitation, with a facility and above all truthfulness which turn 
entirely to the advantage of the artist. There they are, heads, a gentleman and a lady who present broken lines in the highest degree, 
discontinuities of contour not a little monstrous . . .” (Essai de Physiognomonie, 1845).
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unity of text and drawing design. Philosophically 
Töpffer was averse to the straight line, to rules and 
rulers. When hiking, too: he disliked the “ribbons” 
(rubans) carved straight through the Alps to facili-
tate the horse-drawn vehicles; they were boring and 
unnatural.
 In his first sketched versions, Töpffer drew the 
vertical lines between scenes and horizontal ones to 
separate the captions freehand. In the lithographic 
versions, I would guess, he used a ruler as a rough 
guide for the maintenance of vertical and horizon-
tal, but ran his pen loosely beside it, and often cast 
aside the ruler to allow for in- and out-dents neces-
sitated by the overrunning caption, or letters like p 
or j that dropped below the line (e.g., Vieux Bois 
51). He allowed the frames, like his characters, to 
take on a spontaneous life of their own, in squiggles, 
curlicues, and faces. Like his use of handwriting in-
stead of typeface, the trembling, quirky frame line 
establishes continuity between image and word: in 
Crépin (see fig. 3-6), the frame grows a skull in sym-
pathy with those being thrown at the phrenologist 
in the picture above, while in Vieux Bois 44 the bot-
tom frame line seems to vocalize the squealing of a 
cat just above, as it sees Vieux Bois’s dog appearing 
in the chimney. The frame becomes pictorial, and in 
so doing suggests a fluidity of time between scenes.
 In another view, Töpffer’s peculiar frame-lines, 
in denying the convention that multiple vignettes in 
a print should be boxed on a page as pictures are on 
a wall, aspire to the convention that paintings, when 
exhibited to the public, had a right to individualized 
framing. The squiggles become sighs and twitch-
ings of discomfort and protest. At other times (e.g., 
Vieux Bois 46), Töpffer seems to be imitating the 
effect of a manuscript torn at the edges—as if in 
preemption of his schoolboy readers’ mistreatment 
in handling the pages.
 Playing with the frame has become a hallmark 
of avant-garde art today. Comic strip art has long 
been aware that the convention of the tight grid of 
boxes is only a convention, observed to be sure for 

much of the twentieth century, but now something 
to be varied, ignored, and joked with. This is part of 
the maturation of the genre. The mathematical reg-
ularity of the grid is satisfying, especially, it seems 
to children. This may have something to do with 
the custom of cutting out scenes and pasting them 
in to a book or on a screen, or it may respond to the 
feeling of the psychoanalyst and comic strip author 
Serge Tisseron, who as a child found happiness and 
safety in “space and time solidly partitioned: to ev-
ery image, its frame, to every text, its balloon; each 
panel caught in the double embrace of its line and 
column.”33

 “Which comes first, text or picture?” is the 
question always asked of makers of comic strips. 
The answer is, as a rule, text, as in medieval illumi-
nated manuscripts. But with Töpffer the captions 
were evidently composed or written after the draw-
ing was done, with their overruns, crowding, blank 
spaces, and awkward word breaks, despite the many 
signs revealed by the sketchbooks of careful plotting 
of the scenario in advance. The pictures drive the 
narrative. If the round table at which the Crépin 
family sit in the valedictory scene impedes the nor-
mal rectangularity of caption frame, well, let the 
caption curve to table, and to rotundity of toast.
 All this adds to the impression of spontaneity. 
It is not contrived; the author is letting us in on his 
creative process, where he himself does not know 
what will happen next. There are many small, easily 
correctable errors (notably the “Jaques” for “Albert,” 
25), and Töpffer makes no attempt to normalize his 
idiosyncratic handling of diacriticals. There is even 
a significant omission in a picture that it was left to 
plagiarist Aubert to make good: the missing hole 
in the roof in Vieux Bois (39). Rodolphe’s son Fran-
çois, when he came to copy, by tracing, his father’s 
designs for Garnier in 1860, is able to make the 
caption boxes look less crowded by writing them 
slightly smaller; he also smoothes out irregularities, 
corrects poorly defined accents, and generally en-
larges the scenes sideways to equalize proportions, 
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for which he adds bits of wall, furniture, architec-
ture, and foliage where necessary. But he does not 
alter the eccentricity of the frame lines. The im-
position of black boxes in certain German Töpffer 
editions (Nef 1887, and, even less excusable, Melzer 
1975, copying Nef ) condemns them outright.
 Throughout the history of the nineteenth-cen-
tury comic strip we find a deliberate, comic discor-
dance between caption and drawing. This discor-
dance reaches its apogee in Doré’s 1854 History of 
Holy Russia, where the “straight,” official historiog-
raphy (caption) is made to collide with and contra-

dict the cruel and cynical reality (drawing). Töpffer 
too plays on a discordance between the often stiff, 
solemn, banal, formal (and even archaic) phrasing 
of the caption (as it were, the official version of the 
mini-epic) against the spontaneous absurdity of the 
drawings (visualization of the imagined truth). It 
is the difference between what should be and what 
might be. The balance is perfect. There is here—as 
has been said of Wilhelm Busch, whose solemn 
moral platitudes in the verse highlight and contra-
dict the author’s evident delight in the mischief of 
the pictures—duel as well as duet.
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Chapter Seven
Töpffer The professionaL diLeTTanTe

We may be glad, as Töpffer eventually confessed 
himself to be, that his weak eyesight pre-
vented him from becoming a painter. Instead, 

he became everything else. His weak eyesight, 
moreover, taught him to draw rapidly, and evolve 
the system of doodling that became his hallmark. 
We may be glad, too, that he stayed in Geneva. In 
Paris he could have made a career as a journalist 
or as a professional illustrator/cartoonist, or both at 
once, like Cham. In Geneva, he earned his bread 
in a very respectable and very Genevan occupation: 
as a schoolmaster, and then university lecturer. He 
occasionally grumbled about his confinement to an 
academic “galley,” chained to two iron balls (bou-
lets). His complaints at being locked into teaching 
or supervising classes of boys in his school for seven 
hours a day should not deceive us into thinking that 
this constituted an obstacle to his creative work; it 
may even have encouraged it. The worst was that 
he often could not get out until 10 p.m. to visit 
with friends. Assuming, as one may without hard 
evidence, that his presence in class was more light 
supervision while the boys got on with their own 
work than actual teaching, which was probably con-
fined to Greek, one can imagine the imagination, 
as it burned pen or pencil to paper, seeking far and 
wide respite and refuge from the humdrum tasks 
to which the boys were fixed, under his eye, in his 
sight, but faded from his mind.
 Töpffer the academic insists that he never 
wanted to be a professional writer, much less pro-
fessional artist. He tried, indeed, to make a virtue 

out of his amateur status, and to carve out for him-
self the role of one who was precipitated, willy-nilly, 
into the public sphere, while retaining all the vir-
tues of the amateur: modesty, lack of ambition, sim-
plicity, improvisation, hobbyism, exercise of talent 
to amuse oneself and an inner circle of family and 
friends, rather than quest for the market of a big, 
paying public. In this context, his oeuvre as strip 
cartoonist is exemplary, as if he had invented the 
genre in order to prove the merits of amateurism. 
Caricature had always been something of the prov-
ince of the gifted amateur.
 There is a key passage here, from the auto-
biographical statement he wrote for his patron 
and launch-pad the French critic Sainte-Beuve: he 
was “a sort of author without knowing and above 
all without wanting it; without knowing it because 
for a long time I wrote just for the pleasure I took 
in this hobby and to conjure up a poetic world [as 
an escape from] the real world where all is prose, 
obliged by my profession of schoolmaster to spend 
seven hours a day in a class peopled with thirty to 
forty boys. It is there I wrote all I wrote, consecrating 
to this amusing work all the hours when I was not 
giving the class; [I became an author] unwittingly, 
because I feared by publishing books my identity as 
an author would jeopardize my status and interests 
as a schoolmaster. That is why I published some of 
my opuscules only long after they were composed, 
and without any preface and anonymously.”1

 It is curious here to see how the writer sub-
sumes under the term “opuscules,” without nam-
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ing them in particular, that particular category of 
histoires en estampes or graphic novels for which he 
had by this date gained immediate notoriety, as if 
he intuited a certain critical resistance to them. Yet 
it was they, together with the early Voyages, that 
had to wait years to be published, not the novels or 
art criticism, and it was they above all, rather than 
any other work, that were capable of jeopardizing 
his status as an academic. No one could object to a 
professor of literature publishing works of fiction, 
especially those of a didactic and moralistic turn. 
But caricatures? Already his father, a genre painter 
ipso facto related to caricature, had suffered from 
the association, which prevented him, the “Hogarth 
of Geneva,” from becoming its David Wilkie.2

 An English aesthetician damned caricature 
with characteristic vigor, and venom: caricaturists

Like maggots hatch’d in summer’s noontide hour,

The filth, which gives them being, they devour . . .

Crawl out like bugs, conceal’d in shades of night.

Unknown to all, but when they stink or bite . . .3

 On the eve of Töpffer’s death in 1846 the Revue 
de Genève was vituperating against his comic strips 
as a corruption of taste, for they were puerile, needed 
no work, fatigued by the constant repetition of the 
same figures, and constituted in fine a prostitution of 
undoubted literary talent.4 Some years before, with 
his reputation as caricaturist newly established, the 
Journal de Genève used a review of the prose Festus as 
a stick to beat Professor Töpffer for his unbecoming 
behavior. The anonymous reviewer reveals a prudish, 
narrow-minded stance that would have been shared 
by many influential Genevans, and is worth some 
attention. Caricature may be innocent as long as it 
is not personal—Geneva is happy to be without its 
attendant vulgarity, in art as in the theater. Töpffer 
has been ruined by his success; while Vieux Bois, 
Jabot, and Pencil were funny, Crépin was not. “It is 
disgraceful to drag in the mud illustrious names well 
worth that of M. Bonnefoi, without tainting as low 

charlatans all those devoted to perfecting the noble 
science of education.” It is particularly improper for 
one who occupies an official position in society and 
has a duty to offer a model to youth. “It is sad to see 
talent spoiled by success and the flattery of a narrow 
circle of fanatical friends; it is sad to see a man of wit 
take the wrong turning, strive to please only by his 
faults, exaggerate them daily the more, and end up 
by cultivating the least elevated of his faculties. An 
ingenious and witty author might thus turn into a 
tasteless joker . . . We would be truly embarrassed if 
we had to cite the relevant pages [of Festus], whereby 
the French language is dragged in the mud . . . It is 
an incredible witless accumulation of vulgar, worth-
less jokes . . . May the author, who counts among 
our modest national celebrities, stop on this slippery 
slope. May this unfortunate experiment deter him 
from an unfortunate continuation.”5

 This complaint, by 1840, left the artist amused, 
but gave him pause to reflect on whether maybe the 
Festus type of offending opuscule was not more the 
true Töpffer than all his more “respectable” literary 
efforts. Had he perhaps been led astray by a rival 
muse? “She had me do deathly maudlin books, 
while the other made me do Festus that the Journal 
de Genève disliked.”6 Addressing Sainte-Beuve the 
cosmopolitan Parisian critic, Töpffer pretends that 
Geneva is too narrow-minded to honor the mod-
est literary pretensions of a schoolmaster, especially 
when they “descend” to the frivolous and comic. The 
term descend is interesting. The idea of descent into 
a (more) creative unconscious is attractive. From 
the start, a decade earlier, he confessed to a friend 
that he “hid himself ” in a “cellar” (cave) to draw his 
picture stories. “Pedagogue by profession, draughts-
man on occasion, actor so to speak. I hide in order 
to draw. I hide myself in my cellar to compose my 
drolleries (drôleries), for fear that I be accused of be-
ing cold towards Poland, insensible to the great so-
cial movement, frigid towards Belgium,”7 referring 
to revolutionary movements in those countries, the 
topics of the day.
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 Ironically, shortly before he is to be launched in 
Paris as a writer by the critic Sainte-Beuve and pub-
lisher Dubochet with all the attendant publicity, he 
tries, in a letter to a correspondent in Russia (Xavier 
de Maistre, his contact with Sainte-Beuve), to up-
hold the pretense that he is content to write in ob-
scurity: “The further I go, the more I am content to 
have no relationship with critics, editor/publishers, 
journals etc., to write in obscurity for my recreation, 
without any idea of speculation, without any preten-
sion to celebrity, to be a schoolmaster who writes 
and not an author who is a schoolmaster.” Then, af-
ter revealing the plans for a Parisian edition of his 
works, he recognizes the contradiction, admitting he 
is “horribly afraid that you are absolutely right,” he 
is a professional.8 And he is beginning to become 
greedy for the praise, and the money, that the al-
bums are bringing him, “greedy until that time that 
I become miserly.” “I publish silently, and I love the 
praise and the reactions that come to me silently.”9

 He includes the comic albums here, and by 
1840, when most were published, he confesses “to be 
more pleased at having made two crazy stories, than 
another would be to have made three sensible and 
better ones.”10 By now (1840) he glories in being the 
author of Jabot and company, and even savors the 
prospect of scandalizing the pedants with Pencil and 
Festus. In the Joanne guidebook to Switzerland he is 
singled out as the one named head of the numerous 
boarding schools in Geneva, and as the author not 
of any prose writing at all, but only of the “charming 
and witty satires of Vieux Bois, Crépin and Jabot.”11

 The artist in prose was praised after his death 
for a natural modesty that abhorred self-promotion, 
for having achieved fame without any effort on his 
part. There is some truth to this, but the self-pub-
lished picture stories demanded more personal and 
continuous attention. The quite disproportionate 
amount of space occupied in his correspondence by 
the albums reveals a man who is tirelessly peddling 
his invention all over the place, cajoling friends to 
pass on copies to their friends, packing up the books 
himself, pushing distribution internationally, watch-

ing production with an eagle eye, and chafing over 
a missing or misprinted page. He did all this not 
least because they made him a tidy profit, and as if 
he wanted to avoid the booksellers’ tiny cut, 10–20 
percent. On the large volume of Voyages he earned 
a royalty of only one franc per copy; on the albums 
he grossed eight or nine francs a copy—the price of 
a good pair of shoes. For six years the “milch cow” 
has brought him a “charming” and “considerable” in-
come. He tells us that the comic albums brought him 
“a very tidy haul” (une très jolie pêchette) and twice as 
much as the rest of his writings put together. Money 
was coming in from the albums “twice a day.”12 The 
voluminous letters to and from Dubochet (240 
pages of manuscript!), much of it over Cryptogame, 
although exceptional and written in exceptional cir-
cumstances, is symptomatic of a greater devotion to 
the production and fate of his comic albums than to 
any of his prose works.
 Revealing to Dubochet the disquieting state 
of his health, and the prospect of being sent for a 
“cure” to Lavey, which he suspects will do him no 
good at all, is occasion for a touching expression of 
gratitude for “twenty of the most completely happy, 
radiant, colour-of-a-fine-sun-on-flowery-pastures 
years, that have ever been vouchsafed to a man 
of this century.” This follows an evocation of the 
greatest pleasure of them all, the comic albums: “the 
heavenly pleasures of sketching, scribbling, exuding 
right and left, and when I am already more than 
rewarded by the pleasure this has given me, what I 
consider as a bonus, the big absolutely gratis prize, 
the deliciously roasted quail, the luck that my rub-
bish should be engraved, run off this way and that, 
reach Jack and Jill!”13

 “What scrawl is this? This is what Goethe 
praised?” exclaims Professor Vischer, to open his 
wholly admiring and penetrating Introduction to 
the 1846 Kessmann collected edition of the picture 
stories (see Appendix B). “Scrawl” is one of the au-
thor’s own terms for his invention. When he is not 
making formal introductions as histoires en estampes, 
he dips at random into a thesaurus of deprecation. 
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The albums are (little) folies, gribouillis, barbouil-
lages, and griffonnages (these last three meaning 
scrawls, scribbles, and scratchings), âneries (literally 
asininities, silly stuff ), drôleries, fichaises (rubbish), 
bluettes (trifles), pochades (rough sketches), bonhom-
mes (mannikins), fariboles (nonsense), or bagatelles.14 
Subsequent references to them, when not using 
Töpffer’s “official” terms, run the gamut from the 
dignified petite comédie dessinée (which Hogarth 
would have recognized) to the ignorant and amor-
phous “series of drawings with explanatory text” of 
the British Museum Library catalog, which sug-
gests they were not even scanned for the purpose.
 The first modern comic strip was a kind of 
foundling, laid by a whimsical muse at a school-
master’s doorstep. The foster father loved the babe 
the better for having no real parentage beyond a 
distant, noble ancestor he gave it in William Hog-

arth. The foster father, he of the City of Refugees, 
harbored and nurtured tenderly this refugee from 
the powerful monarchies of visual art and litera-
ture, of which it was a bastard child. The famous 
preface to all the picture stories, “Va petit livre, et 
choisis ton monde . . . ,” seen in this light, is the 
anxious farewell of the parent seeing his child off to 
make his way in an uncertain and possibly hostile 
world for the first time.
 The very idiosyncratic, casual-looking but in-
tensive private distribution system for the comic 
albums was a way of avoiding the publicity tech-
niques used of necessity for the prose works. These 
the writer abhorred, especially when the publicity 
was prolonged over the many months of an install-
ment publication: in 1843 we find him writing his 
publisher Dubochet (who, being a second cousin, 
helped no doubt to maintain the illusion that it was 

7-1. Grandville: Literature is wound and cut off the spool ready-made, like a silk or cotton fabric (Un Autre 
Monde, 1844).
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all in the family), “Advertisements strike me like 
certificates of morality, used only by the bogus.” 
Nothing so much annoys, bothers, and hurts him, 
“professor, schoolmaster, petit bourgeois, family 
father, cherishing his dignity, liberty, private ob-
scurity, as to see myself squandered, postered, in 
three, four thousand covers, once a week, in all the 
drawing rooms, shops, at every meeting place when 
already in opening the installment I can be found, 
in person, with my family.” If he were a professional 
writer, or wanted to be, this sort of thing might de-
light him, “but I am a man of letters, author, writer 
only accessorily, as a pastime, surreptitiously.”15

 Töpffer’s admirer and spiritual brother in 
Paris, the caricaturist Grandville, had much to 
say—or visualize—about the foolishness of public-
ity, the commercialization of arts and letters, the 
overproduction endemic to the Parisian scene, and 
the quest for fame (fig. 7-1). Töpffer dreaded the 

installment system, and the posterizing it induced. 
Putting up posters, as the hapless Craniose does in 
Monsieur Crépin (86) for his phrenological lectures, 
is a confession of his waning popularity, his charla-
tanism, and his desperation. Young Albert too tries 
and fails with a poster campaign to bolster a preco-
cious volume of poetry. The very idea of writing a 
book as a moneymaking project is anathema to the 
self-defined Genevan dilettante.
 The great French artist Grandville himself suf-
fered from what he felt to be a perpetual amateur 
or subordinate status as writer, envying Töpffer his 
capacity to be both writer and artist, to tell stories 
with pictures and text (fig. 7-2). The Parisian’s late 
work Un Autre Monde is rich testimony to the am-
bitions of one whose fantasies soared visually, and 
who argued strenuously for the rights of the pencil 
to tell the story (such as it is), but had to resign him-
self to a domination by the pen (probably that of  

7-2. Grandville: The heavens and criticism protect an innocent pencil traveling alone for the first time (Un Autre Monde, 1844). The pen, 
i.e., literature cocks a snook at the departing pencil, i.e., illustration.
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7-3. Histoire de Mr. Vieux Bois, title page, 1837 edition.

7-4. Les Amours de Mr. Vieux Bois, title page, 1839 edition.
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Taxile Delord). His sense of being oppressed by 
writers and publishers, which led to angry quarrels, 
is well documented in recent studies by Philippe 
Kaenel.16 Töpffer, by contrast, writing, drawing, 
and publishing for himself could claim, as Wil-
liam Blake did before him, to have freed himself 
from the tyranny of the marketplace, found a lib-
eration. Grandville openly admired this “remark-
ably privileged man . . . I have often envied this 
double faculty of translating thought by drawing 
and [literary] style; I have sometimes tried, but in 
vain; the pen rebelled under my fingers . . . It is 
annoying to have collaborators putting themselves 
forward instead of enhancing the scenes as drawn. 
M. Toepffer [sic] is very lucky to produce both text 
and engraving . . . his talent is complete.”17

 Töpffer’s ambivalent attitude toward a public 
he felt to be both necessary and dispensable (since 
he wrote only to please himself ) is crystallized in 
the title pages to M. Vieux Bois. In 1839 Töpffer re-
designed the title page to his second edition of Vieux 
Bois, combining the two he had used before into 
one. The first (fig. 7-3) shows Vieux Bois seated in a 
woodland on a rock looking lovingly upon the back 
of his Beloved Object. A monk creeps threateningly 
from the left. The second shows a banner marked 
“Preface.” This second only (also kept by pirate Au-
bert) is retained in the 1839 edition, but the anony-
mous figure holding the “Preface” banner, with its 
succinct description of the plot, and Töpffer’s signa-
ture envoi to the reader (“Va, petit livre . . .”), is now 
surrounded with a crowd of figures, some seated and 
looking with astonishment and pleasure as it were at 
a magic lantern being projected, others emerge from 
the shadows in a spooky fashion (fig. 7-4). None of 
the figures, as one might expect, is a character in 
the album; they are audience, the “monde” the book 
seeks, nervously. Only one is demonstrably a child, 
and too small to be present of his own volition. 
Töpffer, like Busch, sought a mixed, primarily adult 
audience, and it was not merely a traditional rhetor-
ical device but real ambivalence that made him use 
the same farewell epigraph on every comic album 

(and nowhere else): “Go little book, and choose 
your world, whoever does not laugh at crazy things, 
yawns; whoever does not surrender, resists, whoever 
reasons is mistaken, and whoever wants to keep a 
straight face, can please himself.”
 Who indeed, was the audience? Not, officially, 
children, certainly not younger children, the audi-
ence for Lear and Carroll. Töpffer appealed to older 
children, sophisticated adolescents, adults with the 
heart of children, adults who like to laugh—chil-
dren still, of a kind. “Genius is nothing but child-
hood voluntarily recaptured,” said Baudelaire.18 We 
must imagine not just schoolboys but whole families 
gathered round albums of caricatures. We who read 
in isolation cannot imagine these shared pleasures, 
Dickens read aloud, Töpffer crowded over, the rico-
chet of laughter.

