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CHAPTER ONE

R. Crumb’s Carnival Subjectivity

It is necessary to begin with a step backwards. Each of the chapters that follow will, 

to some extent, build on the picture of the comics industry presented in preceding 

sections. Before I begin with R. Crumb, therefore, I wish to outline something of the 

state that US comics were in when he started writing and drawing in the early 1950s.

 By the mid-twentieth century, several distinct genres of comics had been 

coexisting happily for some time. Newspaper “funnies”, short and often humorous 

strips like Outcault’s The Yellow Kid (1894-8) and Herriman’s Krazy Kat (1913-44), 

had been popular since the late nineteenth century.1 Separate comic books had 

developed during the 1930s, first as reprints of newspaper strips but gradually as 

publications of original material. One genre that flourished in this new format was 

the “funny animal” comic. Monopolised by Dell, these included spin-offs from the 

Walt Disney studios, and, whilst aimed at children, they often carried decidedly adult 

overtones of rural nostalgia and social commentary.2 Crime, superhero and action 

comics also began in the 1930s, and became popular with a wartime readership 

which relished fantasies of heroism.3 More recently, the late 1940s and early 50s saw 

a rapid increase in the number of sensational crime, horror and sci-fi titles published 

by companies such as E.C., with names like Tales from the Crypt and Weird Science.4 

Finally, Harvey Kurtzman’s Mad magazine was launched in October 1952. This was 

a largely satirical publication aimed at teenagers, and, as we will see, it exerted a 

considerable influence on the young Robert Crumb.5

 E.C.’s flood of sensational titles coincided with a particularly paranoid 

phase of U.S. history. The second wave of HUAC trials started in 1951, blacklisting 

1  For a historical analysis of pre-twentieth century comics, see David Kunzle, The Early Comic 
Strip: Narrative Strips and Picture Stories in the European Broadsheet from c.1450 to 1825 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1973) and The History of the Comic Strip: The Nineteenth Century 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).
2  Les Daniels, Comix: A History of Comic Books in America (London: Wildwood House, 1973) 51-3.
3 Wright (2001).
4 Stephen Sennitt, Ghastly Terror! The Horrible Story of the Horror Comics (Manchester: Critical 
Vision, 1999) is useful, although written from a fan perspective.
5 On the influence of Mad magazine on the underground press, see Abe Peck, Uncovering the 
Sixties: The Life and Times of the Underground Press (New York: Pantheon, 1985).
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writers and artists in the film industry with allegedly communist sensibilities.6 

These McCarthyist “witch hunts” reflected and exacerbated an atmosphere of 

public hysteria, which extended to anxieties about the influence of comics on 

their juvenile readership. The blame for the blacklisting of comics tends to fall on 

Frederic Wertham, a psychiatrist whose Seduction of the Innocent (1954) claimed a 

direct link between comics reading and psychological or behavioural problems in 

children. However, churches and parental pressure groups also made a significant 

contribution, whipping up a public frenzy about the potential effects of reading 

comics.7 In 1954 a number of comics publishers were called before a Senate hearing 

on juvenile delinquency to defend the medium against accusations of depravity. 

Ultimately, this hearing did not impose censorship on the comics industry, but 

the comics publishers, in what many now consider a bizarre act of artistic suicide, 

agreed to an extremely oppressive regime of self-regulation, the Comics Code.8 This 

prohibited a huge range of topics from sex and violence to positive representations 

of divorce. Although Amy Kiste Nyberg challenges the common view that the 

Comics Code completely devastated the industry, it certainly put several companies 

out of business, and drastically altered the output of most other comics publishers. 

It had lost much of its sting by the 1980s, but it was officially revamped in 1989, and 

Nyberg suggests that by designating certain comics appropriate for all ages it is still 

of value in the present day.9

 I begin with an outline of this background of repression because it goes 

some way towards explaining the extremity of Crumb’s rebellion and that of other 

writers, artists, performers and hippies working and living in the US underground. 

Placing Crumb in this context is both important and problematic because the 

counterculture itself is so difficult to pin down, and it would be wrong to suggest 

6  On the history of film censorship during this period, see Matthew Bernstein, ed. Controlling 
Hollywood: Censorship and Regulation in the Studio Era (London: Athlone, 2000). Also Frank Miller, 
Censored Hollywood: Sex, Sin and Violence on Screen (Atlanta: Turner, 1994).
7  An overview of the history of moral panics in relation to young people can be found in Ulf 
Boëthius, “Youth, the media and moral panics” in Johan Fornäs and Göran Bolin, Youth Culture in 
Late Modernity (London, Thousand Oaks and New Delhi: Sage, 1995). See also Stanley Cohen, Folk 
Devils and Moral Panics (London: MacGibbon and Kee, 1972).
8  The most thorough analysis can be found in Amy Kiste Nyberg, Seal of Approval: The History 
of the Comics Code (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 1998), and in Bart Beaty, 
Frederic Wertham and the Critique of Mass Culture (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2005). See also David Hajdu, The Ten-Cent Plague: The Great Comic-Book Scare and 
How It Changed America (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2008).
9  Nyberg (1998) 163.
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that Crumb was part of a coherent movement as such. As Godfrey Hodgson points 

out, the counterculture was nothing if not plural, indeed contradictory. On the one 

hand, it was catalysed by racial tensions, opposition to the Vietnam war, and a more 

general sense of dissatisfaction with the values and choices of the older generation. 

Yet it was also driven by drugs, music, independent media and a fascination with 

immediate, non-rational experience, all of which had more to do with personal, 

individual experience than with a drive for political revolution.10 Peter Braunstein 

and Michael William Doyle explain:

The term ‘counterculture’ falsely reifies what should never properly be construed as 
a social movement. It was an inherently unstable collection of attitudes, tendencies, 
postures, gestures, ‘lifestyles’, ideals, visions, hedonistic pleasures, moralisms, 
negations, and affirmations. These roles were played by people who defined 
themselves first by what they were not, and then, only after having cleared that 
essential ground of identity, began to conceive anew what they were.11

Crumb came to define himself through such negation early in his adult life, 

and continued to do so through his sceptical and detached attitude to the 

counterculture. As his letters to Marty Pahls demonstrate, he was acutely conscious 

of social norms to which he felt unable or unwilling to conform, and was all too 

aware of the handicaps that this non-conformity placed upon him.12 Braunstein and 

Doyle’s list, including “ideals” and “moralisms” alongside “pleasures” and “tendencies”, 

points towards a counterculture that tended to fuse social and political critique with 

personal identity and lifestyle choice. The idea that the personal could be political 

had not yet formed into popular cliché when Crumb started producing comics, but 

it was a defining characteristic of the social and cultural milieu in which he found 

himself. The uneasy, unstable blend of public cultural commentary and private 

subjectivity that I will identify in Crumb’s comics is undoubtedly a reflection of the 

cultural moment of his work.

In his reaction to the Comics Code, Crumb was not simply lashing out at a 

programme of censorship that hit his own reading tastes. Perhaps surprisingly for a 

10  Godfrey Hodgson, America in Our Time (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
1976; 2005) 306-52. See also Terry H. Anderson, The Movement and the Sixties: Protest in America 
from Greensboro to Wounded Knee (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995).
11  Peter Braunstein and Michael William Doyle, eds. Imagine Nation: The American 
Counterculture of the 1960s and 70s (New York and London: Routledge, 2002) 10.
12  Ilse Thompson, ed. Your Vigor for Life Appalls Me: Robert Crumb Letters 1958 – 1977 (Seattle, 
1998).
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teenage boy growing up in post-war Delaware, Crumb never showed the slightest 

interest in superhero comics, nor a great deal of enthusiasm for the horror and 

crime comics which had sparked the Comics Code furore. His letters and interviews 

point to several areas of influence. Firstly, Crumb admired the surreal satire of Mad 

magazine and the children’s animal comics of Carl Barks and Walt Kelly.13 In addition 

to these, he read and collected many of the “classic” cartoonists such as Charles 

Dana Gibson and H. T. Webster. In particular, he admired those artists whom he 

perceived as attempting to capture something of “the real world” in their work. In 

1961, when he was still confident that he knew what “reality” was, Crumb wrote to 

Marty Pahls:

I’m trying to put into my work the everyday human realities that I’ve never found 
in a comic strip yet, though Feiffer has come the closest. It’s an extremely difficult 
thing to do in the comic strip medium… There are so many delicate little things 
that, when I try to express them in comic strip form, come out awkward… So far, I 
haven’t really gotten at the stark reality, the bottom of life (as I see it) in my work…14

As Crumb’s work develops throughout the 1960s and into the 70s, this pursuit of 

realism manifests itself less in straightforward representations of “everyday human 

realities” than in interrogation of what that reality might mean. Nonetheless, he has 

continued to praise artists who refuse to idealise their images of humanity, calling 

Pieter Bruegel “one of the greatest artists of all time”.15 Robert Hughes, in turn, 

called Crumb “the Bruegel of the last half of the twentieth century”, explaining that 

“he gives you that tremendous impaction of lusting, suffering, crazed humanity in 

all sorts of bizarre gargoyle-like allegorical forms”.16 The comparison is intriguing 

because Bruegel, like Crumb, concerned himself with the animal qualities of human 

existence, and he explored this interest in paintings which fuse the mundane and 

the fantastic. I wish to examine the role of the surreal and spectacular in Crumb’s 

representations of earthy subject matter.