Genesis in the schoolroom
By his own and much repeated accounts, Töpffer’s 
invention was made in the schoolroom. “I conju-
gated [verbs] with one hand and drew with the 
other.”19 Writing (and drawing) in the presence of 
thirty to forty boys, even if they are all quiet and 
industrious and not demanding any personal at-
tention, is not at all like writing in isolation, in a 
room of one’s own, as one imagines most creative 
writing is done. Having myself written (or tried to) 
while supervising exams, I know the psychologi-
cal atmosphere is peculiar: I have to contend with 
or transcend a pervading aura of tension, of effort, 
apprehended not only from the scratching of ears 
and temples (of the mind), the rustling of papers, 
the occasional stretching of limbs, the rising and 
fumbling towards me of an unnecessary whispered 
question, covert resentment (perhaps) at the tasks 
assigned, and bathroom exits. The numerous pres-
ence before Professor Töpffer could not be entirely 
ignored or escaped; it was best to be engaged in a 
kind of parallel circumvention, by writing stories 
that often involved youngsters (in the fiction) and 
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(in the comic strips) mocked excesses of those very 
intellectual pursuits the boys were engaged in.
 The teacher must have found many a boy seek-
ing distraction from his lack of inspiration in the 
academic task at hand by doodling a face or a fig-
ure—and informally indulged him in it. He began 
to do likewise, and “during long unoccupied hours” 
scribbling a story which, as it unfolded, he followed 
with an expressive play of his features that attracted 
the boys’ attention, “so the surveillor became sur-
veilled.”20 Töpffer would also have been cajoled into 
continuing some nonsense, composed and drawn 
“under their eyes” as he put in the biographical ré-
sumé sent to Sainte-Beuve, at the boys’ instance and 
under their inspiration. If a pupil left early he must, 
as he handed in his papers, have glanced in wonder 
at the master’s fluttering hand as he drew. At the 
end of prep time, one imagines the boys crowding 
round the comic album in progress, to chuckle over 
the flights and fancies of the man supervising their 
labors and their pursuit of knowledge which, in so 
many different forms, he turned to fun.
 But the author nowhere admits that he acted 
on suggestions for continuations from the audience: 
“they saw the birth with great pleasure, and as in-
dulgent judges.”21 At the same time, one wonders 
whether the boys’ participation was not sometimes 
more active. Some even came to know details of the 
stories and characters better than the author himself, 
as he himself noted.22 A very intelligent ten-year-
old in the Dubochet family, ecstatic over the albums, 
knew the captions by heart (letter of 9 November, 
1843). A pupil who began wandering around the 
classroom for no good reason, excused himself with 
the sanctioned excuse that like Festus, “je voyage 
pour mon instruction.”23 Laughter all round.
 With the story complete or far enough along, 
a moment surely hastened by repeated urgings, the 
boys were allowed to hold the album in their own 
hands. As they did so, one can see them in the care-
less abandon of the stories themselves, grabbing and 
turning the pages with dirty fingers and dog-earing 
them; seeing the marks of which, the author would 

add a sharp little written reprimand and warning on 
the first page. On one carnet he added drawings of 
funny guards threatening retribution. These albums 
were precious to the author even if he did not yet 
know what to do with them other than let them 
pass from the schoolboys to the family and friends. 
But they should not, in principle, pass out of the 
house. Trictrac disappeared that way.
 Nothing in the above contradicts the author’s 
own accounts of the genesis of his “little follies.” 
The masterpieces of children’s literature have often 
been made in direct intercourse with the intended 
audience. To be sure, the interaction between au-
thor and audience in Töpffer’s case cannot have 
been as intimate and direct as we know was the case 
with Lewis Carroll, or rather Charles Dodgson be-
fore he became known under the published name. 
Oxford University mathematics lecturer Dodgson 
was clearly stirred to the depths of his being by the 
physical presence and imaginative participation of 
the Liddell girls in the rowing boat on the Isis on 
that famous Sunday afternoon in 1863. They en-
couraged him, as he spoke, with their voices, their 
eyes, their movements. They begged for more, and 
Alice, who became the favored one, “pestered” him 
to write the magical stories down—which he did, 
gradually and carefully improving written drafts, as 
did Töpffer, for publication. Unlike Carroll, Töpffer 
left his drafts dormant for many years, for he could 
not at first share Carroll’s confidence in a wider, ap-
preciative audience out there.
 For all the differences in audience—Töpffer’s 
obviously older—we pursue in the Voyages chapter 
the parallel between the two men in terms of lin-
guistic invention and as purveyors of nonsense. Both 
writers, deeply attuned to the youthful imagination, 
opened up to the future, and not just to children 
and adolescents, autonomous worlds of fantasy. In 
one respect at least, Töpffer’s achievement exceeds 
Carroll’s: for the Alice books depended much for 
their success on the art of another hand, that of the 
foremost professional illustrator of the day, John 
Tenniel.
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This chapter is dedicated to my hiking 

companion in the Swiss Alps, cousin Brita.

With the enthusiasms of the Genevan Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau for his native countryside, with the first 
ascent of Mont Blanc in 1786 by the naturalist 
Horace-Bénédict de Saussure who thereby sparked 
awareness of the natural-scientific treasures of the 
Alps, and especially with the reopening of Europe 
to travel after the Napoleonic wars, Switzerland and 
notably Geneva became a prime tourist destination 
of Europe. Guide and travel books, dioramas and 
panoramas, poetry, engravings, and paintings pro-
liferated. The wild Swiss Alps were the essence of 
the Romantic, with its essential components of pic-
turesque and sublime. After Byron and his friends 
sojourned on the banks of lake Geneva, and Mary 
Shelley wrote Frankenstein there, Alpine Geneva 
was magic, mystery, and terror. Switzerland re-
sponded in a practical way, with high-quality roads 
and inns.
 Töpffer, like Ruskin after him, stimulated the 
social process of mass tourism, the effects of which 
on the Swiss landscape and character both writers 
abhorred. The Voyages en Zigzag of the Swiss, which 
became a popular classic especially among youth, 
extolled the educational, spiritual, and physical 
benefits of tourism, a word invented by the British 
at the beginning of the century. Töpffer insisted it 
be pedestrian, and savored like a good meal, against 
a prevailing trend for ever faster, ever more vehicu-
lar travel that continues madly. Töpffer did not live 

to see the accelerating developments which caused 
Ruskin to explode in disgust at Cook’s invasion of 
Switzerland: “You have made race-courses of the 
cathedrals of the earth . . . all tourist destinations 
are covered by ‘a consuming leprosy of new ho-
tels.’”1 We are all tourists now, with Dr Festus. We 
see more than he, and imagine less. Tourism is now 
the world’s largest single industry, representing 12 
percent of the world GNP and an environmental 
disaster. Töpffer intuited this, although he could 
never have imagined the scale it would take.
 It was something of a tradition in Swiss board-
ing schools for the boys to be taken on summer 
excursions and for some kind of diary to be kept. 
Such that survive tend to be didactic, scientific, aca-
demic: impersonal exercises in geology, botany, and 
zoology. The trips were often organized in a mili-
taristic manner, with disciplines and punishments,2 
and with the obligatory keeping of notes, which 
were collected, perhaps edited and reworked by the 
master, and occasionally printed up. The Pension 
Töpffer went about things in a very different way. 
The master did all the writing (and final sketching) 
himself, and left the boys to hunter-gather on their 
own, to draw for themselves, collect insects, plants, 
and minerals, and put clouds in bottles along the 
zigzag (not Linnaear) way (NVZZ 64).3 He him-
self averred that twenty days of life on the trails was 
educationally worth twenty months of classroom. 
In the evening there were self-organized games, 
music, and occasionally dancing. It was all meant to 
be fun.

Chapter Eight
Voyages en ZigZag : 

humor of The unexpecTed
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 The Voyages en Zigzag, which Töpffer wrote all 
on his own but on which he imprinted the boys’ 
idiosyncrasies, are conceived somewhat in the spirit 
of the picture stories, which are also travel tales in 
their way, as are many of his short stories collected 
under the title Nouvelles Genevoises. Both picture 
stories and Voyages were improvised from day to day 
or episode to episode, and enlivened by moments of 
crazy hilarity and absurd inconsequence, although 
even the silliest bits of the Voyages are meant to be 
credible. No doubt the fun and good moments were 
enhanced over the embarrassing and painful, and 
the fun of writing would blot out painful memory. 
But the Voyages stand as a kind of model of permis-
sive, happy Alpine adventure (the term tourism is 

not really appropriate), and in its informal way was 
intended to be, and was viewed as, a how-to-do-it 
manual. It was written against a prevailing type of 
(English) tourism, expedited in a hurry, slave to the 
guidebook, seeing all and enjoying nothing. In the 
nostalgic account of his last trip the diarist recol-
lects exactly how not to do it, thinking back to his 
first hike as assistant master in the Pension Heyer: 
up at 1 a.m., horrible suffering, total demoralization 
(NVZZ 61)—and certainly no laughter. Heyer him-
self did not participate.
 Although obviously more serious in intent, 
digressively moralistic and didactic at times, text- 
rather than illustration-driven, the Voyages bear a 
closer relation to the comic strips, the protagonists 

8-1. Grandville: Aerial locomotions, Zigzag travel (Un Autre Monde, 1844). A concept combining the idea of Töpffer’s Voyages en Zigzag 
and the aerial travel of his characters.
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from which they often cite, than has been realized. 
We can imagine Dr. Festus, awakening from his 
truly crazy dream, relaunched on his “educational 
tour” but on actual Alpine trails, which could be 
crazy enough in reality. On the 1829–30 trips, a time 
when Töpffer was in full flood of composing his 
histoires en images, he occasionally composed his il-
lustrations to the Voyages in strips (fig. 8-2).
 If an analogy be drawn with humorous travel-
writing today, it might be with Bill Bryson, with 
his mildly caricatural style, like Töpffer enchanted 
with the magic of the commonplace, and riding 
constantly astride a see-saw between delight and 
dismay. Both are sensitive to slight changes of mood 

in persons, nature, and weather, both deplore the 
depredation of the ugly modern over the traditional 
and historic. Both engage in an impenetrable degree 
of embroidery of actual experience, and manage to 
render the absurd credible.

 Töpffer’s accounts of his annual excursions into 
and beyond the Alps surrounding Geneva, written 
at first (like his comic strips) to amuse himself and 
his cohort of boys, became a substantial publishing 
enterprise. At first (1825–31) left in manuscript, en-
couraged by Goethe (as with the comic strips), from 
1832 he was autographing them with their numerous 
illustrations for private circulation. He then polished 

8-2. Monsieur (Töpffer) orders that no one be awakened. Superb mist effect on the Righi-Culm. Dance of the comic guide. Exemplary 
fall of Zanella. Consequence of the falls. Lasting fall of Mr. Delaplanche. John asks if he is dirty. Clever balancing of Mr. Ritter. Mr. 
Töpffer struggles against gravity. Oath of Mr. Delaplanche. Evening dance. Rivalry, pigeon wings (drawing for Voyage entre deux eaux, 
1829, VZZ vol. 3).
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and expanded them considerably for a general audi-
ence, and found a wide and appreciative readership 
in the last years of his life and posthumously. They 
were first published, much to the author’s distaste, in 
sixty installments, a method he found vulgar. Filling 
seven volumes of the Oeuvres Complètes, their extent 
is such that few today can have read them all (there 
is no recent re-edition), and the quality is uneven. 
In the later volumes the narrative becomes diffuse 
and tediously inflated with the author’s conservative 
social rhetoric. At their best, and a little everywhere, 
they sparkle with gaiety, fun, laughter, and astute 
social comment.
 The two- to four-week-long excursions, con-
ducted in summer and early autumn to occupy the 
boarders who could not return home for the holiday, 
were annual affairs from 1825 until 1842, when the 
author’s health began to give out. The number of 
boys involved varied between thirteen and a maxi-
mum of twenty-five, spanning in age from early to 
upper teens, although in this respect (ages are never 
given) they are treated as homogeneous. The higher 
number of participants must have been a real head-
ache for the organizer, who treads lightly over all the 
numerous if transitory anguishes, usually involving 
money, of his multiple roles: “head cashier, general 
banker, universally responsible, undersigned edi-
tor-writer” (VZZ 7). Occasionally a friend or two, 
an assistant master, Töpffer’s wife (before family 
responsibilities took over), and the school servant, 
the majordomo called David, a much appreciated 
practical help, would go along too.
 As printed, most of the excursions start with 
a list of the dramatis personae. These constitute in 
themselves brilliant cameos of contrasting character, 
costume, motivation, and walking style. If this level 
of amused observation extended to classroom inter-
action, Rodolphe must have been a very amusing 
teacher; one may suspect, however, that in the class-
room Töpffer adopted more conventional methods, 
and used the excursions to vent the joys of freedom 
from them. The cameos of the Voyages are like jocose 

school reports. To take just one example at random: 
G. Pourtalès: “. . . Frolicsome type. Gait inconstant, 
ferruginous, mystical, noisy and silent and generally 
good.—hikes in order to escape work, and to melt 
his shirt. Hat now bucolic, now Henri Quatre style, 
now three-cornered.—Always strapped of cash. . . .”4 
All the boys had nicknames, of course, some several; 
there were on one occasion sixty different names for 
eighteen individuals.
 In the company of these youngsters, in the age 
of “careless gaiety, elastic vigor, frolicsome laughter, 
artless flowering of feeling,” Töpffer learned that 
most precious of human attributes and pleasures: the 
fou rire, crazy or hysterical laughter. Fourire became 
a verb. “Broad, true laughter, laughter to die for, is 
ordinarily crazy laughter, that is, without object, for 
its adorable stupidity, or no object.” It is of course 
infectious. “One laughs simultaneously at the thing, 
and at oneself, and at the other, at everything and 
nothing.” All this is said in nostalgia, as the master 
redacted his last trip.5

 “Once the stimulus was given, and the dia-
phragm set in motion, it goes of its own accord. 
A nothing, less than nothing, the most miserable 
of puns, makes you and the lot of you shake with 
laughter.” Laughter is “gigantic and foams” like 
champagne. Sometimes it is childish, a matter of 
tickling, with no parts of the body immune: “an 
epic amalgam of ticklers which gets all tangled up 
in a hotchpotch of tickled who counter-tickle each 
other.” If it was not tickling, it was snowball and 
mud fights in which the master joined, and likened 
to epic battles of history. Töpffer was always tick-
led, if not literally, by the behavior of his charges; 
without sentimentalizing, he clearly loved them, in 
part simply because they made him feel young. So 
young, that he shows himself about their own age, 
tall and slim, when in reality he was as an adult al-
ways bald (or balding), short and quite plump and 
even fat as he described himself in his letters (fig. 
8-3). It was said, then and since, that he remained 
an adolescent in his literary work all his life.6
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 What has remained his single most popular 
work in prose, and what launched him onto the 
local literary scene in 1832, La Bibliothèque de mon 
oncle, is clearly autobiographical and contains a sa-
tirical portrait of one of his teachers in the guise 
of the narrator’s tutor M. Ratin, the very type of 
humorless, repressive, sexophobic prudery. The wart 
on his nose was an invitation to laughter. “Crazy 
laughter is one of the sweet things of life—a for-
bidden therefore exquisite fruit. . . . To delight in 
crazy laughter, you must be a schoolboy, and if pos-
sible have a master with a wart on his nose adorned 
with three sprightly hairs.”7 M. Crépin is Töpffer’s 
fou rire at the expense of all pedants and educational 
fanatics. It is also touched by the satanic and a real 
madness that Baudelaire—perhaps consciously fol-
lowing Töpffer—saw in the comic: “true laughter, 
violent laughter, a crazy, excessive mirth expressed 
in paroxysms and endless collapses.”8

 The structure of the Voyages is strictly that of 
a diary, with an entry, varying greatly in length, for 

each day, and the progress of the itinerary precisely 
marked. In organizing the trip, Töpffer, unlike some 
of his predecessors, left much to chance and leeway 
to his philosophy of expecting the unexpected. Un-
like today, when the hiker in the Alps can expect 
similar, practical distances between pre-bookable, 
regularly spaced huts, where the standard accom-
modation in terms of food and bunk beds is of in-
variably high quality, and prices regularized, Töpffer 
and his company never knew what was coming at 
them. It was a bit like wondering what could pos-
sibly happen next to Messieurs Vieux Bois or Cryp-
togame, liable to be cast unawares into a haybarn for 
the night, or the belly of a whale, and always vulner-
able to the caprice of outrageous circumstance.
 The really wrong kind of accident, the seri-
ous physical kind, happened only once: a death by 
drowning, from the imprudence of a young man ac-
companying them (a twenty-two-year-old Greek, 
not of his school); the trip (1831), and the account of 
it, was forthwith aborted. Otherwise Töpffer counts 
his blessings: the roads and trails were remarkably 

8-3. Töpffer falling, self-portrait as a youngster (VZZ vol. 2, p. 130).
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safe, and highway brigands, that species in which 
romantic literature abounds, which his own short 
story Lac de Gers features, and which adds spice to 
Töpffer’s picture stories, no longer infested the Al-
pine passes, despite the self-interested attempts of 
guides to create fears of such. There were faces and 
characters ugly enough to give pause, but the only 
real brigands were the customs officers, guides, ho-
teliers, coachmen and mule-drivers.
 Töpffer disliked traveling by water, and feared 
the steamboat, epitome of a civilization addicted 
to speed and subject to exploding on a lake, as he 
shows happening in Festus. Without having seen, 
much less experienced any accident, he conjured 
up the horrors of being “thrown up boiling into the 
sky, multiplied by the three hundred and fifty heater 
tubes of a low or high pressure machine.”9 He took 
steamers of necessity, regarding them as an inferior 

form of locomotion. Not all travel was on foot, and 
the occasional segment by coach or cart, which usu-
ally followed the troop with baggage and which 
was otherwise reserved for the sick and infirm, was 
gratefully accepted.
 In the spirit of the picture-story heroes, 
Töpffer codes the idea of losing the way and get-
ting nightmarishly stuck as part of the fun of life 
itself. All travel is potentially a part of, synecdoche, 
or metaphor for the Voyage of Life itself. Surpris-
ingly, the boys were left on a long leash; they were 
free to engage in their own spéculations (experimen-
tal shortcuts), and the dispersal of the group over 
miles would, I suspect, horrify any Boy Scout leader 
or such today. Strays, somnolents, narcoleptics were 
casually abandoned, and always showed up eventu-
ally. The master himself sometimes “speculated,” 
and came tumbling down the hill; to the merriment 

8-4. The mobile tree for resting under (Voyage à Gènes, 1834, VZZ vol. 6, p. 41).
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of his young charges (fig. 8-3), he too got lost and 
stuck: “M. Töpffer and the rear-guard having lost 
the way, set off into a bog from which they escape 
by climbing up a dung-heap, from which they de-
scend so as to enter a dead-end, from which they 
turn back to resort to a by-path, from which they 
exit to meet a cretin who puts them on the right 
track.” (This, be it said in passing, is one of the 
many references to the lamentably common cre-
tinism and its accompanying goitrism among the 
Alpine populations, which would decline as the re-
moter valleys were exposed to the outside world.) 
The Alpine excursions were a kind of that flânerie 
(mooching, sauntering about) much prized and 
practiced imaginatively if not physically by writ-
ers of the period, notably Baudelaire. Life and art 
should be a flânerie, not work, “for the man who 
knows not flânerie is an automaton traveling from 
life to death, like a steam engine from Liverpool to 
Manchester.”10 True flânerie connotes the effort-
less and restful; the hiker’s utopia would be to lie 
dreamily under the shade of a tree on wheels that 
carries you to your destination (fig. 8-4). Yet was 
there a life lived with more restless, set purpose than 
Töpffer’s?

 Nature seemed to oblige with more variety and 
extremes of weather, mood, and drama than I my-
self have ever encountered in the Alps, where I have 
been walking annually for ten years. It seems that 
the Alps at this time, at the end of the so-called 
Little Ice Age, was still subject to extreme condi-
tions that have warmed away. There were danger-
ous thunderstorms, impenetrable rain, whirlwinds, 
dense fog, rockslides, and avalanches—the latter, 
however, often provoked by gunshots as a tourist 
spectacle (and paid for). Natural phenomena such 
as these occasionally retarded progress, sometimes 
for the whole or much of a day.
 Romantic-era writing on the sublime and pic-
turesque of nature in the wild was inevitably anthro-
pomorphic; it still is. Töpffer’s anthropomorphism 

has moments of high melodrama; his sense of the 
sublime and the picturesque undergoes not only the 
usual literary enhancement, but is also colored by 
his frustrated ambitions as a landscape artist, and 
his actual practice as critic of landscape painting. 
He tries to paint the ever-changing scenic effects 
with words (ekphrasis), to realize in the other me-
dium the cherished dream denied him as a youth 
by his eyesight; and he compensates for that poor 
eyesight by evoking, one suspects, not only what 
he can actually see through his green-tinted spec-
tacles, which was always limited, but also what he 
imagines and sees in landscape painting: delicacy, 
mystery, and grandeur in the atmospheric variations 
of hue and light, in the effects of mist, and cloud 
and sun, which he conjures up with such finesse. 
He sees nature through the prism of the dramatic 
landscapes of his favorite painter (and engraver of 
his landscape drawings) Alexandre Calame, whom 
he was promoting against Parisian criticism that 
thought them virtually kitsch.11 The Swissness of all 
this is also Töpffer’s form of patriotism, which is 
poetic rather than historical, and speaks to his de-
sire to be midwife to a Genevan school of landscape 
painting.

Food
Unlike so many nineteenth-century writers, in his 
sketching and writing Töpffer does not seem to 
have been much interested in food—except on his 
Alpine excursions. Then the topic became obses-
sive. The immediate rewards of these trips were pri-
marily of three kinds: the spectacle of nature, good 
food, and a good bed. All three, in their different 
ways, epitomized the unexpected, the capricious, 
and the principle of infinite variation. Nature was 
expected to improvise, to spring surprises on you; 
and in their catering the Alpine innkeepers seemed 
to take their cue from nature. As wet weather was 
followed by dry, so abundance of food was followed 
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by scarcity, feast by famine, and honesty by cheat-
ing. Above all, the variation in the kind and qual-
ity of the food never ceased to astonish, sometimes 
with disbelief. “Crazy laughter” was damped in the 
rumbling belly.
 History should record the unique pleasure of 
a banquet composed of soup improvised from rad-
ishes (rape), potatoes, rice, milk and bread, salt and 
cheese. “These banquets won by walking, seasoned 
with fatigue, and flowering with expansive gaiety!” 
Fatigue and hunger are indeed the great spices, but 
food, the expected reward for hard work on the trails, 
sometimes turned out to be a punishment. Hunger, 
like snow in Inuit language, has in Töpffer a hun-
dred names. It comes “screaming” (hurlant) from 
“crevassed” bellies “bleeding with pain” (saignant 
de douleur) and fit to make one devour one’s back-
pack straps, and even stones. It can be excruciating, 
outrageous, when expectations are cheated: when a 
miserable dozen eggs, for instance, are presented for 
twenty-five people. “When this first sighting lends 
their jaws their usual masticatory energy, the Cara-
van resembles a machine set to work by an irresist-
ible force and on the point of exploding on failing to 
encounter any resistance.” The famine at Misocco 
leaves a hole in the belly it will take a week of good 
dinners to fill.12

 Insufficient quantities, the omeletticule trans-
parente, proportions “horrible to contemplate” cause 
first anxiety, then alarm and terror and reflections 
on the direct relationship between a hostess’s charm 
and her avarice. Decent and ample food, especially 
in the remoter regions, is generously praised, espe-
cially when improvised by the collective effort of 
the whole village, but bad food, for lack of resources 
or, too often, avarice and extortionism, is all too 
common, and the occasion of some bitterly funny 
analogies: The coffee is a decoction of hay in color, 
and of quartzish schist in taste, elsewhere, greenish 
and rustic; it resembles cowshit (the author’s euphe-
mism: conclusions bovines). There is bread tasting 
like conifer bark, only harder on the teeth; the lo-

cal black product is kept as a mineral sample by the 
“learned” of the troop. The pheasant tastes of fish, 
and the pork of mattress. As for the jam at Lauter-
bach: it deserves conjugating thus: it is of “the resin-
ous kind, of the resinaceous species, of the family of 
the resiniferous and of the consistence of resins.”13

 The popularity of Alpine tourism has caused 
the cheats and rip-off artists (écorcheurs) to multiply. 
The tourists themselves are partly to blame: they, 
especially the rich, and the rich and arrogant Eng-
lish, with their airs of superiority and exigence, set 
themselves up to be overcharged, which others then 
suffer from. Ever mindful of his tight budget, of his 
responsibility to protect the health of the “common 
purse” (bourse commune), a personification apt to 
groan, complain, become faint and emaciated, the 
troop leader makes a dramatic demonstration of his 
righteous anger against an innkeeper in Misocco 
presenting an outrageous bill: “Sir, when you flay 
people alive, you have to listen to the cries of the 
victims. First you starve us, then you steal from us.”14 
Töpffer says this, laying the money on the table, in 
public, loud and clear, “like Simon de Nantua” (the 
pedlar-philosopher to whom he ascribes the His-
toire d’Albert), to the shame of the innkeeper and 
the great diversion of all around. Not surprisingly, 
the famished and thirsty boys tended to “rob” or-
chards of overhanging fruit, a peccadillo the school-
master has to halfheartedly reprove and repress.

 Like the food, beds, humorously called moyens 
couchatoires (sleeping apparatus), could vary enor-
mously. They were shared: on one occasion, seven 
among seventeen, with bedtime “hilarified” by the 
discovery of their properties and perfections. The 
collapsing bed elicited laughter prolonged until 
sleep took over. It was a challenge to sleep with 
the head touching the floor and the feet the ceil-
ing. Beds offered their own acoustic appeal: the 
camp-beds (grabats) when they collapsed were apt 
to squeal like pigs taken to the butchers’; there were 
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beds that made “noises lateral, vertical, horizontal, 
augmented by a dull rumbling in all directions at 
once, and sustained by mysterious sounds, oblique, 
immobilized, inadmissible and imprescriptible.” 
Occasionally, the troop had to sleep in the hay, 
even the master, whose orders “one, two, three: let’s 
sleep!” only increased the hilarity and disorder.15

 The scorpion in the bed was imagined, but 
the fleas were not: their infestation was called kan-
gourisme, and, like beggars, guides, and innkeepers, 
they hopped from one body to another in search of 
blood. Worse were the pedivorous insects (fig. 8-5).

Guides, the bane of tourism
One of the worst diseases of tourism was the plague 
of guides. Only in Chamonix, with its serious, in-
telligent, trained teams, were they useful and reli-
able. The Cicerones, as guides were traditionally 
called, especially in Italy and Savoy, are generally 
the “scourge of travelers, vermin of towns, tourist 
sites and museums, always ready to jump on their 
prey, and throw boredom and discomfort into the 
most precious moments . . . a calamity. First, they 
are of stupendous ignorance: ‘This is where Han-
nibal, seeing the English, pushed their artillery 
down the rocks.’ They seek to overwhelm you with 
information.” It was part of Töpffer’s plan to avoid 
the reflex of the guides, be they human or paper, by 
not describing sites and monuments, by not nam-
ing trees and flowers. Such recitations paralyzed 
expectation and inhibited the personal response. 
He wanted no “chattering Linnaeus.” As for guide-
books, they should be hanged: “read them, and you 
are lost! They spoil everything in advance.” To the 
grand historical association of a place, he preferred 
the chance encounter with a laundry maid. All this 
tallies with his anti-systemic philosophy, and the 
kind of pedagogy he had satirized in M. Crépin, the 
joker Farcet from which he cites there and then, 
drawing and caption, in a tiny vignette (fig. 8-6). 
He (and no doubt his boys) liked to cite this story: 
The previous year (1838), soon after the publication, 
he saw in Glaris a family on their evening walk “like 
the Crépin family,” and he refers to it again twice in 
1842. There are “Jabots” too, officious, self-impor-
tant types who give useless and contradictory ad-

8-5. Note D. Resting on a rock as hard as a diamond. Note E. Musca pedivora, probably as 
seen through a microscope. The best way to get rid of it is to tread on the insect, but be 
careful to do so before it has eaten your foot. Note F. Very precise topographic diagram 
of the passages. NB: the symbol “o” marks the point where Mr. Töpffer fell (Voyage à 
Chamonix, 1828, VZZ vol. 2, p. 101).

NOTE D

NOTE E

NOTE F



[  137 ]VOYAGES EN ZIGZAG : HUMOR OF THE UNEXPECTED

vice, who hang out at the best cafés and in Milan 
preen themselves on horseback. In Novara he takes 
on the shape of a fat abbé; Jabots here, there, ev-
erywhere. By contrast, Töpffer imitates his own M. 
Vieux Bois, adopting the name of Tircis in a bucolic 
area of the Valais.16

 Considering subsequent development, it is dif-
ficult to imagine Switzerland in the 1830s and 1840s 
as perceived to be already corrupted. Rodolphe saw 
his homeland as a virgin violated, or (although he 
cannot of course use the word) a willing prostitute, a 
harpy, at best “a great, barefoot beggar-woman with 
unkempt hair. . . . Poor Switzerland, what have they 
done to you!” Everything is bought and sold. The 
Alps have become a commodity, from the mountain 
views to the local demonstrations of songs, wres-
tling, and the echoes, all for sale, and not just the 
carved wooden souvenir trinkets and cheap scenic 
engravings. Tilling the soil and related rural vir-
tues are abandoned in pursuit of the tourist franc. 

8-6. M. Crépin visits the Farcet School, where the method is to teach by having fun. At this 
moment it is the history lesson, where the master makes two little cardboard Macedonians 
dance the pyrrhic (VZZ, 236. Taken from Crépin 75).

8-7. “Bon Logis.” One of the worst among all the “wild beasts of hoteliers, this one calculates precisely how and how much he will 
cheat you. His rough dress indicates a poor mountain shepherd, but he has a thieving mouth, a rapacious nose, and under the long 
stiff hair shadowing his face, one can glimpse a wild eye gleaming with something insatiable, greed . . . / To which he adds all the forms 
of the most creeping humility . . . the honeyed tone, the gesture of the lowest servility, the salutatory back . . . He brings for 18 of us, 
two small loaves, a fragment of cheese and a transparent omeletticule. / A quarrel over the monstrous bill. M. T. outraged, ends up 
paying. The lamb is at the mercy of the foxes up there, and if he cries for help, it only brings on more foxes. The best is to leave your 
fleece, and shut up. “Excursion dans l’Oberland bernois en 1835” (OC vol. 7, p. 92–94).
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The hospitable local farmer and pastor is replaced 
by the gouging innkeeper. Töpffer touches on this 
lamentable situation, to which he knew he was 
himself contributing, lightly, and turns the various 
tricks of the trade to humor. He challenges, when 
he can, overcharging and cheating, wins with an air 
of triumph and loses with good grace; he learns to 
suspect the ulterior motives of the pretty and charm-
ing hostess; and he delights in the trusting vagueness 
or ignorance, the “pay what you want” of the innu-
merate peasant host who just watches him lay down 
coins, and says stop when he thinks the pile is high 
enough.

Nonsense and logic: Verbal fantasy in the Voyages
Töpffer doodles ideas and words as he doodles 
faces. The Voyages are a verbal feast. With his precise 
sense of genre and audience, Töpffer avoided the 
grosser and more extreme forms of verbal humor in 
his novels and short stories. The nearest parallel lies 
in his (then unpublished) comic plays, which in-
dulge, predictably, in some silliness and comic quid 
pro quos. The Voyages turn out, perhaps unexpect-
edly, to be rife with a form and degree of wordplay 
that only those familiar with his (hitherto largely 
unpublished) correspondence could have imagined. 
The ostensibly factual chronicles are interlaced 
with all kinds of absurdities, verbal inventions, and 
logical illogicalities. He is a forerunner of Edward 
Lear (whose first book of limericks was published 
the year Töpffer died—and in the same medium, 
auto-lithography, as the comic albums) and, I dare 
to claim, of Lewis Carroll.
 The comparison with Carroll overreaches, no 
doubt. Allowing for the lesser development of non-
sense in the French tradition, Töpffer should rank 
as a master denied, perhaps, the proper environment 
such as England might have provided for the flow-
ering of his instinct for verbal frolics. I would not 
claim that he reaches the impeccably simple arith-

metical logic of the Mad Hatter’s famous response 
to Alice’s complaint that she cannot take any more 
tea, since she has not had any yet: “It’s very easy 
to take more than nothing.” Töpffer’s is a bit more 
complicated, and thus less striking, but claims ve-
racity: the master counters a boy’s complaint about 
an increase in loss of strength, that this must rep-
resents a minus times a minus, and ends therefore 
in a plus. There are paradoxes and reversals of the 
norm Carroll would have enjoyed: The pleasure of 
walking is resting; one can be tired not from exer-
tions of yesterday, but of the day before; tiredness 
can come from fear of being tired.17 Walking back-
ward (which a couple of boys undertake in order to 
relieve the tedium of two leagues of “ribbon,” i.e., 
boring straight road), can be more interesting than 
walking forward; Jolibois, instead of falling suicid-
ally downwards into the water, is swept upwards by 
the wind. Many actions of Töpffer’s comic-strip 
characters result in the diametric opposite of what 
is intended or normal. Töpffer even anticipates 
Carroll’s famous mirror law, by which running for-
ward takes you backward, and left and right switch 
places, in his unfinished draft of Sébastien Brodbec, 
where physical laws work back to front (see Appen-
dix A). And I think Carroll would have appreciated 
the arithmetical finesse of Töpffer’s maniacal doctor 
in Claudius Berlu, who figures he had saved an aver-
age of five patients in nineteen.18

 Töpffer’s nonsense in the Voyages differs from 
Carroll’s above all in that it is not supposedly in-
vented. Ever on the prowl for peculiar customs, he 
matches an absurd superstition to an impossible hy-
pothesis: in Chablais one can get married only on a 
Tuesday, all other days being unlucky. But what if 
there were no Tuesday? he asks; you could not get 
married at all. He encounters the logic of literalism, 
endemic to the rural mentality (and folktale): asked 
to wake everyone at 4 a.m. in order to experience 
the sunrise, the guide informs the master at that 
hour that the sun is obscured by mist, what to do? 
Since there is nothing to see, let everyone sleep, says 
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he. So the guide goes around knocking loudly on all 
the doors, to announce that Mr. Töpffer says not to 
wake up, the sun is not rising. Laughter all round. 
One, two, three back to sleep.19

 There are classic farcical quid pro quos with 
natives, where answers bear no relation to questions: 
the head guide, “a beardless youth of the greatest 
promise,” is asked how far to Trento. “Yes, Sir, you 
will find bread there.” “But what is the distance?” 
“There are five beds.” The guide, who does not 
know the way, is paid twelve francs for his trouble 
in being led to Chamonix, where he has never been 
before.20

 Some of the nonsense is in the form of jokes 
traditional to rural areas. How to catch hares: at 
midnight, they run along a specially constructed 
balustrade (garde-fou), see their own shadow down 
a ravine, and, trying to reach it, fall into the gravel, 
where we pick them up at dawn. There are places 
where time is measured by ninety-minute hours, and 
distance by leagues that are longer than wide. Then 
there are always different systems of arithmetic when 
it comes to totaling the bill. A peasant asks them to 
say hello to his son, a chimney sweep in Vezouille. 
But where is Vezouille? Oh, in “that place where they 
say Monsieur le Marquis, do you want caudes?”21

 Words, like people, have their own physiogno-
mies and personalities. They can be changed at will. 
“The question is,” said Humpty Dumpty, “which 
is to be master—that’s all.” Many of Töpffer’s 
new verbal coinages involve adjectiving of nouns, 
sometimes as if they were Latin: thus politique voi-
turine (vehicular politics), propositions navigatoires, 
and poudre sternutatoire (for snuff ). This is a stan-
dard comic device: making simple everyday things 
sound comic, or difficult, or learned. Thus inven-
tions fermatoires for non-closing doors and windows, 
intraguétral for under or between gaiters, enthousi-
asme grimpatoire (mounting enthusiasm, to give the 
translator here a chance to pun), and déjeuner absyp-
tiforme—for what kind of dinner, pray?22

 One would expect Töpffer to put the brakes on 
neologomania and logorrhea for publication. He did 
so, allowing publisher Dubochet (letter of 18 Janu-
ary 1843) to prune some neologisms, and excessive 
“stylistic exuberance, too local or familiar locations.” 
But they show up even more in his correspondence, 
to a degree that must have left some recipients ar-
chikadrupedisé (apparently meaning stupefied). The 
author, himself submerged under his own “archisu-
peroccupations,” fears his publisher is likewise at the 
mercy of “occupations tant gazeuses qu’editojournal-
ipittorillustrfricassées” (26 June 1844). He splits long 
words: “cet atten qui pourrait faire du mal drisse-
ment” (this tender which could cause harm ness). 
His childishness with august colleagues: “Cher bul-
lullullulivilliez . . .” surprises more than the virtually 
infantile blabberings to his small children: to daugh-
ter Adèle he sends presents “très turlururuficotibio-
lustrumandicoticolabrimirondilli fistibulés.”23

 Wordplay in French, although never as devel-
oped as in English, has a noble ancestor: Rabelais. 
In a typical Rabelaisian list, Töpffer has suffixes 
existing in one word infect the next in a nonex-
istent form: thus an inn is “crevassée, échafaudée, 
rapetassée, pierracée et charpentacée” (crevassed, 
scaffolded, patched up, stonified, and framified). 
He shortcuts from noun to verb, as in “embrio-
cher” (serving brioches to all), and makes Carrol-
lian portmanteaus by packing together two French 
words as in suaviloquence or a foreign and French 
word such as in gentlemanie. He conjugates a Ger-
man word as if it were French: Gewaschenfié (laun-
dered). His beefsteakement malin (beefsteakenly 
cunning) merely adjectivizes the stereotypical food 
of an English John Bull. Tapâtes (you hit, preter-
ite), for all its normality, is discovered to sound 
funny, and by dint of repetition becomes absurd, 
pure rejoiceable, mesmerizingly percussive sound. 
One could make a learned lexicon of Töpfferisms, 
and determine the mix of Genevese dialect, an-
cient Greek, archaic French, Rabelais—and pure 
linguistic invention. I chased down, or tried to, 
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two favorites that recur in Töpffer like “runcible” 
in Lear: embraminé, which seems to mean misty 
(from embrumé?), but neither the Glossaire Gene-
vois nor any dictionary of French old or new has 
the form, and matagrabolisé, no longer current in 
the nineteenth century but coined by Rabelais, 
and referring to the imagining of crazy things. If 
I had dared (or UPM had let me), I might have 
called this book Töpffer: Matagraboliser of the 
Comic Strip.24

 Töpffer loved bizarre and evocative place 
names, which have their own graphic physiognomy, 
as he says, ever adept at overlapping verbal and vi-
sual. The writer-artist demands a Lavater of place 
names, which can be “as solemn as a schoolmaster, 
vulgar as the paraph of a counter-jumper, or bloated 
as the greeting of a cretin.”25

 Töpffer liked the idea of circular and self-
devouring logic, and the logic that exhausts itself 
to the point of nonsense in the enumeration of hy-
potheses. In the theater in Milan, “most of the songs 
get lost, either because the theater is too vast or be-
cause the actors’ voices are too weak, either the one 
and the other, or the one or the other, or for another 
reason, or, finally, for no reason at all, because one 
shouldn’t commit oneself.” The Mayor in the prose 
version of Festus goes one better, in his inventory of 
“objects stolen, objects left behind, objects neither 
stolen nor left behind, then those which were both 
stolen and left behind.” Exhaustive enumeration of 
possibilities, surely derived from Rabelais, and as-
piring to a kind of mathematical finality, escalates 
from the commonsensical to the fantastic and non-
sensical: like the famous hypochondriacs, the boy 
Vernon has recourse to every combination of drugs, 
prescriptions, and recipes, trying his rucksack ev-
ery conceivable way, straps above arms, below arms, 
short straps, long straps, cold, lukewarm, hot, with 
sugar and without, balanced, suspended, homeo-
pathically, allopathically, “morévesimacbéficassip-
pocondrilliquement.”26 There was certainly more of 

this sort of thing that did not survive the revision 
for the big French audience.
 Generally, the master of a delicate, purified 
prose style had no time for the vulgarity of puns; 
even as part of captions to the picture stories, puns 
are a rarity—unlike Cham, who piles them on. In 
real life, and on the Alpine hikes, they spiced up any 
conversation. Puns were of two kinds: deliberate 
and unintentional. The boys let them rip, explain 
the master’s unintentional ones, and egg him on un-
til, “fit to scare his friends” “he falls into puns as into 
a muddy-hole.”27