R. Crumb’s work is regularly accused of being sexually violent, misogynistic, 

racist and generally grotesque and sordid. As recently as 1994, his Troubles with 

13  D. K. Holm, ed., R. Crumb: Conversations (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 
2004) 131; Thompson, ed. (1998) vii ff.
14  Thompson, ed. (1998) 174.
15  Mike Bradley, “Crumb Crazy”, Metro 3rd-9th April 1999, 25.
16  Terry Zwigoff, dir. Crumb (1994).
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Women (1990) was seized by UK Customs and Excise and tried for obscenity.17 

Underground cartoonist Trina Robbins has repeatedly criticised Crumb for his 

“sexually hostile” material, and it is often implied that Crumb’s representations of 

rape, incest, ethnic stereotypes and so on are something of an embarrassment for 

defenders of his comics.18 Frank. L. Cioffi says that “one comes away from Crumb’s 

works feeling slightly soiled, ashamed of having spent the time reading them”.19 

However, these apparently offensive elements are central to Crumb’s work, and 

it is neither possible nor desirable to skirt round them in a critical analysis. These 

comics, I suggest, are interesting precisely because of their intense ambivalence 

towards the counterculture of which they were supposedly a part. Crumb was 

there in San Francisco in 1967, dropping acid with everyone else, and is generally 

regarded as the central figure in the underground scene; yet he was, by his own 

admission, emotionally detached from hippy culture by virtue of having “too many 

hang-ups”.20 The “deep and dangerous ambiguities” that Hodgson identifies in the 

counterculture, its contradictions and hypocrisies, are lit up in Crumb’s work.21 The 

fact that his comics are deliberately, self-consciously riddled with the ideological 

and psychological flaws of their creator makes his engagement with questions of 

personal and social identity appear perfectly in tune with the intellectual currents of 

the 1960s and 70s. 

With this in mind, I want to suggest that one of the more helpful approaches 

to Crumb’s work is through Bakhtin’s concept of the carnivalesque. In Rabelais and 

His World (which appeared in English in 1967, the year in which Crumb produced 

Zap #1) Bakhtin argued that carnival rituals privileging grotesque representations 

of the body, ambivalent laughter and the symbolic inversion of hierarchies enact a 

disruption of authority.22 Carnivalesque forms are specifically manifestations of low 

17  Nick Hasted, “Strange Customs”, The Guardian, 29th January 1996, 8-9.
18  Robbins articulates this criticism in Zwigoff, dir. (1994). See also Mark Estren, A History of 
Underground Comics (1974) (Berkeley, CA: Ronin, 1993). For analysis of apparently racist material 
in Crumb’s work, see Leonard Rifas, “Racial Imagery, Racism, Individualism, and Underground 
Comix”, ImageTexT 1.1 (Spring 2004). <http://www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext/archives/v1_1/
rifas/>
19  Frank L. Cioffi, “Disturbing Comics” in Robin Varnum and Christina T. Gibbons, eds. The 
Language of Comics: Word and Image (Jackson, Mississippi, 2001) 112.
20  R. Crumb, The Complete Crumb Comics, ed. Gary Groth et al, vol. 4 (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 
1987-2005), x. All subsequent in-text references are to this series of collected editions.
21  Hodgson (1976) 339.
22  Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iwolsky (Bloomington, Indiana: 
Indiana University Press, 1984).
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culture, always unofficial, popular forms of spectacle. Crumb’s work is obsessed with 

grotesque bodies and coarse, unorthodox, disturbing representations of the world. 

His drawings emphasise orifices and protuberances, his stories involve stretching, 

squishing, entangling, exploding bodies. The list is extensive: Eggs Ackley piles 

the Vulture Demonesses on top of each other by inserting each vulture’s head into 

the vagina of the next (6.21); Dicknose, plagued by women wanting to sit on his 

face, gets covered in excrement which is then licked off by another woman (6.55); 

Crumb fits his entire body inside a vagina (9.123); birds steal eyeballs (5.127); Mrs 

Quiver “shivers and shakes like jelly on a plate” (6.31). Crumb even parodies his own 

fascination with gross physicality in “All Meat Comics” (6.28), a three-page strip with 

no discernible narrative but a frenzied cascade of bizarre images featuring distorted 

bodies, squelching, bouncing, hairy flesh, splashes of semen and sweat, rivers of 

vomit and blood (Figure 2). Captions like “Fun with Flesh” and “Mr Meat sez: make 

a mess!” pose as mock advertisements for Crumb’s ongoing spectacle of pulsating 

bodily chaos. 