 The classics master was not good at learning 
living languages. He started on English as a youth 
in Paris and got nowhere; his German and Italian 
were very rudimentary, and hardly up to the needs 
of his travels. He even dedicated a book to his 
admirer and translator, the well-known German-
Swiss writer Heinrich Zschokke: “A Monsieur 
Henry Szcokke.” His spoken German got little 
further than a bizarre Gewaschenkeitsfrau (laundry-
woman), and his description of a picturesque inn as 
“archifabolo et aceto que je vous dico” about sums 
up his Italian. To a professionally polylingual Pictet 
de Rochemont (22 February 1845) he assembles a 
mosaic of seven languages in one sentence, here 
verbatim: “Toutefois ελπιζομαι, φιλε, dass Sie n’êtes 
pas fait per [Arab word for “to remain”] in those 
dispositions, and that when you shall have un poco 
recuperato votre moi veritable quem nunc quassant 
et labefaciunt.” (However, as I hope, friend, that you 
are not made to remain in those dispositions, and 
that when you shall have recovered a little your true 
self which right now they shatter and shake.)
 On his Alpine excursions he found failures to 
communicate amusing. His own failure with respect 
to foreign languages is cast back chiefly on English-
men who, like Americans today, expected everyone 
to speak their language, or at any rate understand 
it. Töpffer’s Milords (as they always are) make up 
for their lack of language by violence and obtuse-
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ness. Helplessly and arrogantly they haunt the Alps, 
his plays, the Voyages, other prose works, and the 
picture stories, totally and tiresomely stereotypical, 
capable only of monosyllabic grunts in French and 
the usual imperfect tense chosen by the French, one 
suspects (wordplay aside), to encapsulate the imper-
fectness of their linguistic capacities. The taciturnity 
of the Nono is proverbial and invariable. The Eng-
lish tourist is known as the Nono because things 
are never right for him. In his “cuirasse” of reserve, 
his ideal is never to have to communicate outside 
the family and group he travels with. His daughter, 
the odd Miss, is better, has some French, and is the 
object of romantic speculations; but there should be 
no social or amorous shortcuts in the Alps. The gar-
rulous and gregarious Frenchman is the opposite of 
the Englishman.28

 The local guide is a sort of “confidential fool 
who passes for French without daring to speak it, 
speaking German without being able to make him-
self understood, but fluent in Iroquois that none of 
us knew.” The Genevese nationalist vents enthusi-
astic insults upon Romansch (or Romonsch), spo-
ken at the other end of Switzerland, now and long 
since the fourth national language but then hardly 
considered civilized, it seems: “a strange language, 
originally unintelligible, which, when written re-
sembles the swearing of an angry Spaniard and when 
spoken, the gibberish of a throat obstructed by an 
onion . . . but interesting” (he adds) “for its energetic 
roughness, with those picturesque turns, vigorous, 
compact, with vivid, somewhat harshly scented flow-
ers of diction.” Knowing no other language, unused 
to tourists, the Romansch-only speakers of eastern 
Switzerland used sign language with them.29

 Provençal, spoken then in the south of France, 
“we reduce to a clicking of d’s and z’s artistically 
amalgamated. M. Töpffer makes in this new lan-
guage frightening progress” by adding –az or –iz 
to the end of every other word. Actually, Töpffer 
always had a weakness for the curiosity of rustic 
dialects that reminded him of the archaic French 

he liked to flourish in his writing, and of which ves-
tiges survived in the Genevan dialect he also ap-
propriated, especially in his correspondence. Like 
the artless, naïve style of drawing he promoted and 
claimed to practice, and so brilliantly systematized 
in his picture stories, the peasant linguistic style was 
“lively, eloquent, picturesque, expressive, audacious.” 
It was the original French (français de souche), so un-
like the bastard French of the new novels and press. 
Sometimes, however, the natives’ dialect or failure 
to articulate is annoying, if amusing, as when “the 
intelligible part of their language is swallowed up in 
nasal crevasses.” As in landscape painting, Töpffer 
prizes in language expressiveness and feeling before 
accuracy and clarity. Likewise, the local mystery 
play and street music encountered en route may be 
preferable to the sophisticated, urban kind. Local 
dialects are a kind of linguistic graffiti, spontaneous, 
rough, and idiosyncratic.30

 The laughter grows thinner in the 1840s, and 
the social philosophizing, which for our purposes 
culminates in Histoire d’Albert, thicker. No doubt, 
Töpffer gets boring, prim, long-winded, clutching 
at every excuse to sound off politically, tiresome 
even if you sympathize with his conservatism. His 
pose is that of many a conservative who pretends just 
to dislike politics, that is, any kind of agitation for 
change, period. What good does politics do in the 
Alps? Or economic change. Modernization means 
corruption. The artist is, however, not without a 
social conscience, blaming the corruption of rustic 
mores on the tourists as much as the peasants, not-
ing sardonically that the abbés in Austrian Italy are 
florid and fat while the peasants are thin and bony 
(see fig. 1-19), and expressing sympathetic shock at 
the sight of young, handsome, intelligent-looking 
convicts in chains, condemned to hard labor. The 
working conditions in the mines and furnaces are 
as bad or worse: watching the furnaces operating 
at Saint Martin near Aosta, Töpffer describes how 
they ruin the workers’ health, killing and maiming 
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them in the flower of their age; none live long, and 
no wonder they develop immoral habits.31

 This in 1838. There is real social compassion 
here. A few years later, with the political tempera-
ture rising throughout Switzerland and especially the 
Valais, the whole Voyage to Venice (1841, his next to 
last) is haunted by his fear of signs of democracy and 
“progress.” His animus against all politics as “a sad 
assemblage of doubtful principles substituted by [po-
litical] parties for the healthy rules of common sense” 
dilates into the cultural sphere: “instead of fine books 
you have literary products, a fabrication and a con-
sumption, of the Balzacs and Sands; your model so-
ciety . . . counts neither on you, nor even on God, but 
on chance, on riots, revolutions, on wars, on dreadful 
and bloody disasters. . . . And then, go cure it with 
your utopias that are not even innocent and moral, 
with your foolish and impossible systems, with your 
shameless press, with your mendacious egalitarian-
ism, with your hideous materialism!!!” Then he adds, 
“Here we are, for no reason, really angry. Sorry, 
reader.”32 Then, suddenly, back to the hotel, and on 
to the Corso. For the reader, none too soon.
 Most writers on Töpffer regret his political 
conservatism, which has a certain vulgarity or at 

least an obtrusive brashness. Yet it is mitigated by 
many humane observations, such as those we have 
cited on exploited mineworkers. His opposition to 
U.S. slavery is expressed in L’Heritage. His resistance 
to industrialization, in the economy in general and 
in culture in particular, is prescient. So are his dia-
tribes in the essay On Progress and its relations to the 
petty bourgeois and schoolmasters (1835) against useless 
inventions, the “fury of producing, manufacturing, 
perfecting, capital creating proletarians, production 
for its own sake,” progress as an end in itself, not a 
means to happiness. Today, in the twenty-first cen-
tury, we are in a better position to judge the idea of 
“progress” and bourgeois “democracy” that became 
the shibboleths of nineteenth- and twentieth-cen-
tury progressives: they have brought us “hideous 
materialism,” environmental disaster, increased to 
intolerable levels the gap between rich and poor 
they were supposed to bridge, corrupted political 
and electoral processes, and, on the technological 
level, made war unimaginably destructive. Cur-
rently, the world’s self-appointed democratic leader 
flouts international law, kills en masse, and tortures 
at will. If this is “progress,” I am with Töpffer, even 
if for different reasons.
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France after Töpffer: Cham, Nadar, Petit
In an early assessment of Töpffer’s picture stories, 
the cleric Jean Gaberel predicted that the genre he 
invented could have no future without him.1 How 
wrong he was. The impact of Töpffer’s new inven-
tion was immediate, long-lasting, European wide, 
and even reached the United States. It was first felt, 
logically, in France. The first true and consistent 
disciple of Töpffer in the appealing but difficult 
genre he created was a déclassé aristocrat from the 
illustrious house of the counts of Noé, whose title 
he inherited and never assumed. Charles Amédée 
de Noé took the acro-pseudonym Cham as the son 
of Noé (French for Shem, son of Noah), and cre-
ated in his long and productive life an unceasing 
flood of imagery of immeasurable dimensions. It 
started with Töpffer. As an aspiring artist in his late 
teens Cham was given copies of Jabot, Vieux Bois, 
and Crépin by his cousin the Duc de Feltre. In 1839 
the leading Parisian publisher of caricature, Gabriel 
Aubert, ever alert to the commercial advantages of 
series (those of Daumier and Gavarni became in-
stant successes) and having plagiarized the three 
Geneva-published Töpffer albums mentioned, de-
cided to launch an original album series, small, ob-
long, lithographed, and at six francs cheaper than 
Töpffer’s ten-franc originals. He called them Al-
bums Jabot after Töpffer’s initiating work.
 The first Cham album was titled M. Lajaunisse, 
published on 3 August 1839, very soon after the first 
Aubert plagiary, and followed in quick succession 

with six or seven more, all more or less Töpfferian 
but fresh and original: they are less absurdist, more 
realistic, eschewing real impossibilities like aerial 
travel but also lacking the cogent intellectual satire 
of Töpffer (fig. 9-1). Apolitical, addicted to crude 
puns, Cham aimed surely for a lower market, and 
indeed used typically a lower class of hero: instead 
of Töpffer’s upper-bourgeois wealthy man of let-
ters or rentier, the typical Cham hero is a grocer, 
a Monsieur Lamélasse (Mr. Molasses), or a poor, 
frustrated artist like M. Barnabé Gogo. This latter is, 
in a way, self-persiflage, although, unlike so many 
other caricaturists and illustrators, Cham never as-
pired to painting and being shown in the Salon. It 
was a condition of the métier to envy the “real art-
ist.” Cham owed his considerable celebrity, which 
eventually surpassed on the popular level that of 
Daumier (to whose style, miniaturized, he deserted 
after his youthful Töpfferian frolics), entirely to his 
tremendously prolific output on every conceivable 
topic of the day. He could also show a turn of ver-
bal phrase, not as well as Töpffer but better than 
Daumier. He is also credited with operettas and 
vaudeville. His line initially favors, like Töpffer, the 
contour, but is less quavering, less flighty; it invited 
color, which Cham wanted but could not get from 
the publisher.
 Cham’s albums of this type were not and have 
not been reissued, but he soon broke into the big 
commercial market through the various popular 
magazines of which he became a mainstay. He stuck 
to the topics being mined by the other cartoonists 

Chapter Nine
The LegacY
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and even, amusingly, to the objects and services ad-
vertised. Cham himself was the perfect consumer, 
afflicted with a typically lower-middle-class hypo-
chondria that he satirizes in The Story of Monsieur Jo-
bard. The big-city obsession with hygiene, by which 

this class tried to set itself off from the adjacent, 
sweaty working class, is expressed in the recurrent 
theme of bathing, which we see in Töpffer only as 
an accident and punishment. Changing one’s linen, 
as Monsieur Vieux Bois does constantly between 

9-1. Cham: Mr. Lajaunisse realizes he has got into the drawer on top of the letter. / At which he laughs 
gracefully. / Since he has lain down on the sealing wax, the letter sticks to him. / How to get rid of it? / The 
ingenious Mr. Lajaunisse raises the chest-of-drawers and shoves the letter beneath. / Delighted with the 
procedure, he pulls with all his might. / To such good effect that the chest-of-drawers falls on top of him. / 
The noise of which brings up the neighbors. / He is picked up / and water thrown over him. / Furious, he 
chases off the neighbors (Mr. Lajaunisse, 1839, 9–14).



[  145 ]THE LEGACY

episodes, has less to do with bodily hygiene than 
his need to restore his nerves for the next twist of 
fate. Töpffer’s characters get beaten up, but are not 
really hurt physically (precursors here, too, of ani-
mated cartoon); no one in Töpffer suffers anything 
so gruesome as having all his teeth drawn, a sym-
bolic castration, like Cham’s poor M. Jobard.2 The 
whirlwind cudgeling inflicted by Töpffer’s Milord 
is not permanently damaging, like the flogging suf-

fered by Cham’s Boniface when he is caught up in 
the British army.
 But by 1840, after his first three Albums Ja-
bot, Cham was already drawing away from the 
nonsensicality and absurdism of his Swiss model 
toward more conventional social satire, in a cryp-
tically realistic style. In the years 1845–52 he made 
a speciality of parodies of travel and tourism, fea-
turing himself and other reluctant adventurers in 
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geographical locales all over Europe and as far as 
French Algeria and Russia. This was an excuse for 
mockery of national types, customs, and conditions, 
to which Cryptogame of 1845, by far Töpffer’s most 
popular and best distributed picture story, with its 
Algerian episode, surely gave the signal. The comic 
strip thenceforth became mock-adventurous and 
exotic, in parody of incipient mass tourism and, 
perhaps, Euro-American imperialism in Africa. 
Cham, who redrew Töpffer’s designs for Crypto-

game in L’Illustration in 1845 (see p. 97f.), surely had 
not forgotten it when he set his own exotic Episodes 
from the History of a Savage Nation (L’Illustration, 
July 1846) among American Indians, who become 
totally corrupted by “civilization” (fig. 9-2).
 The sheer length of Töpffer’s stories, which 
were more suited to separate albums than to serial 
magazine publication, inspired Cham to some ex-
tended efforts: Lithographic Impressions of a Journey 
by Messieurs Trottman and Cham occupied twenty 



[  147 ]THE LEGACY

pages in two months of the Charivari (Novem-
ber–December 1846). But the typical post-Töpffer 
French comic strip, in these early days, always 
excepting the feverishly productive Cham, was 
short, spasmodic, incoherent, and unimaginative. 
A quick look at the very vehicle of Cryptogame, 
L’Illustration, reveals how hard artists, no doubt 
urged on by editors, tried and failed to come up to 
scratch. Benjamin Roubaud’s awkward Les Aven-
tures de Scipion l’Africain, published in 1845 soon 
after Cryptogame, obviously capitalizes on Töpffer’s 
Algerian episode and is interesting only for its au-

dacious indications of sexual promiscuity (Paris or 
Muslim style?). Cham, dominant in the magazine 
1845–49, alternates between Töpfferian narratives 
and Cruikshankian “scraps and sketches,” called 
by the French études or macédoines, on contempo-
rary topics. Some of the stories have an imagina-
tive flourish: the Munchausenesque Baron de Crac 
(September 1845), trapped in and precipitated from 
a bell with the bell-ringer, reminds one a little of 
Töpffer’s astronomers in the airborne telescope.
 All this anarchic flurry of woodcut graphic 
jokes and tales does not survive the advent of Na-

9-2. Cham: In despair, White Cloud tears every hair from his busby, seeing what a blunder he has committed in spreading the benefits 
of civilization. / When a segment of the I-o-Way nation rebels, White Cloud assembles his army and gives decorations to his soldiers. 
/ The rebel chief gathers his troops and swears he will be drinking grog from the skull of his enemy White Cloud before sunset. / The 
two armies fire at each other simultaneously / and all fall dead. / The wives, unaware of this and unwilling to sit down to eat ahead of 
their husbands, all die of hunger. Thus ended the I-o-Way nation, victim of civilization (Episodes from the History of a Savage Nation, or 
the benefits of Civilization, L’Illustration, 1846).
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poleon III in 1851, when the censorship hardened and 
L’Illustration began to drop caricature altogether. 
Nor does it bear comparison to the Charivari, with 
its stately procession of monumental lithographic 
designs by Daumier, Gavarni, and company. But the 
mini-cut, Cham-style, does something else signifi-

cant, on the impulse surely of Töpffer and Crypto-
game, as the latter gentleman embarked on his Eu-
ropean and U.S. tour. Whether linked in attempts at 
narrative or grouped by theme, the caricature pages 
of L’Illustration and the Charivari systematically 
deploy numerous small vignettes, such as Cham 

9-3. Cham: In the tunnel M. Clopinet has his watch pinched, and sees a train headed toward him on the same track. Indescribable 
travel impression (Journey from Paris to America Pursued to Le Havre inclusive, Le Charivari, 1844–1845).
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is to make his speciality in different magazines all 
his life. Twelve cartoons on a page—all scanned in 
a moment. This is in the logic of railway reading, 
which allowed for variety, distraction, and interrup-
tion, for superficial and momentary attention; for 
looking, in a shaking carriage, rather than sustained 
reading.
 The railways, in which Töpffer invested heavily 
(and cynically, since he certainly did not believe in 
them and had never seen them), fascinated Cham, 
ever alert to novelty. Railways brought the dangers 
and discomforts of travel to a new and fearful pitch. 
While in Daumier these seem more psychological 
than physical, the all-too-real disaster on the Paris-
Versailles line in 1842, when fifty-five people were 
killed and over one hundred injured, seems to be re-
flected in the near-collision and explosion in Cham’s 

Journey from Paris to America (1844–45, fig. 9-3). The 
comic strip and the magazine containing it became a 
kind of railway literature sold in magazine or album 
form at station kiosks, mirroring the anxieties and 
terrors, the stop-and-start rhythms and hectic move-
ment of the railways. Is it a coincidence that Töpffer 
drafted his very first picture story at the very moment 
when the railways were first tried out, in Britain, and 
that his popularity was established (in the early 1840s) 
at the very moment when it was apparent they would 
revolutionize travel—and constitute an entirely new 
kind of psycho-physical experience?
 The promoters and idealists claimed that the 
railways would be a socially and culturally as well 
as geographically unifying force. This was much 
needed in the 1840s, an era of seething social dis-
content. Töpffer’s amalgam of absurdism, nonsense, 

9-4. Richard Doyle: A few friends to tea, and a lyttle musyck (Punch, 1849).



and arbitrary violence often leading to death—the 
desperate mixture of the macabre, foolish, and cruel 
characteristic of caricature in this decade—collide 
with a burgeoning artistic realism, of which the 
French (Daumier, Corot, Courbet) are the avatars. 
Töpffer, absurdist-realist, straddles an era.3

 Cham may have abandoned the pure outline 
style of Töpffer, and other artists never attempted 
it, but its attractions persisted, to be taken up by the 
young Gustave Doré. The fact that it represented a 
true, workable alternative graphic style, particularly 
suited to cartooning because of its brevity, was sensed 
by L’Illustration. We today recognize it as perhaps 
the style with a long future, passing into the twenti-
eth-century cartoon via Wilhelm Busch. In 1849 the 
French magazine reproduced, with credit to Punch 
but without benefit of the name of the “celebrated 
unknown” author, a drawing of a musical soirée in 
that style, taken from the mock-archaic series Man-
ners and Customs of the Englyshe by Richard Doyle, 
which ran in Punch 1849–50 (fig. 9-4). The young 
Doyle, who had no academic training but shared 
with Tenniel the honors of the big political cartoon 
in Punch, was the primary English exponent of this 
style that L’Illustration explicitly credits to Töpffer, 
who gave him the secret “in the guise of simple out-
line of a child-like naïveté.” 4 It was a popular style, 
actually rather different from his own, valued by 
Töpffer as that of the Parisian gamin’s graffiti or of 

9-5. Alfred de Musset (and/or Auguste Barre): 9. L. V. [Louis 
Viardot] pours his discomfiture into the bosom of Indiana. 
Indiana swears on her chiboiuque [Turkish pipe] to avert the 
storm. 10. Indiana averts the storm. Having got around the 
girl, Indiana lets her mother know in highly dignified language. 
14. He sets his nose down on Indiana’s desk. Indiana, saber in 
hand, takes M. V. to those ladies. 15. Superb speech of Indiana 
which proves that 2 plus 2 makes four, that the more a man has 
nothing, the more he should be given one’s daughter. M.V. rests 
his nose on the backgammon table. The M. V. nose dissolves 
into dust at the end of Indiana’s speech (“Marriage of Pauline 
Garcia and Louis Viardot,” Sand, p. 70 no. 47; no location for the 
drawings given).
 According to the biography of his father by Paul de 
Musset (1877, p. 240), in 1840, after suffering a grave illness, the 
poet Alfred de Musset occupied the days of his convalescence, 
feeling again like a  seventeen-year-old, “with an album of 
caricatures in the Toppfer [sic] style”—fifty-one drawings, of 
which half were by Musset and the other half by his neighbor 
Auguste Barre, while others did the captions. This excerpt 
(the rest remain unpublished) recounts the vicissitudes of a 
marriage between a young singer and a theatre owner. Spirit 
and style, using an enormously magnified nose, are more Cham 
than Töpffer. 

[ 9 ]

[ 10 ]

[ 14 ]

[ 15 ]
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9-6. Toulouse-Lautrec: then armed with a hammer . . . (drawings from Submersion, 1881, Toulouse-Lautrec, exhibition catalog, 
Hayward Gallery, London, 1991, p. 89, Curnonsky, 1938, n.p.; and Schimmel and Murray, p. 149n).
 Experts on Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec have detected in an album of forty-nine drawings this artist’s acquaintance with Töpffer, 
confirmed by the title of the Notebook “Cahier en Zigzag,” and the reference to Cryptogame in a letter to his mother.