There are two main 

objections commonly raised 

against the use of Bakhtin’s 

carnivalesque in the analysis 

of twentieth-century art, and 

until fairly recently Crumb 

resisted them both. Firstly, 

critics have pointed out 

that mediaeval carnival was 

always a licensed blow-out, 

a permitted and controlled 

release of transgressive 

energies.23 In the twentieth 

century, western culture often 

succeeded in removing the 

anarchic sting from a work of 

art by assimilating it into the 

23  Terry Eagleton, Walter Benjamin, or, Towards a revolutionary criticism (London: Verso, 1981) 
148.

Figure 2.
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mainstream. The fact that nothing stays subversive for very long tends to pose a 

problem for radical art. Abstract Expressionism, rock ’n’ roll and even Banksy have 

now been safely institutionalised, and whilst most agree that the wider acceptance 

of comics as an art form has done wonders for the industry, it has also had its 

drawbacks for transgressive artists like Crumb. For a long time Crumb seemed to 

resist assimilation into high culture, refusing to adopt a longer, graphic novel format 

over single issue comics, and choosing the self-parodic title The R. Crumb Coffee 

Table Art Book (1997) over the publisher’s favoured title The Art of R. Crumb when 

Little, Brown and Company produced a glossy full-colour collection of his work.24 

However, in the past few years there have been several major museum exhibitions 

of his work, and in 2005 The Guardian newspaper printed a number of his comics, 

including works that would once have been considered amongst his most offensive, 

such as Joe Blow.25 Crumb’s carnival might have been unlicensed once, but it has 

certainly been institutionalised now.

The second objection often raised is that modern popular culture 

communicates through mass media, a long way from the folk culture of Rabelais’ 

world.26 Alternative comics, however, have always been very much a handmade 

form, produced and distributed on a small scale. The text is invariably handwritten, 

and the trace of the artist’s hand is always evident. Crumb folded and stapled Zap #1 

himself and wandered around the Haight-Ashbury district selling it in the street.27 

Underground comics, in other words, are perhaps as close to folk art as twentieth-

century American culture is likely to get. As subsequent chapters will demonstrate, 

the DIY ethos of the underground press lived on in the punk-influenced comics and 

fanzines of the 1970s and 80s, which flourished with the increased availability of 

good quality photocopiers. Its influence is evident in the small press scene to the 

present day.

 Crumb’s preference for single-issue format is important. In Alternative Comics 

24  See Estren (1974) on the early appropriation of underground art by mainstream media.
25  The Guardian, 7th – 11th March 2005. March 2005 saw a whole season of Crumb events 
in London: an exhibition at the Whitechapel Art Gallery, a series of Crumb-related films at the 
National Film Theatre, an onstage interview and various other events. These all coincided with 
the launch of R. Crumb and Pete Poplaski, The R. Crumb Handbook (London: MQP, 2005).
26  See, for example, M. Keith Booker, Techniques of Subversion in Modern Literature: 
Transgression, Abjection and the Carnivalesque (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1991) 8.
27  Patrick Rosenkranz, Rebel Visions: The Underground Comix Revolution 1963-1975 (Seattle: 
Fantagraphics, 2002) 71. This is one of the best histories of underground comics currently 
available.
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Hatfield emphasises the importance of the physical form of the comic book to 

the underground artists of the 1960s and 70s and their successors. He points out 

that part of the artistic success of these comics derived from “the way that they 

transformed an object that was jejune and mechanical in origin into a radically new 

kind of expressive object”.28 Underground comics artists like Crumb, Gilbert Shelton 

and Spain Rodriguez appropriated a textual shape whose associations were ripe 

for subversion. As Hatfield explains, these flimsy comics held the lowest possible 

status. Filled with advertisements and reproductions of newspaper strips, they were 

often given away for nothing or sold for a few cents. Ian Gordon charts the immense 

variety of ways in which the comics form was co-opted into commercial culture in 

the twentieth century, from strips dramatising the effectiveness of a soap powder 

or a motor oil to narratives depicting a happy consumer lifestyle. 29 So there was 

a deliberate formal irony in the underground cartoonists’ adoption of a package 

that had for so long been associated with “faceless industrial entertainment”.30 

Specifically, the form was associated with two areas that held particular interest for 

Crumb: childhood and commerce.

 In order to consider more fully how the carnivalesque functions in relation 

to other themes in Crumb’s work, I want to look in more detail at one particular 

story, “Head Comix” (1967) (4.60) (Figure 3).31 This page is by no means the most 

spectacularly revolting or artistically interesting of Crumb’s comics of the period, 

but it does introduce a number of characters and themes that recur throughout his 

work. “Head Comix” consists of thirty-six panels on a single page, which is more or 

less the densest concentration of any Crumb strip. The world it depicts is farcical and 

chaotic, full of pantomime violence and surreal links. As it turns out, this strip tells 

the story of a dream, but the reader remains unaware of this until the last row of 

panels, and on rereading, this dream context raises as many questions as it answers. 