9-7. Henri Hébert (“Phantaz”): The sack is alone. . . It is bored! . . . Soon it shakes . . .  It makes great efforts. A catastrophe happens.  
It results in Guignolet’s escape (Le crime de Châtelaine, Geneva, 1879–1880, from J.-D. Candaux, Töpfferiana).
 An “overview” by the Swiss literary authority Jean-Daniel Candaux has found a number of Genevan imitators of Töpffer’s 
Voyages en Zigzag and picture stories, some published in small auto-lithographic edition and privately circulated, some remaining in 
manuscript, none achieving any publicity and generally more curious than truly original. We single out Le crime de Châtelaine, thirty-
eight pictures published in four installments in the journal Guguss in 1879, one page signed “un disciple de Töpffer,” by “Phantaz,” 
that is Henri Hébert (1849–1917). Hébert was a professional painter of genre and landscape who enjoyed a brilliant career locally as 
a caricaturist under the pseudonym Tubal, virtually introducing political cartoon and comic strip into the Genevan press. His style is 
more French than Töpffer, but our excerpt reveals a memory of Vieux Bois in his corn-sack (76) combined perhaps with Jolibois in 
his crate (46).
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the schoolboy scribbling in his textbooks. By this 
time (1849) L’Illustration was advertising Crypto-
game, with Cham’s Boniface, as a prime or bonus, at 
1.50 instead of 5 francs, to (re)subscribers.
 Daumier, meanwhile, had been pushed into a 
semblance of narrative by Philipon, his publisher, 
who usually determined the topics and wrote his 
captions for him. It was in 1839, clearly under the 
impact of Töpffer’s albums, that the Philipon-
Daumier Mésaventures et désappointements de M. 
Gogo was used to launch a new magazine, the Cari-
cature provisoire (November–December 1838), fol-
lowed by a Journée d’un célibataire (Day in the Life 
of a Bachelor, June–September 1839), both of which 
dragged on for a while and were then aborted. Nei-
ther scenarist nor artist, nor any French artist save 
Cham and then Nadar, had the necessary literary 
gifts to sustain a true narrative, and follow the sug-

gestion of Töpffer himself (written to Sainte-Beuve) 
that they do so.5

Nadar’s Réac
The revolutions of 1848 infused new energy into the 
comic strip, and while Cham continued in his post-
Töpfferian mode, Nadar (Gaspard-Félix Tourna-
chon), who became better known as a photographer 
and balloonist but who started as a gifted carica-
turist, created the radical, anti-Bonapartist Revue 
Comique and a continuing character in it called 
Monsieur Réac. He is a satire on the political reac-
tionary as his name implies, and lasted only as long 
as the magazine (November 1848–end 1849), before 
both character and magazine succumbed to cen-
sorship; the character, in his role as representative 

9-8. Nadar: M. Réac votes for liberty of the press as he understands it [i.e., with heavy restrictions and punishments], . . . for freedom of 
speech, . . . and rights of assembly [by the national guard] (“The Public and Private Life of Mossieu Réac,” Revue Comique, 1849).
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counterrevolutionary, helped kill himself and the 
magazine off, as it were Frankenstein destroyed by 
the monster he had created (fig. 9-8). At 148 draw-
ings, Nadar’s invention shows exceptional staying 
power, and the marks of Töpffer entirely to its ad-
vantage: in the framing, in the diminution of back-
ground, in the emphasis on contour, in the physical 
hyperactivity, in the nimble development of inci-
dents and farce, and above all in the maintenance 
of a distinctive but expressive physiognomy for the 
protagonist. Réac is a counterpart and political an-
tithesis to Töpffer’s revolutionary agitator Albert, 
and cast in a similar hostile role; both use journal-
ism for their nefarious ends, and both end up mar-
rying aristocrats or money. Nadar’s Réac, who tried 
to censor the rest of his own story, finds his wife in 
compromising intimacy with a “horrible rebel” who 
might, one fancies, be Albert himself.

Gustave Doré
Töpffer wrote his picture stories, as he tells us, as 
an escape from political reality. On the eve of the 
1848 revolutions, in December of the preceding year, 
Philipon launched a new magazine whose overt pur-
pose was entertainment, “to amuse a bored century.” 
This was the Journal pour Rire, in which the boy 
prodigy Gustave Doré made his debut. Doré’s inspi-
ration was certainly Töpffer, although he seems to 
have learned from the childish-looking outline style 
of Richard Doyle as well. His Travaux d’Hercule 
was published in 1847 and promoted by Philipon’s 
brother-in-law Aubert as the work of a fifteen-
year-old and the twelfth in the Albums Jabot series. 
Doré’s is an astonishing, mature performance by any 
standard, and the disappearance of the album, now 
impossible to find, from the market and its absence 

9-9. Gustave Doré: Hercules, happily, and the hind, unhappily, fall into the river. Hercules, 1,000,000,000 leagues from home, earns his 
passage back by public performances (Les Travaux d’Hercule, 1847).
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today even from national libraries is a great mystery. 
We cannot begin to summarize here, as we have 
done in the past, some of its original features, which 
blend a crazy, Töpfferian narrative form (and some 
Töpfferian verbal tics) with parody of ancient his-
tory and myth, as represented in Daumier’s Histoire 

Ancienne cartoon series and Cham’s Aventures de Té-
lémaque. Hercules becomes a kind of squat, potbel-
lied, boastful Jabotesque upstart finding himself in 
Munchausenesque situations (fig. 9-9).
 In his early years, before he definitively de-
serted the caricature that gained him instant celeb-

9-10. Gustave Doré: To amuse us, the coachman whips the cretins . . . / who shower the coach with stones. / My wife faints and has 
to be carried to the nearest chalet, and I cruelly chastise a cretin I caught under my cap. / Roadside refrain in Savoy: ‘You wanna adopt 
our chillun?’ / ‘Look Sir, we are ashamed of being Savoyard, poor and ugly as the country is; as soon as Mont Blanc is French, we’ll try 
to tunnel through it.’ / ‘Watch out coachman!’ ‘Sorry, Sir; fact is, I was just recently a cabbie in Paris . . .’ / ‘Doan worry, madame, doan 
worry; 18 people fell here, 3 coaches there, 30 mules with their ladies over there; doan worry Madame, doan worry.’ / The coach enters 
a torrent . . . ‘Doan worry madame, it’s still the road.’ / Finally Madame declares she will not continue through the water without a 
bridge (to be built at her expense of course) and she is carried to the nearest chalet (Dis-Pleasures of a Pleasure Trip, 1851).
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rity (and in which he proved unbelievably prolific) 
for “straight” illustration of the classics, Doré (like 
Cham) came to specialize in parodic travel tales. The 
time was propitious, for around 1851 the postrevolu-
tionary quiescence set in and travel became cheaper, 
easier, and much commercialized. From his many 
comic travel tales we may single out his Dis-pleasures 
of a Pleasure-trip (1851), which although closer to 
Cham than Töpffer in draughtsmanship, exploits the 
absurdism of the Töpffer comic album tradition and, 
set as it is in the Genevan Alps, may derive also from 
the prose Voyages en Zigzag of the Swiss (fig. 9-10).
 Doré’s ultimate travel tale is the ultimate in 
(historical) travel tales: his ineffable History of Holy 
Russia (1854) takes on the whole history of Russia 
and is by far the largest narrative comic album of 
the century. Published in the midst of the Crimean 
War and unashamedly, indeed excessively (even 
for French political purposes) anti-Russian, it is 
a tour de force (or farce) that in a way submerges 
the Töpffer tradition in Rabelaisian hyperbolism. 

Its anti-Russianism has ensured its republication 
in our own times, unlike the rest of the consider-
able Doré comic strip oeuvre. Even as he scaled the 
height of world literature he did not entirely forget 
Töpffer, and his illustration to The Adventures of 
Baron Munchausen shows the two captured English 
officers who escape from being hanged dragging the 
gibbets after them (fig. 9-11), which is not warranted 
by the text but which echoes both the escape of 
Vieux Bois and the Beloved Object from the stake 
and that of the Abbé from Algiers in Cryptogame.

Léonce Petit
The Holy Russia would seem to signal the end of 
the immediate Töpffer legacy in France; but then, 
the era of Napoleon III (for our purposes, c. 1853 to 
the late 1860s) seems to have put the comic strip in 
France generally on hold, discounting the amazing 
comic-strip parody by Cham of Victor Hugo’s Les 

9-11. Gustave Doré, illustration, to The Adventures of Baron Munchausen, 1864.
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Misérables (1862). On hold, that is, up to the advent 
of Léonce Petit, whose beginnings clearly carry the 
Töpffer stamp, and whose whole impressive (and 
neglected) oeuvre stands as a tribute to the Swiss 
master. The hiatus in French comic strip produc-
tion coincides with a general decline in the quality 
of caricature (even in Daumier), and may be partly 
explained by a general social pacification under the 
Second Empire. It was in Germany, with Wilhelm 
Busch and others, that the baton of the picture story 
was picked up, while France (and England) lay rela-
tively fallow.
 Léonce Petit was often called the French 
Töpffer. His Misadventures of M. Bêton (Mr. Booby, 
1867–68) are interlaced with very funny, Töpffer-
ian emotional and physical frenzies, chases, misap-
prehensions, coincidences, and arrests. The work is 
Töpfferian all the way from its transfer-lithographic 
technique, graphic line, montages, and refrains 
right down to finer points of format, frame, and 
handwritten caption (fig. 9-12). One might have 

expected an earlier Töpfferian revival prompted by 
the republication in 1860 of Töpffer’s entire comic-
strip oeuvre in faithful copies by his son François 
Töpffer, printed in handsome albums by the big 
Parisian house of Garnier. But the Bêton album, 
with its companion called M. Tringle—which has 
a motif that might be derived from Vieux Bois, the 
hero disguised as a devil sowing panic and chaos in 
town and country6—were the Töpffer-dependent 
precursors to the Töpffer-transcendent, enormously 
successful Histoires Campagnardes. These ran over 
the years 1872–82 in thirty-six complete stories and 
in ninety-eight issues, to a total of 252 pages of Le 
Journal Amusant.
 This extraordinary series constitutes a history 
of rural and small-town provincial France, notably 
Normandy and Brittany, whence Petit came, and 
confronts the simple but avaricious and litigious 
peasant with the selfish small-town bourgeoi-
sie and its repressive police. It was the era of the 
Third Republic’s attempt to turn “Peasants into 

9-12. Léonce Petit: Lord Bonjon, protector [of Mlle. Crognonette] pursues the absconding pair. At the height of his ecstasy, M. Bêton is 
seized by an iron hand which lifts him up with colossal force. Mlle. Crognonette falls into the gutter and a nervous fit. M. Bêton is flung 
as by a hurricane down main sewer no. 204 (The Misadventures of M. Bêton, 1868).
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Frenchmen,” to use the title of the indispensable 
book by Eugene Weber (1976): educating, cajoling, 
disciplining. The alienation of urban man from the 
countryside, and the perplexity of rural folk when 
confronted with the compulsions of bourgeois 
“modernization,” coded in farcical ways already by 
Töpffer, Cham, and Daumier, are here writ large, 
complex, and analytical. We may assume certain 
similarities between the peasants of the canton Ge-
neva and its foreign neighbors, and those of Nor-
mandy and Brittany a generation later, but for the 
French the problem was immense and is perhaps 
still not resolved (France of recent years has been 
noted for its agricultural stoppages). The peasant 
interludes that in Töpffer are surely significant of 
a local malaise in Petit seem like the clash of two 
irreconcilable worlds.
 Petit’s outline style certainly goes back to 
Töpffer. So do some expressive variations in at-

titudes (fig. 9-13), and even certain physiognomic 
types, excellently maintained throughout a story as 
Töpffer taught. Petit has also learned from Doré 
and others in the interim, with greater variety in 
size and shaping of scenes, viewpoint, shading, 
close-up, montage, and graphic style, which extends 
to the silhouette and occasional nocturne. At the 
same time, unlike Töpffer’s his long prose captions 
plod heavily along. Petit seems to wander into the 
novel and short-story forms that he also practiced, 
with a notable lack of success. His panoramic scenes 
of peasant life, with which he also supplied the 
magazines under the generic title Bonnes Gens de 
Province, and his occasional Salon paintings show 
the rustics as indeed bonnes; in the Histoires Cam-
pagnardes they are not. Like Töpffer, he was will-
fully misunderstood by the critics, who preferred to 
ignore the satirical picture stories, and lauded his 
naïveté.

9-13. Léonce Petit: The patience of rustic usurer Job, who has you mercilessly evicted but is always ready to oblige his friends, even if 
it ruin him (The Usurer, 1875).



[  158 ] THE LEGACY

England before and with Töpffer
Contemporary England and France offered great 
models in caricature, but it was a more distant Eng-
lish ancestor alone whom Töpffer explicitly and 
repeatedly honored. William Hogarth enjoyed a 
lasting European reputation for his demonstration 
that not only could visual art tell original, amusing 
stories all on its own, but that popular, moralizing 
contemporary subjects could rise to high aesthetic 
level. Rodolphe inherited a taste for Hogarth from 
his father Wolfgang-Adam, a genre and landscape 
painter who was called “the Genevan Hogarth” 
and who brought Hogarth plates back from his 
visit to England. In his will, Rodolphe specified 
that his “inalienable” Hogarths should pass to his 
son François.
 Before Hogarth, European graphic narrative, 
or the ancestors of the picture story or “comic strip” 
as I define it,7 starting more or less with the inven-
tion of printing, was confined, mostly, to single 
broadsheets telling religious, moral, and polemical 
stories, dividing in the seventeenth century between 
humorous-satirical and heavily political. In the sev-
enteenth century the compartmentalized, narrative 
engraved broadsheet got into its stride, with stories 
of rakes and harlots in Italy, the horrors of mar-
ried life in Germany, and Dutch denunciations of 
French and Catholic military atrocities, the latter 
crystallized best in Callot’s exquisitely painful Mis-
eries and Misfortunes of War (1633).
 Hogarth seems to subsume all the earlier so-
cial, if not political targets of graphic (together with 
much literary) satire in work that is not strictly (by 
his own terms) caricatural at all (see fig. 6-16). With 
their relatively few (six to twelve) intricate, relatively 
large, rich, dense, and highly allusive compositions 
(the first three series first painted, then engraved), 
they seem very remote from what we conceive as 
mainstream comic-strip art of the twentieth cen-
tury. But I would call Hogarth the grandfather, if 
Töpffer is the father, of the modern comic strip. 

Working a full century apart, these two seem to 
represent antipodean approaches to narrative. One 
can hardly imagine anything more different from 
the overflowing, richly painted-engraved composi-
tions of Hogarth than the spare, casually doodled 
pen sketches of Töpffer that spin in spidery lines a 
spidery narrative web.
 What Töpffer admired in Hogarth was not 
only the literary (narrative) side, but also his capac-
ity to be thoroughly moralizing even as he made 
you laugh. Hogarth was as serious a satirist as 
Fielding or Swift. But when I first came to Töpffer 
from Hogarth (with no sense of what happened in 
between), I was struck and enchanted by a contrast: 
Töpffer embodied a lack of seriousness, a pure love 
of mayhem and silliness, as opposed to the often 
sinister-scary implications, brilliantly masked in 
humor and satire, of Hogarth. Hogarth requires a 
bit of work, hard looking and some figuring out; 
Töpffer was all there at once, a jovial companion 
with no moral axe to grind and only funny, impossi-
ble tales to tell. There is of course much more to him 
than that, as this book hopes to show. Yet his genius 
lay in an escape from conventional moralizing—as 
represented, for example, in his own prose fiction 
and aesthetic writings. Ironically, Töpffer always 
wanted popular art to recover its earnest, moraliz-
ing mission, and for that mission, insofar as it was 
fulfilled in the crude popular imagery of his day, to 
be validated by the critics. His own experiments in 
popular art, the graphic novels, consciously retain-
ing as they did a grain de sérieux, quickly outreached 
their initial audience, the boys of his school; but 
they can never have reached the masses beyond, just 
once, the middle-class subscribers to L’Illustration.
 The long interlude between Hogarth and 
Töpffer, who was born a generation after Hogarth 
died, was full of pious imitations, aborted efforts, 
and semi-successful experiments, mostly in Eng-
land but also in Germany (Chodowiecki) and even 
a glimmering in France (Greuze), too classicist to 
be otherwise hospitable to the low-class and con-
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temporary. I have laid out all of this in some detail 
in my Early Comic Strip. The first English imitator 
of Hogarth, John Collet, tried to maintain his hu-
mor. But subsequent admirers, painters of history 
and genre John Mortimer, John Northcote, and 
George Morland, simply substituted sentimen-
tal pathos, and none struck a chord in the popular 
market. Broadsheet caricature of the “Golden Age 
of Caricature,” which from around 1780 competed 
so successfully in that market (and created a new, 
politically curious one), with the gigantic and ruth-
less energies of a Gillray, looked nostalgically and 
gingerly back to the mighty Hogarth and produced 
a number of “progresses” (the very term now more 
Hogarthian than Bunyanesque), on single sheets, of 
individual politicians and social types. Some of the 
best were by a prolific youth named Richard New-
ton, who died at the age of twenty-one. The term 
“progress” as with Hogarth is used ironically, for 
there is usually a moral and professional regression.
 Vis-à-vis Hogarth, the golden age of carica-
ture (that is, the generation around 1800), especially 
in its compartmentalized, narrative comic-strip 
form, introduced important innovations that were 
to become standardized and that stand halfway 
between Hogarth and Töpffer: simplification of 
contour, isolation of essentials, use of rhetorical (or 
“telegraphic”) poses, reduction of background and 
accessory, and no Hogarthian subplots. They were 
personally allusive, and often scurrilous and rude. 
Töpffer would generally sublimate the personal 
into the generically social, Crépin and Albert be-
ing the exceptions. The acceptance of more text as 
such, outside the picture frame rather than in the 
Hogarthian form of naturalistic inscriptions on ob-
jects such as notices and letters, placed below the 
vignettes, and often enough in speech balloons also 
represented a step toward the strictly hybrid form 
the nineteenth-century comic strip, via Töpffer, 
was to adopt: concisely sketched pictures with short 
captions beneath helpful or essential to the under-
standing of the story. Hogarth, meanwhile, had 

undergone extensive wordy commentary, which 
seemed irresistible, but his picture stories stand as 
pictures alone.
 Töpffer enjoyed a great advantage, which was 
not to be repeated until Wilhelm Busch, that he was 
both skilled artist and writer. Much of the history of 
the illustrated novel in the nineteenth century can 
be read in terms of a struggle and a relationship, 
often conflictive and at any rate actively collabora-
tive between writer and artist. Grandville wanted 
to be a writer; writers liked to dictate illustrations. 
Dickens, often at odds with his illustrators and rid-
ing herd on them, aimed to absorb the visual antics 
of the illustrators (and Hogarth) into his very lit-
erary style. The English Victorian novel represents 
in some sense a triumph of writer over artist, but 
this was not at all a given. Dickens himself, never 
exactly lacking in self-confidence, started out grant-
ing George Cruikshank equal billing (at least on the 
title page). He did so in recognition of the pulling 
power of a well-established caricaturist and illus-
trator like Cruikshank, and the proven capacity of 
good graphics to sell mediocre literary texts.
 It may be argued that the immediate precur-
sors of the Töpffer comic strip are not the (very) 
sub-Hogarthian “progresses” by mostly lesser cari-
caturists that the Swiss would not even have known. 
It is common for scholars to adduce here the im-
mensely successful Tour of Dr. Syntax in Search of the 
Picturesque, published first as installments 1809–11 
and available to Töpffer in French translation (figs. 
9-14, 9-15). He himself is even compared in a let-
ter as another schoolmaster Dr. Syntax.8 For Syntax 
the polymath writer William Combe wrote his jog-
along verses “up to” (as the phrase went) preexistent 
designs supplied to him (then in jail, for debt) by 
Thomas Rowlandson. With a full-page illustration 
to every episode of eight to ten pages of verse, this 
is formally still quite distant from a comic strip. Nor 
are the episodes really linked. As the title implies, 
the Combe-Rowlandson collaboration was a parody 
of the “search for the picturesque” that engaged so 
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9-14. Thomas Rowlandson: Dr. Syntax setting out on his tour to the lakes (aquatint from Tour of Dr. Syntax in search of the Picturesque, 
1809–1811).

9-15. Töpffer: Having waited four years for 
his mule to grow up, Doctor Festus leaves 
on his great educational voyage (Festus 2; 
comparison from Kaenel, 1990.)
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many hopefuls and amateurs of the Romantic eras. 
But insofar as Dr. Festus bears a vague resem-
blance to Dr. Syntax by undertaking a rural voyage 
d’instruction or educational voyage, it is character-
istic of the different cultures in London and Ge-
neva that, from the start, the ambition of Syntax 
is to write what in effect Combe writes for him, a 
series of amusing adventures that when published 
will put the cash-strapped pedagogue and cleric on 
easy street; whereas Festus is embarked, obscurely, 
dreamlike, on a quest for pure if unspecified knowl-
edge. As Syntax says, in the first canto: “I’ll ride and 
write, and sketch and print / And thus create a real 
mint,/ I’ll prose it here, I’ll verse it there, / And pic-
turesque it ev’ry where.” This is the professional cyn-
icism of Syntax’s author, too, from his debtor’s jail, a 
pole from the attitude of Festus and his creator.
 Dr. Syntax and the sequels in which he figured 
were followed by a sort of urban equivalent, the raff-
ish search for excitement in the city, the Life in Lon-
don where the writer Pierce Egan wrote “up to” the 
designs of George and Robert Cruikshank. Pierce 
Egan’s Life in London became in 1824 the name of a 
magazine, and it was henceforth the illustrated mag-
azine that would, with books, absorb the energies of 
the caricaturists and illustrators, and move the for-
mer into the latter category. The range of George 
Cruikshank caricature and illustration in this period 
alone is enormous and includes much nonsensical 
stuff. It would no doubt be possible to point back 
(and contemporaneously with Töpffer) to some 
example or another in the incomparable oeuvre of 
the Englishman, for many of Töpffer’s satirical mo-
tifs. This is not to suggest that Töpffer consciously 
used any particular Cruikshank etching, admired 
as the “inimitable George” was, generally speaking, 
on the continent. Cruikshank offered another kind 
of model, however, which reflected a state of mal-
aise with respect to caricature generally, as well as a 
new market psychology: the taste for “Scraps and 
Sketches” (1828–32), which is the title Cruikshank 
gave to “Cruikshankiana”—miscellaneous small vi-

gnettes either disconnected or loosely connected by 
a theme, united on a single page and series of pages, 
inviting readers to connect the dots. The French-
man Cham, a little later, would do something simi-
lar, as we have seen. Here the satirical barb mixed 
with the plain silly. Töpffer’s method is, in a way, to 
take scraps and sketches of satirical and silly ideas 
that occurred to him pell-mell, in an alchemy sin-
gular with him, and connect them into the kind of 
narrative that was the envy of Cruikshank as well as 
Grandville and many another artist.
 Dickens’s first independent effort Sketches by 
Boz and Cuts by Cruikshank tells us by the title alone 
not to expect a coherent narrative. Thematic linkage 
is to be found in his next work The Pickwick Papers 
(1836–37, but set in 1827, the year Töpffer sketched 
his first picture story), while it still adhered essen-
tially to the “Scraps and Sketches” format and was 
written as a kind of verbal caricature, and in acute 
awareness of the role of the forty-three illustrations: 
“What a study for an artist did that exciting scene 
present!” (ch. I). The overlap with Töpfferian charac-
ters and episodes testifies to the coincidence of comic 
repertoire in two distinct languages—visual and ver-
bal—and two distinct cultures. In both writers events 
manipulate people, especially the hero, and run on 
coincidences galore. To start with the lead character 
and prime structural agent: Mr. Pickwick is a kind of 
Dr. Festus, bent on voyages of discovery, although of 
a sociological rather than scientific kind. There are 
absurd quarrels between men of learning, and sat-
ires of learned societies (ch. XI). Changes of clothes 
bespeak changes of identity. There are duels on the 
absurdest of pretexts, and blind sexual jealousies. The 
law, judicial procedures, and jail are subject to the 
roundest excoriation. The hero’s erroneous invasion 
of a lady’s bedroom leads to disastrous consequences. 
There are plans to pack up Pickwick inside a piano, 
as Festus is carried off inside a trunk. Finally, we may 
add that Dickens’s Mr. Jingle speaks in breathless, 
staccato, abbreviated captions, and that old-fash-
ioned Mr. Pickwick, like Töpffer’s middle-aged pro-
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tagonists, wears breeches and gaiters or stockings. 
We know that Töpffer owned and treasured a copy 
of a Pickwick translation.9

 The late 1820s, when Töpffer first discovered 
how to do picture stories, and the 1830s, when he 
first published them, was in Britain a period of rest-
less searching for new formats for caricature and 
illustration that lasted into the 1840s, overlapping 
what appears in retrospect the inevitable and de-
finitive “victory” early in that decade of the illus-
trated magazine in two kinds: satirical (Punch 1841) 
and newsy (Illustrated London News 1842). France 
had, since the 1830s, a satirical, illustrated magazine: 
the weekly La Caricature followed by the daily Le 
Charivari (Punch was subtitled The London Chari-
vari), which Töpffer certainly knew. The incorpo-
ration of woodcut vignettes into lower-class, often 
radical newspapers in Britain gave them a working-
class and political allure that had later to be shed; 
and Hogarth, ever concerned with lower-class vir-
tue and vice, presided here too: a miniaturized (to 
2 x 3 inches per scene!) version of his Harlot’s Prog-
ress may claim to be technically the first newspaper 
strip, published in Bell’s Life in London and Sporting 
Guide in 1828. Hogarth might keep his harlot, but 
marriage was the topic of the day. The suppression 
of overt sexual vice, of casual acceptance in Hog-
arth’s day, has been deemed responsible not only 
for the well-known sentimentality and idealizations 
shared by Töpffer in his prose work but also, and 
more interestingly, for the extreme flights of fancy, 
the escapism, the morbidity, the grotesque and the 
horrific, in the novel and down to the nonsense of 
Lear and Carroll, which is deemed by some to be 
not without its darker, erotic side.
 The European comic strip after Töpffer found 
its permanent and primary home in the illustrated, 
usually comic magazine. The English “restless 
searching for new formats” referred to should, logi-
cally, have included Töpffer’s invention. That this 
was made in Geneva, not London (or Paris), must 
seem anomalous, especially since Geneva had no il-

lustrated magazines at all and no tradition of public 
caricature, beyond what Rodolphe’s father Wolf-
gang-Adam had risked and prudently restricted to 
private circles. Art lithography was quite undevel-
oped in Geneva, and engraving on metal was taught 
for the benefit of watchmakers. But Geneva, as 
we insist here, tapped into the intellectual climate 
of both Paris and London, and it may be that its 
relative smallness and provinciality, its immunity 
to metropolitan market pressures, allowed a new, 
noncommercial form of art to germinate whose 
eventual success in the bigger market surprised the 
inventor himself.

England after Töpffer
Three Töpffer albums were soon plagiarized and 
copied in England: Vieux Bois as Adventures of Mr. 
Obadiah Oldbuck,10 published by Tilt and Bogue in 
1841 and again 1849(?), cofinanced by George Cruik-
shank;11 Jabot as The Comical Adventures of Beau 
Ogleby, from the same publisher about 1845, with 
a frontispiece by Robert Cruikshank; and Crypto-
game as The Strange Adventures of Bachelor Butterfly, 
a volume so rare that it escaped the British Library.12 
This appeared as an album in 1845 even before the 
much-delayed original French one of Dubochet, 
from whom Bogue bought copies (clichés) of the 
woodblocks (thus not technically a plagiary).
 Despite these editions Töpffer never caught 
on in England compared with France. Thackeray, 
who was certainly smitten by Töpffer as a youth, 
as we shall see, was a curious case of a might-have-
been who never went public with his several series 
of sketches for picture stories, perhaps because he 
was simply too closely identified among the main 
line of major novelists of his day to risk getting 
sidetracked. We deal with him in more detail below, 
with his encouragement of Cruikshank’s weak at-
tempt at the new genre. Was Töpffer somehow seen 
as somehow un-English? This is hard to imagine, 
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given the breadth and eclecticism of the English 
comic art tradition, but a hint of incompatibility 
is given in a review of Oldbuck, which found it too 
“continental” and too Munchausenesque.13

 The overall pattern of comic strip development 
from mid-century presents a curious, desultory 
patchwork to begin with, with some originality re-
vealing itself over the last third of the century. Major 
Punch artists such as Leech, Tenniel, and Du Mau-
rier generally avoided the narrative form, preferring 
always single cartoons, although Du Maurier had a 
brief quasi-narrative, Darwinian fling. In the search 
for new formats in mid-century it is the cheaper 
magazines, as long as they lasted, that carried the 
comic strips. Man in the Moon (from January 1847) 
was a peculiar sixpenny monthly in tiny size (5 x 4 

inches, 64 pages) boasting a special attraction in its 
huge fold-out plate, folded five times horizontally 
and vertically into the magazine, a vehicle expressly 
created for the narrative strips. The magazine started 
out with a Life and Death of Don Guzzles of Carrara, 
a romantic parody mistakenly attributed to Cham, 
just arrived in London, followed by The Foreign Gen-
tleman in London; or, The English Adventures of M. 
Vanille, an uninspired sequence by Cham cut short 
by his departure back to Paris. Mr. Crindle’s Rapid 
Career upon Town (also 1847) improved on these and 
ran for nine installments and 140 drawings (fig. 9-
16). This remarkable performance, a collaboration of 
the writer Albert Smith and the artist H. G. Hine, 
went unremarked, although it transcends Töpffer 
and Cham in its montage and use of pictography, 

9-16. Albert Smith and H. G. Hine, “Mr. Crindle’s Rapid Career upon Town:—Part the Second” (Man in the Moon, 1847).
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pars pro toto, hyperbole, variable framing and view-
point, and breakneck speed of narrative. Such inven-
tiveness seems less to look back to Töpffer, or even 
Cruikshank, whose graphic style it emulates, than 
forward to Doré, who was asked to copy it in the 
Journal pour Rire, and surely learned much from it 
for his stupendous History of Holy Russia.
 Crindle’s successor by the same team, The Sur-
prising Adventures of Mr. Touchango Jones, an Emi-
grant, though running to only five parts, is little 
inferior. The motivation for Mr. Jones’s flight, wife 
trouble, harks back to that of M. Cryptogame, but 
the few years that had passed since, culminating 
in the 1848 revolutions, gave reason for more per-
manent emigration, and in the case of Mr. Jones, 
offering imperialist success among the natives of 
Quashybungo which suddenly becomes France, 
with duplication of major events of the revolution 
there. The third Smith-Hine story, How My Rich 
Uncle Came to Dine at Our Villa, features police 
repression, with Töpfferian mistaken jailings and 
switching of clothes and identity.
 Press reviews of the magazine, thinking surely 
more of this fold-out plate rather than the magazine 

as a whole, call it “inimitably ludicrous” and “gro-
tesquely comic.” Unfortunately, the critical but ex-
pensive and awkward folding plate proved imprac-
tical; it was abandoned, and the magazine proved 
unable to survive without it. Another alternative for-
mat, the tiny (4 x 5 inches) self-lithographed pocket 
album, was tried out by the artist John Leighton 
(using the pseudonym Luke Limner), whose flaccid 
account of the dangers, unpleasantness, and bore-
dom of travel to and life at the seaside is given in 
London Out of Town or the Adventures of the Browns 
at the Sea Side (1847). The feat of cramming 154 tiny 
vignettes and self-scripted captions into sixteen 
pages is aided by Leighton’s use of Töpffer’s auto-
lithographic method, which earned its rescue from 
deserved obscurity by a historian of lithography.14

 After the stimulus of 1848 the comic strip lost 
much of its energy, and the major effort at picto-
rial narrative, Richard Doyle’s The Pleasure Trip of 
Messrs. Brown, Jones and Robinson, which started in 
Punch 1850 and appeared in expanded form as their 
Foreign Tour in 1854, is a lackluster affair that seems 
to strive in terms of graphic and plot for the medi-
ocrity of experience familiar to an already blasé pub-

9-17. Richard Doyle, “Italian Lakes” (The Foreign Tour of Messrs. Brown, Jones and Robinson, 1854).
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lic. The only excitement develops at frontiers, where 
there is the familiar official harassment (fig. 9-17).
 In this case, the shift in the 1850s toward greater 
realism of experience, which we noted also in France, 
had a deadening effect in the hands of an artist like 
Doyle, whose forte was whimsical fairytale illustra-
tions. Realism becomes a more positive factor in 
The Adventures of Mr. Wilderspin on His Journey 
Through Life by William McConnell in Town Talk 
(1858–59), with 184 drawings, a record for the age, 
leaving the Russia of Doré hors de concours. The life 
of Wilderspin, “a railway clerk with ideas above his 
station,” is social documentary mixing Pierce Egan 
with Henry Mayhew, plus a parliamentary interlude 
reminiscent of the German Piepmeyer (p. 178).
 Was there not in England imagination and 
skill enough to sustain a comic-strip tradition; did 
publishers not quite trust the public with this new-
fangled format? Only in the 1870s did artists settle 
in with characters they felt to be rich enough in 
possibilities to carry through the years. The first 
was Charles Ross with Ally Sloper, a lower-middle-
class cheat developed by Europe’s only professional 
woman caricaturist, Ross’s wife Marie Duval, who 
signed her innumerable narrative squibs that are the 
true ancestors of the three- or four-panel gag-strip 
today. Duval’s aggressively amateurish, childlike 
style is hardly Töpfferian, but her resolute silliness 
perhaps is. At the very least, the principle defended 
by Töpffer of the merits of being childlike and silly 
must be recognized as alive and well in the England 
of Lear, Carroll, and Marie Duval.

Thackeray (and Cruikshank’s Lambkin )
Among the many artists affected by the Töpffer 
picture story, the great English novelist and amus-
ing draughtsman William Makepeace Thackeray 
must be the least known in this respect, and he is 
also the earliest. He must have seen the Crypto-
game and Festus received in the Goethe circle De-

cember 1830–January 1831, and very possibly was 
aware, Germanist as he was, of the imprimatur that 
Goethe gave to Töpffer albums in Kunst und Alter-
thum in 1832. The circumstances are not conclusive 
and Thackeray does not, unfortunately, in his cor-
respondence or otherwise mention Töpffer by name 
at any time, although he does refer in a letter to 
Vieux Bois as a model, and a character in Vanity Fair 
has a Töpfferian name ( Jabotière). Thackeray’s own 
early essays in pictorial narratives were all published 
posthumously. This is not surprising, and perhaps 
deserved: they are fragmentary and inconsequen-
tial, and were not taken seriously by the writer, who 
obviously preferred that his graphic skills support 
his verbal narratives. These little experiments do 
however command our interest, and that of liter-
ary history, as a record of a writer’s intermittently 
exercised gifts in an as yet (in England) underde-
veloped genre he denied himself, overtaken as he 
soon was by his quickly unfolding literary success. 
The twinned ambition to be an illustrator as well as 
writer, to be indeed a writer-artist, murmured on, 
and he ended up, uniquely in England which was 
brimming with talented graphic artists, and at the 
risk of invidious comparison, illustrating four of his 
major novels, and doing much graphic work beside, 
for Punch (anonymously).
 Like Töpffer, Thackeray compensated for his 
failure to realize a youthful ambition to be a real 
artist by illustrating his own writing; like Töpffer 
his facility for doing funny sketches was first honed 
among and to the applause of children; and like 
Töpffer he was reluctant to publish his experiments 
in picture stories. How far his sense that pictures 
could tell longer stories, à la Töpffer, really made 
their way into his novels, which are richly illus-
trated and written in an illustration-conscious way, 
is an interesting question, and has elicited from 
one Thackeray scholar the theory that the (unil-
lustrated) Henry Esmond is a kind of picture story 
told in words, and that “the fractured syntax of the 
comic strip predominates in Thackeray’s works.”15
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 Thackeray revealed his gifts for improvising 
comic sketches as a schoolboy, where he regaled his 
fellows with caricature in quantity,16 taking his cue 
for subject matter from an enthusiastic audience. 
In 1830, at age nineteen, on an unauthorized break 
from Cambridge University, he went to Paris, where 
he considered becoming a painter, and from there 
made a prolonged side-trip to Weimar. In that tiny 
dukedom he found himself spending many months, 
entranced by the philo-English culture and Ottilie 
van Goethe. The poet’s daughter-in-law reigned 
over an informal salon, giving the occasional, highly 
selective and much prized access to the great man 
himself, then aged eighty-three and in his last years. 
Young Thackeray was admitted to a short conversa-
tion with him just once. The witty, sprightly Ot-
tilie, who jokingly titled herself the British Consul 
in Weimar, liked gifted young Englishmen, as did 

the young ladies of Weimar. Thackeray soon found 
himself in demand sketching caricatures that ap-
pealed particularly of course to the children, in-
cluding Goethe’s own grandchildren. They, like 
Töpffer’s (older) schoolboys, participated and egged 
him on in what was recognized as a social game. 
It served to while away the long winter evenings, 
which Goethe himself lightened by scanning the 
comic albums Töpffer had sent to him, as we know, 
and also Thackeray’s sketches, as we may presume. 
Some of these were carefully preserved and bound 
into a Weimar sketchbook (Berg collection, New 
York Public Library). Thackeray seems to have re-
membered his stay in Weimar for the Pumpernickel 
chapters in Vanity Fair.
 Two picture stories by the Englishman in Wei-
mar testify to his quick reaction to Töpffer. Both 
stories are more gruesome than Töpffer would have 

9-18. William Makepeace Thackeray, “The Bandit’s Revenge” (The Picture Magazine vol. III, 1894).
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allowed, and are essentially parodies of a kind of 
Grimm fairy tale, very popular in England. Count 
Otto van Blumenbach, newly married to Ottilia, 
Melanie, Jenny von Rosenthal (sic—one person) is 
not allowed beefsteaks for breakfast, which causes 
him to grow thinner while she grows fatter. The 
wife turns out to be a necrophagous cannibal who 
devours churchyard corpses at night. The second 
story features a mother who kills and eats her own 
son.17 This gruesomeness was sketched out for a 
small girl called Caroline Vavasour.
 It may be that Thackeray was predisposed, like 
Töpffer himself, to pictorial narrative by William 
Hogarth, with whose Idle Apprentice the writer em-
pathized during these years of apparent, guilty idle-
ness, and whose Marriage A la Mode he declared “to 
be more moral and more beautiful than West’s big-
gest heroic piece, or Angelica Kaufmann’s most ele-
gant allegory.”18 Around 1832 he executed a scenario 
called “The Bandit’s Revenge or the Fatal Sword. A 
Romantic Drama,” that features a hero called Viv-
aldi who is put in a frightful jail by a bandit.19 He 
escapes on a mule, which causes a terrified rustic 
to take him for “Death on the pale horse” (this is 
very Töpfferian). Thus mounted he leaps through 
the window of his beloved, Bertha, grown fat on 
the victuals prepared for his marriage; they are am-
bushed en route to the church, and Vivaldi pierces 
the whole bandit group right through into a tree-
trunk with a single stroke of an immense sword (fig. 
9-18). Connubial bliss provides the happy ending. 
The Picture Magazine also printed with this some 
five illustrated limericks headed “Simple Melodies.” 
The date 1832 on this sheet (which gives us the pre-
sumed date for the bandit story) puts Thackeray’s 
illustrated limericks well ahead of those famous 
avatars of nonsense verse printed by Lear in his first 
Book of Nonsense (1846).
 Another early picture story by Thackeray, said 
to date from just before his marriage in Paris in Au-
gust 1836, was not printed until 1946 in an edition of 
his Letters and Private Papers20 and survives incom-

plete. “The Count’s Adventures” now totals twenty 
drawings and is based on the character of a friend 
Thackeray was staying with, an eccentric Scottish 
artist named John Grant Brine. The drawings were 
made to amuse the children of Thackeray’s friend 
Eyre Evans Crowe. The count is a kind of Don 
Quixote, of the type who would enter Thackeray’s 
novels. Captured by the Spanish, he refuses to ab-
jure his religion, even on the rack; at the stake, he 
cuts off the heads of his executioners. The paral-
lel with Töpffer’s Vieux Bois (first edition 1837), 
where the hero barely escapes the monastic stake, 
is fortuitous, if the date 1836 is correctly inferred for 
Thackeray’s venture. More violence or the threat 
of it, mistaken identity, a serenade, invasion of the 
queen’s bedroom, the magical effects of a portrait 
the count paints of a Dulcinea called Ximena, are 
all in the vein of Thackeray’s early parodies of the 
romantic cliché in which Töpffer also engages. The 
long flowing outlines and shading are not Töpffer-
ian, but the vivacity is.21

 Thackeray’s trip to Paris 1836–37 allowed him 
to collect material for an article on French carica-
ture, but it was not until his visit of 1840 that he 
had a chance to see Töpffer’s three picture stories, 
in the originals or as plagiarized in the French capi-
tal: Jabot, Crépin, and Vieux Bois. Thackeray men-
tions Vieux Bois by title in letters to his mother of 
April 1840, as the inspiration for The Adventures of 
Dionysius Diddler (fig. 9-19), “all in pictures like M. 
Vieuxbois—quite fabulous,” and “something in the 
style of Vieuxbois,” which was supposed to guaran-
tee the launch of a new magazine he planned called 
Foolscap Library.22 Diddler was based on a miscel-
laneous writer and scientist called Dr. Dionysius 
Lardner. The proposed weekly never materialized, 
partly because Thackeray joined the staff of Punch, 
which started up the following year, and gave ample 
outlet to Thackeray’s genius for the sketch, graphic 
and verbal, as well as financial stability. Punch was, 
oddly, never very receptive to the concept of the 
picture story, which throughout the century evolved 