The comic consists of a string of erratically connected incidents and images, and 

it is difficult to piece together a narrative at all. It begins with two distorted male 

figures, known to regular readers as Snappy Bitts and Krazy Kraks, walking along 

28  Charles Hatfield, Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature (Jackson: University Press of 
Mississippi, 2005), 7.
29  Ian Gordon, Comic Strips and Consumer Culture 1890 – 1945 (Washington and London: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1998)
30  Hatfield (2005), 11.
31  Confusingly, the title “Head Comix” is shared by several other comic strips also produced in 
1967, and an entire comic book published the following year.
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Figure 3. 
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in the exaggerated style now familiar from the infamous “Keep on Trucking” comic, 

published later in 1967.32 Inexplicably, given that the two figures initially appear 

to be walking alongside each other, they collide and fight. One of them sexually 

assaults a passer-by and is pulled away by the other, which precipitates another 

fight. They later cause an explosion from which another man comes running. 

This third figure goes on to experience various other forms of vaguely defined 

persecution. In the final few panels the dream descends into meaningless theatrical 

jollity and ends with what looks like an advertising image. In the final row of panels 

another regular character, Mr Natural, awakes from “[a] dream about my youth” 

to find a strange inscription on his hand. Before he can decipher it, Angelfood 

McSpade licks the text from his skin and runs away. This plot synopsis may seem 

bewildering enough on its own, but to make matters worse, there are several panels 

that make almost no sense at all but appear to represent fragments of other stories. 

A car is shown driving in the moonlight in panel 5, for example, then in panel 13 a 

similar car appears in daylight, and a moonlit car crash takes place in panel 14. The 

connection between these images, and between them and the rest of the comic, 

remains unclear.

 The first problem is the difficulty of accepting this narrative as one of Mr 

Natural’s dreams. Far from being a dream about his youth, it reads more like a 

symbolic vision of the state of contemporary American culture. In view of the 

apparent incoherence of the whole thing, one might well argue that Mr Natural’s 

waking in the final row represents not a frame narrative but simply another incident 

in a stream of loosely connected events. However, this final row is separated from 

the rest of the comic by a conspicuous stylistic difference: it does not rhyme.

The fact that the rest of the page does rhyme is remarkable in itself. 

This device is not unique in Crumb’s comics but it is rare enough to merit close 

attention.33 The main body of the comic uses a repetitive end-rhyme, which changes 

on each row of panels. To begin with, each panel represents a regular four-foot line, 

although this rhythm disintegrates towards the end. There is little dialogue as such. 

Much of the text is composed of meaningless syllables from songs (“Hey boparee 

bop”), nonsense words (“Fnoid, goid, bdoid, boid”) or sound effects familiar from 

32  Infamous because after various battles over unauthorised merchandising, a judge 
eventually ruled that Crumb did not own the copyright to this (unsigned) work. As a result, 
Crumb was hit with a tax bill of over $20000. For more detail see Rosenkranz (2002).
33  See also, for example, “Stoned” (4.72-5).
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comics (“Sock, pow, thud, bdum”). Some lines make sense in the context of the 

panel – “Wanna weenie in yer jum” is unclear on its own, but spoken by a character 

about to sexually assault a woman, its meaning becomes fairly apparent. The metre, 

pace and repetitive rhyme of the comic are reminiscent of songs like “Subterranean 

Homesick Blues” or “Bob Dylan’s 115th Dream” (1965) and in view of Crumb and 

Dylan’s shared preoccupations, including Crumb’s enthusiasm for pre-war blues 

and old-time music, this should not come as any great surprise. Dylan’s deliberate 

adoption of a popular form that “describes the temper of the times”,34 his themes 

of urban chaos and paranoia, his often surrealistic descriptions of modern America 

and his sense of the pointlessness of grasping after philosophical certainties – these 

features are present both in “Head Comix” and throughout Crumb’s oeuvre. 

 In “Head Comix” images of paranoia, spiritual searching and the false joviality 

of stage shows and advertisements jostle for space alongside “low” themes like 

sex and violence. Old intellectual and cultural divisions are abandoned as serious 

philosophical questions are juxtaposed with apparently juvenile toilet humour. 

Grouping sex and violence together in the manner of censors would be inaccurate 

and misleading with most comics artists, but it seems appropriate in a discussion of 

Crumb. In his comics the line between consensual sex and violent assault is a hazy 

one, constantly in danger of being breached: fights turn into sexual encounters, 

sex turns into an abusive game, a carnival tangle of female flesh. In this particular 

page, the protagonist steps on a woman’s face whilst performing cunnilingus (panel 

9). Fluid drips from open orifices (panels 9 and 24), and from figures sweating with 

fear (panels 20 – 22). Unlike many of Crumb’s comics, however, this narrative does 

not follow its brief sexual encounters into a sustained erotic fantasy. This strip is 

concerned with the hectic pace and incoherence of twentieth-century American 

life, of which sexuality forms only a small part. As a result, “Head Comix” features a 

lot more violence than sex: men punch, cars crash, dynamite explodes, someone 

gets struck by lightning, picked up by the scruff of the neck and dropped into a 

void. Crumb employs the full range of comics conventions to illustrate this manic 

sequence: stars float around a figure’s head after a collision (panels 3 and 4), 

fighting figures disappear in a cloud of dust (panel 12), an explosion is signified 

by concentric zig-zag circles (panel 18), and lightning is stylised to the utmost 

34  Michael Gray, Song and Dance Man III: The Art of Bob Dylan (London, 2000) 53.
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simplicity (panel 22). Crumb owes much to comics traditions of farce. I will say 

more about Crumb’s use of the figures and styles of children’s comics shortly; here 

I will just note that it is easy to trace the mayhem of “Head Comix” to the anarchic 

violence of, say, a “Tom and Jerry” cartoon. Taking the forms and conventions of a 

low-brow, juvenile form, Crumb uses them to satirise the contemporary American 

quest for authentic and stable meaning. 

Crumb places particular emphasis on 

the futility of grasping after universal truths. 

This search is repeatedly frustrated in “Head 

Comix”, both within the dream and after Mr 

Natural wakes up. The figure reading the book 

of “Answers” – possibly, but not certainly, the 

same individual who appears in the fourth 

row – is placed between two apparently 

disconnected panels, and utters a phrase of 

meaningless rubbish – “From the heads of 

ducks and gooses” (panel 15). The mysterious 

inscription on Mr Natural’s hand hints at the 

promise of a straightforward, text-based 

solution, but Angelfood, the caricature of a 

racist stereotype, gleefully frustrates his search for knowledge. Conventional religion 

is no more helpful: the God-like figure in panel 23 has the voice and appearance of a 

Mafioso thug, not to mention a wave of liquid cascading from the top of his head. In 

the following panel, his victim (now without clothes or hair) tumbles into darkness 

with the caption “Surrender to the void, Cloid”. The victimised figure in the fourth 

row reflects Crumb’s own status as an outsider: lonely, out of step with mainstream 

culture, distrustful of authority. Having abandoned Catholicism in his teens, Crumb 

satirises not only the traditional grand narrative of religion but Mr Natural’s New 

Age philosophies as well. Reduced to crawling pathetically, this naked, dejected 

individual is told “Ferget this apple sause, hoss!” by a Christ figure in a bleak desert 

landscape. The whole thing reads as a series of snapshots of the modern American 

quest for meaning: hectic, bewildering and ultimately futile.

Looking back on the work he produced during this period, Crumb is often 

inclined to blame it on the acid. In addition to various literary and artistic influences, 

Figure 4. 
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Crumb has often cited LSD as a catalyst, if not exactly a source for his work.35 His 

reflection upon the ways in which different states of consciousness might be 

expressed in comics has certainly produced some interesting technical trickery. The 

labyrinth of lines representing the speech of a “speed freak”, for example, describes 

the inadequacy of language for communicating altered states as well as mocking 

the incoherent ramblings of amphetamine users (Figure 4). On the whole, however, 

the influence of LSD is less interesting in its own right than as a tool which enabled 

Crumb to fuse imagery from his subconscious with his perceptions of the outside 

world. Writing of what he calls his “fuzzy acid phase” in 1966, Crumb explains:

A whole new thing was emerging in my drawings, a sort of harkening back, a calling 
up of what G. Legman had called the ‘horror-squinky’ forces lurking in American 
comics of the 1940s. I had no control over it. The whole time I was in this fuzzy state 
of mind, the separation, the barrier betwixt the conscious and the subconscious 
was broken open somehow. A grotesque kaleidoscope, a tawdry carnival of 
disassociated images kept sputtering to the surface… especially if I was sitting and 
staring, which I often did. (4.viii. Crumb’s ellipsis.)

This statement sheds some powerful light on the subject matter of Crumb’s comics. 

Firstly, Crumb explicitly associates the terms “grotesque” and “carnival” with a 

psychoanalytic process in which images from the unconscious fight their way into 

the conscious mind. In Bakhtin’s version, the carnivalesque is absolutely not about 

individualism. He writes:

In grotesque realism… the bodily element is deeply positive. It is presented not in 
a private, egotistic form, severed from the other spheres of life, but as something 
universal, representing all the people.36

However, subsequent critics such as Stallybrass and White have rewritten carnival 

as part of a wider politics of transgression. They point out, for example, that many 

of the symptoms exhibited by Freud’s patients represent a sublimation of carnival, a 

set of horrors and anxieties repressed and then reworked as modern neuroses. They 

write:

In the Studies on Hysteria many of the images and symbols which were once the 
focus of various pleasures in European carnival have become transformed into 
the morbid symptoms of private terror. Again and again these patients suffer 

35  See, for example, Holm, ed. (2004) 120, 173.
36  Bakhtin, trans. Iwolsky, (1984) 19.
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acute attacks of disgust, literally vomiting out horrors and obsessions which look 
surprisingly like the rotted residue of traditional carnival practices.37

In keeping with this view, I would argue that Crumb likewise perceives carnival as 

both a reflection of the “craziness”38 of American culture and a condition of his own 

unconscious mind.