9-19. Thackeray, Dionysus Diddler (The Autographic Mirror, 1864).
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in England independently of this relatively elite ve-
hicle of graphic humor. If it judged the genre by 
Thackeray’s Diddler, an uninteresting sort of Irish 
Jabot, Punch’s attitude is understandable.
 But Thackeray may have suggested the idea of 
the picture story to his friend and etching teacher 
George Cruikshank, whose hitherto brilliant career 
was faltering in the early 1840s and who was look-
ing for new formats. Cruikshank must have known 
something of Töpffer’s work, for the frontispiece of 
The Adventures of Obadiah Oldbuck (i.e., Töpffer’s 
Vieux Bois), published by Cruikshank’s publisher in 
1841, was designed and engraved (with, possibly, cop-
ies of the whole work beyond) by George’s brother 
and collaborator Robert.23 French plagiaries after 
Töpffer must have been available from Delaporte 
in the Burlington Arcade, the authorized agent of 
their publisher Aubert in Paris.
 George Cruikshank’s only independent nar-
rative venture in this period—he had done much 
earlier a few not very distinguished comic strips on 
scenarios by others, etched on the single broadsheets 
customary at the time—was a lackluster affair, more 
Thackeray than either Hogarth or Töpffer. The 
Progress of Mr. Lambkin was, however, twenty-four 
plates clearly inspired by the social climber Jabot, 
the eponymous hero of the first picture story pub-
lished by Töpffer in Geneva 1835 and plagiarized in 
Paris.24 The name was remembered by Thackeray in 
Vanity Fair (1847–48) in that of the Duc de la Jabo-
tière, an old roué and ambassador who is mentioned 
in passing. We too may mention in passing that the 
orientalist charade that featured the heroine of that 
novel, Becky Sharp as Clytemnestra, in a sensational 
role murdering her husband Agamemnon with a 
dagger, paired in the same charade with an odi-
ous pasha seducing a white slave,25 may well—who 
knows?—derive from some memory of the com-
parable incident in Töpffer’s Cryptogame. But such 
scenes were no doubt commonplace, as was the idea 
of a clumsy dancer bringing his partner and others 
down in the ballroom, as do both Jabot (see fig. 3-1) 

and Thackeray’s Fitzboodle in Fitzboodle’s Confes-
sions, and in Pendennis. The social climber was of 
course a favorite type in novels by Thackeray.
 Despite the relative failure of Lambkin, Cruik-
shank went on to attempt other, more promising 
forms of sequential graphics: The Bottle (1847), fol-
lowed by The Drunkard’s Children, works of a pas-
sionate temperance reformer that spoke eloquently 
to a major concern of the age, in very large, most 
uncomic compositions; and The Tooth-Ache (1849), 
pure comedy as painful as the subject, a true comic 
strip that pulled out like a paper concertina.
 In 1848 Thackeray met Töpffer’s principal imi-
tator Cham in London, where he, Cham, became 
an instant familiar and favorite of the Punch circle. 
Dickens and Thackeray gave a “hurricane welcome 
to this devil of a Frenchman,”26 and courted him for 
a permanent presence in England. Graphic narra-
tive may have been in the air, but it was not fresh-
ened much by Thackeray’s colleagues on Punch, 
Doyle’s tepid Foreign Tour of Messrs. Smith, Brown 
and Robinson, or Tenniel’s “Adventures of Mr. Peter 
Piper,” a short-lived series in Punch in 1853.27

 Even in the midst of writing his most famous 
and successful novel, Vanity Fair (1848–49), which 
he illustrated, profusely, himself, Thackeray seems 
not to have forgotten the charms of the indepen-
dent picture story. A twelve-part tale with captions 
in French called “The Heroic Adventures of M. 
Boudin” (not published until 1980 and then in a lim-
ited edition), can be dated, on the basis of a (gratu-
itous) passing allusion to Count Alfred d’Orsay, to 
1848–49, and was done perhaps for a soirée of which 
he was an ornament.28 Crudely violent, as his previ-
ous essays in the genre had been, its historical basis 
is the Napoleonic wars, and shows (and mocks?) 
stereotypes of English cruelty and inferiority held 
by the French (fig. 9-20).
 Thackeray’s final (as far as we know) and most 
ambitious undertaking in the picture story was titled 
“Specimen-Extracts from the New Novel The Or-
phan of Pimlico. A moral tale of Belgravian Life by 
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9-20 Thackeray: 1. Boudin, fisherman of Boulogne, with three compatriots seizes an English frigate, kills the 
ship’s captain, 83 sailors, soldiers etc. (1797). 2. Boudin appears before the Directory, which gives him a [paltry] 
reward. 3. Boudin joins battle with the English fleet, sinks 33 warships, but is captured by the 34th (under 
Lord Nelson), all aboard being massacred except Boudin. Note. The battle is invisible because of the smoke. 
4. Riddled with wounds, loaded with chains, Boudin appears before Lord Nelson. The victor trembles before 
the vanquished. 5. In the infernal dungeons of Portsmouth where so many other Frenchmen have already 
perished, Boudin expiates his ill-fated courage. He is given only half a pint of water and a twopenny loaf 
each week. 6. Miss Fanny, the prison governor’s daughter, comes to console him. 7. A tender and romantic 
scene. Boudin and his faithful Fanny escape in a seventy-four. 8. After landing at Calais with his adored wife, 
Boudin sets off for Paris. (Chaste and legitimate caresses enliven the tedium of the journey.) 9. In Paris Boudin 
presents himself to Emperor and King. The puny Portsmouth Miss is no longer recognizable in the sprightly 
Fanny, embellished by Parisian art. The Grenadiers admire her with many oaths. 10. Delighted to see his faithful 
Boudin again, His Majesty tweaks his right ear, and has Talleyrand decorate him. 11. All the court ladies burst 
with envy seeing the celestial beauty of Boudin’s wife, who kisses the hands of Her Majesty. 12. [His widow 
and child mourning Boudin, killed at Waterloo] (The Heroic Adventures of M. Boudin).
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Miss M. T. Wiggleworth . . . London 1851,” and first 
published by Thackeray’s daughter Anne Isabelle 
in 1876.29 In her preface Anne Isabelle reminds us 
that her father never set much store by such things, 
drawing them only for his amusement and finding 
the activity rested him when tired, while drawing 
on wood or etching on steel demanded unwelcome 
effort. The “new novel” never got past its prologue, 
thirteen drawings on seven numbered pages, and 
suffers from an excess of text, which puts it midway 
between a picture-dominant Töpfferian graphic 

novel and a romance illustrated with vignettes, in 
which some of captions embrace the drawing on 
two sides, as in Thackeray’s woodcut illustrations to 
his own novels. The story is again parodic, one of 
passion, rivals, and a duel in aristocratic circles.
 Was Thackeray deterred from going further 
by two factors: the lack of evident demand for the 
genre in England compared with the continent; 
and the very success he enjoyed with the novels he 
himself so richly illustrated? Caricature, in the con-
tinental sense, was in decline in Britain, and graph-



[  172 ] THE LEGACY

ics tended to be swallowed up in the great maw of 
literature, as Cruikshank had reason to complain. 
Whether Thackeray the writer might have found 
in Töpffer a “graphic realization of [his] pervasive 
sense of character as multiple fragments,” is food for 
thought.30

Edward Lear
Like Töpffer, Lear invented (or popularized) a 
genre that would have an unimaginable future: the 

limerick. This and his other nonsense verse occu-
pied a minor, recreational place in a life otherwise 
rigorously dedicated to landscapes, watercolors and 
topographical illustration, comparable to the place 
of the comic album for Töpffer, drawn in relief 
from his multifarious other activities. It has been 
said Lear “frittered away his life earning a living,” 
a fear shared by schoolmaster Töpffer. Using in his 
Book of Nonsense (1846) an auto-lithographic tech-
nique for both text and drawing similar to Töpffer’s, 
he established the viability, almost the respectability 
of the truly childish crudity of drawing; Töpffer’s 
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9-21. Edward Lear: 1. Lear sets out from the house of Captain Hornby. 2. L. rushes unconsciously into the sentinel’s box, to the  
extreme surprise of a sentinel. 3. L. is ignominiously dragged out of the sentry box by the exasperated sentinel. 4. L. enquires of an 
intelligent policeman as to the office of Capt. Hornby, R.N. 5. L. is instructed by the intelligent policeman that it is necessary to sign  
his name. 6. L. pursues his investigations in an earnest and judicious manner. 7. L. discovers Capt. Hornby’s office—but learns from 
several official persons that Capt. H is gone to a basin [dockyard]. 8 L. searches in a basin for Capt. Hornby, R.N. but without success 
(Visit to Capt. Hornby, from Liebert, 1975, much reduced).
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only looked naïve, and was never truly childlike. 
We have commented on Töpffer’s Lear-like verbal 
inventiveness, both writers remaining imaginatively 
adolescents, or boys all their lives. Lear’s nonsense, 
like Töpffer’s, was the “safety valve of his conscious-
ness,”31 emotional relief from everyday stress.
 Lear also dabbled a little in the picture story, 
and if the dating into the mid-1830s of his drafts, 
unprinted at the time, is correct, he predates both 
Töpffer and Thackeray. The first is an inconsequen-
tial fragment of eight drawings with short captions 
relating a visit to a naval friend of Lear’s, one Cap-
tain Hornby, with some reference, prescient of the 
comic strip of the future, to tiresome bureaucracy 
and tyrannical cops (fig. 9-21). His crude, deliber-
ately childish style is similar to the one he used for 
his limericks, and reminds us how to his own exas-
peration he never mastered articulation of the hu-
man figure in action, in the way that Töpffer did.
 Lear’s “Adventures of Daniel O’Rourke” is 
a dream sequence in thirteen drawings about a 
drunken Irishman who falls into a bog, is marooned 
on an island, and carried by an eagle to the moon, 
from which he falls onto a whale. This is executed 
with a somewhat greater but not successful attempt 
at realism. The six drawings of the “Adventures of 
Mick” are disconnected fragments about the evils 
of the bottle. These two are said to be reactions to 
Lear’s trip to Ireland in 1835,32 and may have been 
done in the summer of that year to amuse the small 
children at Knowsley, where the artist had been en-
gaged to draw the Earl of Derby’s zoo. If, however, 
they date from 1841, as has also been suggested,33 
some acquaintance with Töpffer becomes chrono-
logically possible.
 It was for these same children, the grandchil-
dren of the Earl of Derby and friends, that Lear 
first produced the immortal nonsense limericks. 
The success of this and subsequent Books of Non-
sense, and of the limerick verse form that became 
his trademark, seems to have discouraged further 
experiments in pictorial narrative.

John Ruskin and George Eliot
The most famous English art critic of his day was 
several times in Geneva (first 1841–42) and the 
Alps, and would have had ample opportunity to 
obtain copies of Töpffer’s albums. Without being 
particularly attentive to French caricature, much 
of which he found degraded by the “search for the 
grotesque, ludicrous or loathesome subject,” Ruskin 
felt compelled to insert, mal à propos one would 
have thought, some unexpected lines on Töpffer 
into his Art of England, Lectures Given in Oxford, 
written 1869–72. In lecture V, on John Leech and 
Tenniel, Ruskin expounds on the cartoonist’s habit 
of seizing on comic incidents always associated with 
some ugliness, and his exultation in disaster, which 
was true even with “so wise and benevolent a man 
as the Swiss schoolmaster, Töpffer, whose death a 
few years since [sic], left none to succeed him in 
perfection of pure linear caricature. He can do more 
with fewer lines than any draughtsman known to 
me, and in several plates of his ‘Histoire d’Albert,’ 
has succeeded entirely in representing the tenor of 
conversation with no more than half the profile and 
one eye of the speaker.”34

 Ruskin had also been reading Töpffer’s Voy-
ages en Zigzag, and admires his capacity to switch 
abruptly from the beautiful and sublime of the 
landscape to the “the rascalities of the inn . . . the 
roguish guides, shameless beggars, and hopeless 
cretins.” It could also be that Ruskin sensed an af-
finity with Töpffer as a writer on aesthetics, in the 
diffuse, meandering “zigzag” style of his argument.

 Töpffer was known also to George Eliot, who 
lived in Geneva for several months 1849–50, as a 
plaque near the rue Jean Calvin reminds us. In her 
journals, a Recollection of Weimar prompts thoughts 
of Goethe, and passes from Goethe to Töpffer. 
Amused at the sight of her companion and life part-
ner George Henry Lewes’s losing his hat in the wind, 
she watches him as “He ran in pursuit of it and so 
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entirely lost the sense of annoyance in that of the 
comic, that he began to run with squared legs and 
arms, making a perfect Töpffer sketch of himself.”

The United States
The English plagiary of Vieux Bois by Tilt and 
Bogue 1841 was taken over in the U.S. under the 
same title The Adventures of Obadiah Oldbuck by two 
different publishers in New York.35 They stand at 
the beginning of a breakthrough in cheap publish-
ing, relying on plagiary of popular English novel-
ists, notably Dickens. Original responses to Töpffer, 
most of them in oblong format, seem to have been 
set off by a real-life craze: the discovery of gold in 
California. The earliest I have found is Journey to 
the Gold Diggins, illustrated by J. A. and D. F. Read, 
with the story attributed to the hero himself, Jere-
miah Saddlebags.36 Many features of this long story 
(sixty-three pages, fig. 9-22) in oblong format hark 
back directly to Töpffer: violent emotions culmi-
nating in a tapage diurne, a pars pro toto scene of 
kicking out from Albert, escape from jail enabled by 
extreme emaciation, a comic dog perched on a mast, 
a ship taken by pirates, whom the hero is forced to 
join, before being retaken. The facsimile edition of 
this extremely rare booklet, obviously designed for 
youngish children, relates the narrative to the Davy 
Crockett tradition of exaggerated adventures, and 
accounts of the California Gold Rush, which the 
authors may have witnessed firsthand.
 The Adventures of Mr. Tom Plump (Huestin and 
Cozans, New York, after 1849), with its tiny (6 x 4 
inch, 15 x 10 cm) six pages, carrying mostly six min-
ute woodcuts each with a short single caption be-
low, narrativizes the picture-driven children’s book. 
The hero wins his dream of getting Californian 
gold, loses it, quits, gets married, but becomes so 
fat that he falls through a bridge and drowns. The 
whale episode in the terminally crude The Wonder-
ful and Amusing Doings by Sea and Land of Oscar 

9-22. J. A. and D. F. Read: The discovery of 500 tons (of gold) tests Mr. Saddlebags’ 
credulity. Being a man not to be deceived, he called on a banker who had received a 
specimen. Hearing that cradles were used for washing gold, he buys one. The landlady, 
whose daughter Mr. Saddlebags was engaged to marry, seeing a cradle in his room, 
demands an explanation. Mr. Saddlebags attends a meeting of a gold mine association, 
and makes a speech (Journey to the Gold Diggins, by Jeremiah Saddlebags, Cincinnati, 
1849, from Wheeler).
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Shanghai (1852–53, and 1870s–88) obviously derives 
from Cryptogame.
 John McClellan’s Sad Tale of the Courtship of 
Chevalier Slyfox-Wikof, Showing his Heart-rending 
Astounding most Wonderful Love Adventures with 
Fanny Elssler and Miss Gambol (New York, Dick 
and Fitzgerald, c. 1850? “with near 200 comic en-
gravings,” forty-eight pages), datable to around 1850 
for its references to contemporary celebrities,37 in-
cludes some Töpfferish elements: a rough outline 
style, an attempted suicide after rejected courtship, 
repair to Switzerland, an episode with the monks of 
St. Bernard.
 There will be other works hidden or lost in 
the notoriously wasteful juvenile market.38 The evi-
dence so far is that Töpffer did not really “take” in 
the U.S. as he did in Europe; when Americans did 
finally adopt the comic strip, over the last third of the 
century, they did so under the impact of plagiaries 
of Wilhelm Busch. But we may conclude this insig-
nificant (and elusive) episode in American graphic 
humor, with The Fortunes of Ferdinand Flipper, . . . his 
birth . . . childhood . . . ripe old age . . . and final exit . . . ,39 
an artefact so hastily produced that even the title page 
is screwed up, but testifying, curiously, to some sense 
of helplessness when confronted with the task of, 

and demand for, redoing Töpffer. Ferdinand Flipper 
is a bizarre concoction with many themes coinciding 
with if not taken from Töpffer (plus the Gold Rush), 
casually discontinuous and inconsequential, executed 
in sudden changes of style ranging from the penny 
dreadful crudity to the sophisticated romantic. The 
whole thing is cobbled together from a miscellany of 
woodcuts, mostly French, whose chance availability 
determines the narrative, such as it is, rather as in the 
parlor game “Consequences.”
 A very long and enthusiastic article on the 
Swiss in the serious and prestigious Atlantic Monthly 
of 1865 failed to rescue the artist from oblivion.40 He 
was not resurrected until the twentieth century, and 
then patchily, for some major histories preferred to 
ignore him, in fear perhaps that he oust U.S. artists 
from the perch of inventors of the genre.
 Töpffer reached as far as Cuba, to judge by a 
quotation from the end of Cryptogame (the Belle 
Provençale’s children climbing all over the hero) in 
a “protohistorieta” in a Cuban magazine of 1858.41 
In Brazil he was remembered in 1876 by the major 
local caricaturist of the era, Angelo Agostini, the 
Italian who introduced the comic strip, and in a 
pre-Tarzanic form, to Brazil, in an episode from As 
Aventuras de Um Ministro (fig. 9-23).

9-23. Angelo Agostini: Sufferings of minister Sr. Ze Bento, captured by Brazilian savages, in jail (“As Aventuras de Um Ministro,” Revista 
Illustrada, no. 18, Rio de Janeiro, 13 April 1876).
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9-24. Franz von Pocci: Hydropathic cure for a nervous system shattered by overwork. The continuing daily flow of dossiers takes the 
place of woolen blankets and induces the necessary early-morning sweating. Comfortably working on reports in the cold hip bath. 
Cold shower. Reading the Allgemeine Zeitung in the cold river. Drying off; feeling good and a walk round the room. So strengthened 
by the cold water cure that he is able to carry the heaviest portfolios with ease (Der Staathämorrhoidarius, 1845).
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Germanic variations: Pocci, the 
Staatshämorrhoidarius , Piepmeyer, and Busch

The nascent sparks of satire and caricature in Ger-
many were largely snuffed out by the repressions of 
the 1848 revolutions. The primary vehicle of mild 
humor, the Fliegende Blätter, where Busch would 
later begin his career, after peeking out its head over 
the barricades, allowed for some safe comedy. An 
early contributor was Franz von Pocci, a nobleman 
who functioned as a kind of minister of culture, di-
rector of entertainments, and general court jester at 
the royal court in Munich. His very earliest sketches 
shows signs of Töpffer, and the graphic achievement 
for which he may be remembered, Der Staatshämor-

rhoidarius, who actually constitutes the earliest con-
tinuing comic strip character (an honor he scarcely 
deserves) discounting Cryptogame, is a satire on bu-
reaucracy with perhaps a glance at Töpffer’s frus-
trated bureaucrat, the Mayor in Festus. The open-
ing of the series seems to coincide with Töpffer’s 
Cryptogame in early 1845.42 In that year the Fliegende 
initiated the diary, as it were, of this “true” German 
bureaucrat, a most un-Töpfferian type insofar as his 
only idea of adventure is that of a paperwork worm. 
He is, deliberately and tediously, graphically nonde-
script with ponderous body and obtuse features, and 
psychically torpid: an emanation of the bureaucratic 
slime, or shit (fig. 9-24). This unappealing character 
lasted, surprisingly, in self-contained episodes that 

9-25. Johann Detmold (text) and Adolf Schrödter (drawings): Piepmeyer spends solitary hours practicing attitudes to conjure up what 
would happen if soldiers forced their way into the halls of the National Assembly [of the Frankfurt Parliament]. Piepmeyer imagines the 
statue which the fatherland will erect in his honor (Deeds and Opinions of Deputy Piepmeyer, 1849).
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9-26. Carl Reinhardt: Master Lapp rushes home, where his wife faints at the sight of him. When he arrives in the workshop, Pips and all 
the other apprentices, terrified, jump into the well. When Master Lapp catches sight of himself in the mirror, he also leaps in horror into 
the well, which being already full of tailors, has no room for him. Seeing his lawyer, Lapp asks for his advice. The lawyer falls over in 
shock (Tailor Lapp and his Apprentice Pips, 1848/1851).



[  180 ] THE LEGACY

maintained his essential character and appearance, 
intermittently until 1856.
 Meanwhile a more promising character showed 
up, in the disillusion following the failed 1848 Revo-
lutions in Germany, this time in Töpffer’s transfer 
lithographic, album form (the Staatshämorrhoidar-
ius was woodcut, of necessity, in the journal). This 
was the Deeds and Opinions of Deputy Piepmeyer by 
Johann Detmold (text) and Adolf Schrödter (draw-
ings, 1849), clearly inspired by Töpffer’s Albert, with 
formal touches of Jabot and Pencil (fig. 9-25). Piep-
meyer is a satire on the aspiring lower-class politi-
cian, meeting in Frankfurt 1849 who hoped to re-
form Germany, and who, we know, bought Töpffer’s 
albums a the time. He is hypocritical and boastful, 
a cynical self-persiflage of the author who moved 
to the right with the political winds. The artist uses 
more internal shading than Töpffer, but the political 
thrust, against reform, revolution and demagoguery, 
is similar to Albot.
 The future of the comic strip in Germany lay 
less with politically inspired stuff, and rather with 
travel misadventures as in France and England. The 

Pleasure Trip of Herr Blaumeier and his Wife Nanni 
(1852) has much about the discomforts of tourism in 
Germany, and police harassment at the militarized 
frontiers of the numerous petty states into which 
Germany was still divided. The Travel Memoirs of 
Baron Blitz-Blitz-Hasenstein auf Rittwitz, by Carl 
Stauber, mocks the Prussian tourist who wants 
to take over and build railways all over Germany, 
while the countryside resists. These are realistic sat-
ires, and for the last resurgence of Töpfferian fan-
tasy one must pass to Carl Reinhardt’s Tailor Lapp 
and his Apprentice Pips (Fliegende Blätter 1848/51), a 
breakneck, crazy-quilt, super-absurdist adventure 
story totaling a Töpfferian length of 133 drawings, 
obviously intended for children (album 1851). This 
is Töpffer miniaturized and imaginatively equaled, 
in a world of small shopkeepers (fig. 9-26).