 Perhaps most significantly, Crumb’s statement that “a tawdry carnival of 

disassociated images kept sputtering to the surface” expresses the artist’s belief in 

a direct, almost involuntary connection between the unconscious mind and the 

drawing. A sequence like “Head Comix” represents Crumb’s mental imagery in a 

parade of fractured flashes, and he himself has described such comics as a “stream 

of consciousness”.39 Instead of seeking to impose an artificially smooth linear 

structure upon these images, Crumb takes advantage of the inherently fragmented 

nature of the comics form to supplement the instability of his narrative. Intuitive, 

even surreal leaps of logic are a function of the mind, drugged or otherwise: 

as I noted in my introduction, psychologists agree that the memory organises 

information in schematised segments, the connections between which are still 

not fully understood. In the hand of R. Crumb, such logical jumps also express the 

strangeness and incoherence of late 1960s America. Crucially, these two themes are 

supported by Crumb’s choice of the comics form: a narrative medium that utilises 

ellipsis, demanding that the reader make connections between isolated segments 

of information.

Returning to Crumb’s remarks on his “fuzzy” trip, it is also worth noting 

that he associates the apparent innocence of 1940s comics with something darker 

– this is not nostalgia but a “calling up”, a resurrection of some distinctly sinister 

“forces” from the period of Crumb’s early childhood. The “squinkies”, according to 

Gershon Legman, were the “sex-horror” comics which he predicted would bear the 

brunt of the impending censorship drive. Curiously, Legman was no more worried 

about these comics than he was about murder mystery novels or “floppity-rabbit” 

cartoons: his Love and Death: A Study in Censorship draws attention to the pervasive 

37  Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, The Politics and Poetics of Transgression (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1986) 174.
38 Gary Groth, interview with R. Crumb, in Milo George, ed. The Comics Journal Library Vol. 3: R. 
Crumb (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2004) 24.
39  Zwigoff, dir. (1994)
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violence in American culture in order to argue that the censorship of sexual content 

is hypocritical. Commenting on Disney’s version of “The Three Little Pigs”, for 

example, he objects that no one notices how the story allows children to indulge 

their aggressive fantasies through the displacement of violence: “…the wolf is papa, 

tricked out in animal falseface so he can be righteously beaten to death”.40 One can 

easily identify an affinity between Crumb’s distorted nostalgic visions and Legman’s 

somewhat histrionic argument: before the advent of popular culture analysis, both 

saw violent horror at a time when everyone else saw only cute cartoon animals 

and innocent escapism. It is hard to overstate the importance of children’s comics 

and popular ideas about childhood on Crumb’s early career. In their childhood 

and early teens both Robert Crumb and his elder brother Charles, with whom he 

collaborated on many of his earliest comics, were great consumers of Disney media. 

Charles was a particular fan, and Marty Pahls says that it was largely due to him that 

many of their first productions were modelled on Walt Disney’s Comics and Stories. 

Pahls notes that “Robert Crumb’s first complete comic (1950, aged 7) was Diffy in 

Shacktown, using a mouse character and obviously inspired by Carl Barks”, and goes 

on to claim that Crumb “turned out an issue of Brombo the Panda every month 

from 1952 to 1958” (1.vii). Of particular interest, in view of his longevity, is the early 

emergence of Fritz the Cat. A first prototype, the fairly realistic cat “Fred”, appeared 

in Cat Life dated September 1959 – February 1960, when Crumb was just sixteen 

(Figure 5: left). Within two months the character had become Fritz the Cat, walking 

40  G. Legman, Love and Death: A Study in Censorship (New York: Breaking Point, 1949) 34.

Figure 5. 
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upright, wearing clothes and starring in a Robin Hood story (Figure 5: right). This is 

still recognisably very early work, drawn in pencil on lined school-book paper, and 

although the bulk of the art is Robert’s it still shows some involvement from Charles. 

By September 1962, the art work in Fritz is substantially more mature, but more 

significantly in narrative terms, Fritz himself is developing from a cute, naughty kitty 

into an unemployed, smart-talking womaniser. Writing on the prevalence of moral 

panics about youth at various points throughout the twentieth century, Joe Austin 

and Michael Nevin Willard argue:

The public debates surrounding “youth” are important forums where new 
understandings about the past, present, and future of public life are encoded, 
articulated and contested. “Youth” become a metaphor for perceived social change 
and its projected consequences, and as such it is an enduring locus for displaced 
social anxieties.41

With characters like Fritz the Cat, Crumb attempts to reclaim the visual language 

of childhood and with it to critique adult social mores and values. As this 

preoccupation develops and continues in Crumb’s mature work it becomes 

apparent that this is not just a personal rebellion rooted in humorous parody but a 

public act of defiance against the political hijacking of children’s comics.