 There has been much debate whether the 
mighty Wilhelm Busch owed anything to Töpffer. 
Busch himself claimed to know the Swiss “until 
now only by hearsay,” and it is true that he was not 
too accessible in Germany: the Franco-German 

9-27. “The well-bred toady in a nutshell” (Fliegende Blätter, 3–4, 1861, vol. 34 no. 283).
 The young Crépins, making proper obeisance to Madame their mother, inspire admiration mingled with tender emotion. 
Monsieur Crépin having inadvertently made a pun, all the young Crépins rise with a great burst of laughter (Crépin 33–34).
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Kessler edition of the graphic novels was out of 
print by 1852, and the Nef German-only edition did 
not appear until 1887, following a collected edition 
of Busch (1884) “of astonishing physical similarity,” 
itself first suggested by Nef.43 Friedrich Vischer, in 
1881, made a full comparison of Wilhelm Busch and 
Rodolphe Töpffer, concluding that there was no 
substantial debt of the former to the latter. My own 
view is that whether or not Busch could have seen 
Töpffer in the original or in the Kessmann edition 
(and forgotten about it later), it is unlikely if not im-
possible that the more or less Töpfferian variations 
listed above did not pass through his consciousness. 
Some of them appeared, after all, in a magazine 
that he must have read as a youngster and where 
he made his debut in 1859. Beyond the earlier ex-

amples cited, we may catch, somewhat at random, 
also in the Fliegende, a satire of 1861 on exaggerated 
urbanity of manner, clearly infected by the Crépin 
children (fig. 9-27). 
 This is not the place for a comparison of the 
two giants of the nineteenth-century comic strip, 
except to say that while it may be that Busch’s line, 
wound as tight as a Genevan watch-spring, as tight 
as Töpffer’s looks loose, owes little to Töpffer, the 
very idea of the picture story, a type of Bilderge-
schichte and Bilderbogen combining physical farce 
with a certain satirical realism, surely does. And 
Töpffer would have presented a model of the need 
to develop both physiognomic clarity and consis-
tency (in the recurring character) and maximum 
physiognomic variation.
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Envoi

“Go, little book, and choose your world . . .”

Considering that the comic strip, and the audience 
for it, barely existed in his own time, and that he 
had virtually to invent both medium and market, 
it is not surprising that Rodolphe Töpffer—in ut-
terances both public and private—adopted towards 
them a casually deprecatory, throwaway stance. 
There are other examples in history of an author 
misreading the nature and future of an achieve-
ment: Geoffrey Chaucer, for instance, who wrote 
his title to immortality, The Canterbury Tales, in a 
hybrid Anglo-French vernacular rather than the 
fashionable court French, and apologized for the 
frivolity of its content. Töpffer, too, apologized, less 
sincerely, for the frivolity and the “vulgar” hybrid-
ity of his graphic novels—a hybridity that initiated 
a new, universal language mixing verbal and visual, 
correct and incorrect.
 It is not clear why one kind of art crosses na-
tional and language boundaries and another does not. 
Wilhelm Busch, a name better known than Töpffer’s 
(and an icon in Germany), has not caught on as he 
deserves with the Anglophone public, despite a bril-
liant translation by Walter Arndt that has not been 
reissued in the twenty-five years since it was first 
published and has never been rivaled. It is sometimes 
said, in explanation, that Busch is “too German” (that 
very German casual cruelty, as if U.S. popular culture 

were lacking in cruelty). Is the historic sidelining of 
Töpffer due to his being seen as “too Swiss” or “too 
Genevan” (whatever that may mean) or even too 
French? A little, maybe, but I would rather attribute 
the neglect of Töpffer, as of Busch, to a narrowness 
of vision, a chauvinism that cannot bear to see the 
invention of so fertile, popular, and American a genre 
conceded to a European master. It is also true that 
tastes in humor, as in food and customs of all kinds, 
vary from one culture and language to another.
 “Go little book, and choose your world . . .” 
starts the envoi prefacing Töpffer’s picture stories 
and braving an audience of uncertain temper. This 
world, now, has potentially no earthly limits, and we 
hope that we have enlarged them here.
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This unfinished story (BPU Mss Suppl. 1256a, 12 pp.) 
responds to Töpffer’s unfulfilled ambition to write in 
prose alone within what he elsewhere (Mss Suppl. 1257c) 
calls an underexploited literary field, “ce vaste et riche 
domaine du fantastique, du surnaturel, de l’invisible.” I 
summarize this curious fable, which moves from the jocose 
to the sinister, is little known, and was not published until 
recently, for its relation to the fantasy in the comic strips. 
The story begins as a halting, ramshackle, and fantastical 
narrative and reveals some similarities with the style of a 
Töpffer picture story, containing elements of Trictrac and 
Vieux Bois (descent down chimney, substitution of sick 
man in bed). The name Cavagne occurs in the “Histoire 
de Claudius Berlu.” The text is perhaps most curious for its 
daring to approach otherwise taboo topics (for Töpffer and 
his audience) of sexual lust and attempted rape.

 Sébastien Brodbec is a homunculus child born to 
and created, without female intervention, by the most 
famous alchemist of the age, Athanase Brodbec. The 
child spoke only Algonquin, the original language on 
earth. He revolted and created chaos in the laboratory, 
where everything worked and went back to front and 
upside down. The more the father pursued his son, 
the more he found himself going in the opposite 
direction—a paranormal state in alchemy. The father 
got used, after a month, to putting forth his right foot 
in order to place his left slipper on it.
 The son was a perfect amoral, emotionally and 
physically insensitive rebel. His voice was dry and 
bony, like the sound of castagnettes, and he hissed like 
a snake. His movements were agile but acute-angled, 
and his body was immune to shocks, which foretold 
that he could not be raised by the favored methods 
of the time, consisting of coercive and preventive 
thrashings. He was a bi-sexed male, and ageless, a child 
of maybe twenty-five or fifty. His body-surface was a 
scalene triangle, which circumscribed three unknown 
cabbalistic characters as in a cartouche, and changed 
in color according to the phases of the moon, so that 

in one lunar month it ran through all the colors of the 
rainbow and back again; but this was invisible only as 
long as he was seated.
 Sébastien’s mental world was structured by a 
fusion of self and non-self, and time was reduced to 
the present. He used no complication of [grammatical] 
mood or person, which conduced to very bare and 
laconic conversation, with more ideas fixed in his head 
than words to explain them. The father, Athanase 
climbed a ladder to seize his son hidden behind a 
spider’s web, but caught only the spider—a tarantula 
which bit him and caused him to dance the tarantella, 
from which he was rescued by neighbors who tried to 
cure him by means of a barrel organ turned endlessly 
by a stream of water over the paddles of a waterwheel.
 After some escapades in the alchemist’s lair, 
including shedding his skin three times, Sébastien 
escaped into the countryside, where his ghostly 
somnambulist presence alerted the police. Despair of 
the father who had the three skins stuffed. His violent 
joy on thinking this succeeded in resuscitating his son 
turned to despair again when it proved to have failed. A 
complex alchemical procedure led to an explosion, but 
by copying the three cabbalistic signs in a cartouche, 
he sought to reestablish contact with his son.
 Sébastien meanwhile nestled himself in the 
chimney of the Cavagne family, and a chimney 
sweep, Claude, destroyed half the house trying to fix 
the smoke problem. The Chimney-sweep-cum-joker 
[fumiste—a pun] trying to dislodge the obstacle, hit 
the cartouche, which shot at him a mortal bullet. 
The horrified Cavagne family fled, but the daughter 
Rachel returned to find the child Claude abandoned 
and bleeding, which aroused her compassion. He died, 
grateful, in her arms.[There follows a romantic, erotic 
description of the lovely, virginal, modest Rachel.]

*   *  *
 In another version of the story, Sébastien was 
carried off by a spirit—or was it Satan? This creature, 

Appendix A
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who looked like a black scorpion against the white 
cloth of the clouds, pleased him and in twenty-three 
days he learned mysteries, conceived and felt desires 
and love dawn in him to complete his being. The Spirit 
[or Being: L’Être] gave him knowledge, face, figure, 
clothing, language, cunning and hardness of heart.

*   *  *
Sébastien greedily and jealously watched Rachel 
cradling the child Claude who she believed was still 
alive. When she brought a medicine for him, the 
impassioned Sébastien brutally told her the child was 
stone dead. Rachel burst into tears and gazed at SB, 
who detested and adored this innocence so pleasing 
to the eye, but so impenetrable to any evil-minded 
approach. He seized her hand, crying Angel! She 
determined to infuse life back into the child with her 
body, warmth and life. “At this moment Sébastien, in 
a climax of jealousy, passion and desire . . .” [sentence 
breaks off, the text evidently suspended].

*  *  *
 The Cavagne couple returned home. Rachel, 
troubled, tells how a “young man” seemed to share her 
pity for Claude, but suddenly cast eyes of fire upon 
her and seized her in his arms, then disappeared at 
her cries. Rachel had just escaped the talons of the 
hawk, but the Cavagne couple were worried only that 
there might have been a burglary, and thought only of 
getting rid of Claude’s corpse.

*  *  *
[There follow some suggestions RT made to himself 
for pursuing the story.]
 A continuation device would be to have each time 
Sébastien presses on his cartouche, a new adventure 
start with a change of character (and profession), 
becoming physician, lawyer, politician, prince, bell-
ringer, critic, academician, mayor, soldier. Athanase 
gives by the accidental blood from a nose-bleed life 
to six stuffed skins, from which seven sons arise. 
Mutual destruction attempted among the sons, police 
called. Athanase to prison. Crimes and pranks of six 
sons—scare tricks, vandalism. The third son descends 
by the chimney into the bedroom, takes place of a sick 
man. Doctor business. The fifth son attacks the guard 
taking Athanase to jail. The six sons evaporate after 
48 hours. Gazette announces crimes, attacks against 
government; police. SB arrested at moment of trying 
to enter Rachel’s apartment. Trial. There is no evidence 
against SB, but he is condemned to hang anyway. 
Execution in public—at the moment the executioner 
gives the signal, SB disappears. Crowd disappointed, 
makes threats. The most hangable man sent for from 
prison, and hanged instead, to satisfaction of crowd.
 Athanase (with help of the other six sons) have 
saved SB from hanging by operating on the cartouche. 
To protect him from being arrested again, Athanase 
gives him the look of a schoolboy Nicolaüs who died 
at Béziers in the year 1112. His education by several 
tutors—no good, replaced by one . . .
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This long (about 6,000-word) essay, in German, repeated 
in Jahrbücher der Gegenwart June 1846, and the 
collection of Vischer essays Altes und Neues (1882, 534–
42) introduces and was bound into the Franco-German 
Kessmann edition (Geneva and Leipzig, [March f.] 
1846) of Töpffer’s picture stories. I give much of it here in 
translation because it is the first extensive evaluation of the 
artist’s picture stories, done in his dying months and entirely 
without reference to his biography and other achievements, 
aside from a comment on his skill in landscape. The essay 
attempts to give Töpffer as caricaturist a theoretical 
grounding in the context of French and German humor. 
It is picturesque, witty, keenly analytical, and recognizes 
the picture story as a new invention sui generis, by means 
of a comparison with the decidedly nonnarrative French 
graphic satirist Gavarni. This comparison, drawn out 
more fully in the Jahrbücher version of the essay, elevates 
the Swiss to the stature of one who was regarded as second 
only if not superior to Daumier.
 Vischer’s critique has been very little used by the 
modern Töpffer literature, never translated and never 
reprinted, and yet the insights into the essential nature of 
Töpffer’s invention, which the nineteenth century could 
barely comprehend, are still fresh and surprising, and they 
are delivered with panache. Friedrich Theodor Vischer 
(1807–1887), then a relatively young and unknown professor 
of aesthetics and literature, would later become known for 
his theory of literary realism. His essay, intended of course 
for a German audience, ends with a discursive, admiring 
look (omitted here) at the idea Töpffer incarnates of a kind 
of free satirist of folly, an ideal frustrated in censorship-
bound Germany at the time, but to be striven for there as 
“pure, unmixed, serious, noble beauty.”
 In the interests of brevity, and modern impatience 
with German academic thoroughness, I have made many 
cuts, major ones in the last pages. I have paraphrased 
and summarized a point on occasion, and omitted purely 
descriptive passages, some repetitions, and parts where the 
author wanders off too far into Gavarni.

 What sort of scrawl is this? This is what Goethe 
praised? I can hardly believe my eyes, this is how our 
own childish scribbles looked, when we turned boyish 
fantasies into silly caricatures. But on closer inspection 
these capricious, lawless networks of lines coalesce 
into the most decided characterization, this quite 
crazy, slovenly drawing becomes a well-considered 
and systematic instrument in the hand of a man who 
makes sense of nonsense, is wise in delirium, and steers 
his mad steed to its certain destination, following the 
rules of a secret calculation. You think it leaps forward 
on its own, but no, there is a coachman on the box-
seat, you just can’t see him.
 Our eye is accustomed to French bravura in 
drawing. Töpffer is French Swiss, by name of German 
origin. His fantastic style is decidedly German, so is 
his capricious, silly drawing; but he is also French. 
Compare him with the French caricaturist Gavarni, 
for example. While Gavarni captures as it were in 
flight single moments with epigrammatic intensity, 
while the piquant glimpses we are allowed through 
the keyhole give us a synthetic view of society today in 
compilations arranged loosely around various themes 
and going from point to point, Töpffer by contrast is 
quite continuous, he never lets go of his topic in order 
to switch to another. Rather he develops the same topic, 
lets one scene grow organically out of another, and does 
not stop until he has spun it out fully, exhausted all the 
motifs he has seeded there and brought to fruition; he 
narrates, he draws novels.
 For each album he picks a subject, some kind of 
fool, an individual destined one way or another to be 
the object of a comic fate; he is the provincial dandy 
hoping to emulate the metropolitan lion; the well-
meaning but narrow-minded family father who has a 
thousand troubles and tribulations with the education 
of his children; the complacent artist, the passionate 
lover, the jealous man, the learned man determined at 
all costs to pursue his educational journey; the good-
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for-nothing, who passes through all the forms of and 
phases of rascality.
 The first person on stage is not always the 
principal. Mr. Pencil for example disappears into the 
background behind Jolibois and the Professor, and 
becomes a mere intermediary. The action evolves 
like a whirlpool that starts with a slight eddy, extends 
irresistibly, and engulfs half the world into its funnel. 
Here the satire which was at first directed only at some 
subjective weakness or caprice becomes more general, 
drawing in various spheres of life: civic administration, 
courtroom procedures, jury behavior, military abuses, 
popular riots and demagogy, oratorical blather, 
diplomacy, learned stupidity, rage for hypotheses 
and discovery, academic and private pseudoscientific 
quarreling, the state of medicine and the humbuggery 
of abstract educational methods etc.
 Social evils in the narrower sense, marital 
disturbances and suchlike occupy incomparably less 
space than with the libertine French; in point of 
sensuality [i.e., sex] Töpffer’s heroes are very innocent; 
they are too foolish to have time for it. With such a 
Don Quixote ladies can safely disport themselves 
in forest and mountain. So while French society is 
undermined by sexual corruption, the extravagance of 
Töpffer’s fools leapfrogs over sexuality, and his comic 
is never imbued with that eerie prickle we experience 
with Gavarni.
 A comic character thus constitutes a plot pivot 
in each of the albums. This character is inescapably 
prisoner to some inexorable caprice, passion, or 
weakness. No experience, no obstacle, no humiliation 
can teach him better. These fools are like the weighted 
dolls that whenever tipped over, bounce back to an 
upright position. Monsieur Jabot is the perfect example 
of this. For all his social ambition, he immediately 
betrays himself as the cousin of a haberdasher by the 
exaggerated puffiness of his sleeves, the threatening 
projection of his collar points, and even more by 
the inordinate affectation of every movement. He 
commits endless stupidities, but none of this disturbs 
his self-composure; after every rebuff he stands again 
there, in his pose, refrain-like: après quoi M. Jabot se 
remet en position. It is to be understood moreover that 
the delusions of this character are never of a vicious 
or dangerous kind. These are harmless fools, complete, 
whole, all-of-a-piece fools, each his own world.
 Here is more than satire. Since these fools are a 
world unto themselves, it follows that the whole world 

is itself such a fool, a madhouse: this is universal, total 
comic, this is humor. That there is a world of fools 
beyond and contingent upon the first fool, that the 
others whom he impacts with his folly are not in the 
right just because they are reasonable, that they too 
have something wrong with their upper storey, all this 
follows too.
 The currently famous French cartoonists are 
much less in command of the genuine, free, benign 
comic. In Gavarni malice and moral pain are dubiously 
veiled in elegant form. There is cynicism, but not that 
anger that Töpffer admired in Hogarth. Töpffer rises 
vastly above his English model: Hogarth is strictly 
prosaic, moralistic, didactic. Töpffer carries true 
moral justice clear into the purely aesthetic realm of 
total comedy. Not being seriously condemned, his 
protagonists cannot suffer serious evil. In the end they 
find happiness, as does M. Jabot. This, unlike Gavarni, 
makes you laugh till it hurts—and that is something 
these days.
 Subsidiary characters often end tragically, but this 
happens so much as the organic result of their behavior 
and passion, that one can term them happy too, for 
falling in their profession with grandeur. The Mayor in 
Dr. Festus exercises his troops to death, the astronomers 
quarrel to death, Fadet in Crépin strangles himself in 
his cravat, and only poor Bonichon in that album goes 
to a miserable death by the fault of another. Albert is 
the exception to the purity of this comedy. Here reigns 
a bitter, quite tendentious irony on false education, 
modern spoiled mommy’s boys, Romantic poetry and 
demagoguery, so that it is the most cutting sarcasm 
when Albert ends up happy.
 The geniality of the comedy and consummate 
folly that reign in Töpffer with this one exception, 
are of a quite German type. Drawing style plays its 
part, for this completely foolish-looking drawing, this 
witty scrawl, what Töpffer call his silly stuff (ânerie) 
conceals a casualness and virtuosity incompatible with 
the French sense of elegance, bravura of execution, 
and perfection of finish. Pigtail and three-master, 
short trousers, genuinely Swiss philistines and cousins 
who show up in the course of the action, remind one 
indeed of phenomena to be found in Switzerland. 
And Töpffer shows a downright German feeling for 
animals. In several pieces a mutt shares the fate of his 
master, who would not abandon him at any price. On 
the other hand we soon realize on closer inspection 
that French manner and culture meet here with the 
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German approach. Those crumpled, curly-wrinkled 
features, those lips consumed in endless idle gossip, 
remind one instantly of the decaying, used-up faces 
that France supplies to its cartoonists. These pinched, 
hollow, washed-out, corroded faces—those of Fadet 
and Craniose in Crépin, for instance—are possible 
only in France. The emphatically theatrical postures 
and movements, however clumsily dégagé, are likewise 
French. Thus the inordinate, limitless passions of these 
fools which spark off the chase, enter the action in an 
incredible superfluity of activity, wheezing, sweating 
and thereby necessitating very frequent changes of 
linen; raging, racing, revolving in a whirlwind on their 
thorny but happy-ending trajectory; or, for instance, 
as an orator in his uncontrollably emotional excess, 
throwing himself over the parapet of the speaker’s 
platform, always desperate and apt to try suicide, 
which he happily does not manage.
 But above all Töpffer gives us epics, for he is, as we 
said, a narrator in pictures, and this more than Gavarni 
who lets his characters speak for themselves while 
Töpffer writes his witty texts in his own name. He is 
epic too in that coincidences, obstacles and challenges 
of the world of bodies play a much bigger role; indeed 
an essential part of the comic consists in the fact that 
unforeseeable consequences, decisive catastrophes 
result from the smallest causes. Furthermore he follows 
the main fable with the indulgence of the epicist into 
subsidiary episodes and spares us nothing; when the 
astronomers in Dr. Festus are saved from the water, 
we still have to be told what happened to their wigs. 
Madame Crépin puts on a pitch-plaster and loses it; 
then it wanders through various hands until it winds up 

on the skin of Bonichon, former tutor of her children 
and now customs official. Thus he exhausts the main 
motifs with epic amplitude. He reels them up unto the 
last thread.
 The whole method of Töpffer is to be character-
ized as successive, a continuity with refrain-like rest-
ing points: Jabot resuming his position, M. Vieux Bois 
changing his shirt, Pencil always satisfied from whatever 
angle he considers his drawing, Jolibois’ blind passion, 
the washout son Albert being kicked out by his father, 
where we see just the foot of the one and the posteriors 
of the other; or Albert’s successively pestering from one 
floor to the next, in diminishing visibility.
 As for the mad play of coincidence, the fantastic 
suspension of natural laws: the whizzing wheel of a 
crazy world grabs it by the little finger or its coattails, 
and swings with it relentlessly away. In several albums 
much of the story transpires in the sky, into the heights 
of which a roguish zephyr propels several people. 
These people are well-nigh indestructible, physically; 
they must have been ground up and breathed their last 
a hundred times, were they not comic gods, immortal 
beings on the Olympus of folly. Gravity is no more, or 
suspended; there is no more necessity but what may be 
overcome; human powers know no limits. And human 
illusions magic us into a free, pure, comic world of 
their own.
 So the bitterness and malice of satire dissolves. 
This is German too, for Germans easily slip into the 
fantastic where the least appearance of a motivation and 
natural law is mocked. In Töpffer’s fantastic caprice all 
bitterness is volatilized in the light champagne foam of 
humor.
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citations in this segment, may be found in Kunzle, 
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from the past, though the stranger warns him it could be 
dangerous to him, Martin. He indeed loses his speech 
when his speech balloons dissolve, and he begins to 
question the way he is drawn. RT reappears to ask his 
way back to the Arno, prior to re-inserting himself into 
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