 Crumb was attuned to the satirical possibilities of the animal comic from an 

early date, but much of the surrealism of his work was inherent in the Disney sources 

themselves. Writing on the influence of Carl Barks in underground comics, Donald 

Ault wrote:

Barks’ pivotal role in the emergence of Underground comics relates to the way 
Barks’ stories involve the overlapping and interconstitution of the everyday and 
the fantastic – realistically grounded plots shooting off into absurd, frustrating, and 
even grotesque situations.42

It is true that Barks’ comics, like so many children’s stories from Alice’s Adventures in 

Wonderland (1865) to Rupert Bear (1920- ) depend on surrealism. In “Land Beneath 

the Ground” (1956), for example, Uncle Scrooge, Donald and his three nephews 

encounter a society of brightly coloured underground creatures who move by 

41  Joe Austin and Michael Nevin Willard, eds. Generations of Youth: Youth, Cultures and History 
in Twentieth-Century America (New York and London: New York University Press, 1998) 1.
42  Donald Ault, “Preludium: Crumb, Barks, and Noomin: Re-Considering the Aesthetics of 
Underground Comics” ImageTexT 1.2 (Winter 2004) <http://www.english.ufl.edu/imagetext/
archives/v1_2/intro.shtml>
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rolling like balls, create earthquakes for fun and construct a moss-slide to hinder 

their visitors from leaving (Figure 6). There is a dreamlike feel to the story’s logic, 

with its threading together of vaguely connected incidents in a bizarre, otherworldly 

landscape. Still, although Crumb seems to have been perfectly comfortable with the 

surrealism of these comics, he objected to their overly jolly tone. Speaking in 2007, 

Crumb identified horror in the sickly perfection of cultural materials addressed to 

children:

My generation, we grew up in the 1950s, into the 60s, and the culture was always 
pushing on you as a kid happy, happy images and all that the stuff just like [sic]… 
your brain just soaked in these false images of happiness and fun and cute cartoon 
characters and underneath it all there’s something, you know, sinister going on that 
the world could possibly end. We thought it might end in 1962, the Cuban Missile 
Crisis. People really thought it would be the end of the world. So, then I took LSD 
and all that…43

Crumb’s perception that US culture was pushing wholesome, happy images is not 

as far-fetched or paranoiac as it might seem. In Babes in Tomorrowland, Nicholas 

Sammond writes at length about discourses on child-rearing and the supposed 

effects of harmful media on children from the late 1920s to 1960s. He explains 

how Disney went to great lengths to define its products as actively beneficial in 

the development of a morally and emotionally healthy child. This included not 

only some sophisticated exercises in public relations but the production of socially 

instructive stories which enacted the individual’s growth from humble origins to 

successful adulthood through hard work and moral conduct: Pinocchio (1940), 

43  Robert Crumb, audio tour at “Robert Crumb’s Underground” exhibition. Yerba Buena Center 
for the Arts, San Francisco. March 17 – July 8, 2007. Thanks to Leonard Rifas for this transcription.

Figure 6.
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Dumbo (1941), Cinderella (1950) and so on.44

These tales of wholesome development were themselves part of a larger 

pattern in twentieth-century US culture, which Jackson Lears traces through the 

history of American advertising. Lears argues that the story told by US advertising 

in the twentieth century is one of containment, a rhetoric of control over the 

formerly carnivalesque energies of the marketplace. He says that “twentieth-

century advertising redefined the source of abundance from the fecund earth to 

the efficient factory”, and further argues that this rhetoric of efficiency extended 

to ideas about personal identity, 

family relationships, child-rearing and 

the body.45 Robert Crumb grew up 

and began producing comics during 

a period in which US spending on 

advertising was accelerating at an 

unprecedented rate, and so much of 

what Crumb hated about the culture 

in which he found himself seemed 

to be exemplified in its advertising: 

happy, beautiful faces peddling stories 

about the attainability of the American Dream. It is hardly surprising that parodies 

of advertisements are evident throughout Crumb’s work, from the early 1960s to 

well into the 80s, nor that these parodies centre precisely on the anxieties that Lear 

identifies: clean teeth, regular bowel movements and a happy, smiling nuclear 

family. His “Hytone Comix” cover has Tommy Toilet advising, “Don’t forget to wipe 

your ass folks!” (Figure 7), and one of his most famous works, “The family that lays 

together stays together” was satirising a slogan used by the Roman Catholic Family 

Rosary Crusade in the late 1960s (7.69, 5.91). He was not the only one to pick up 

on the advertisers’ bright, chirpy tone: during this period Mad magazine was well 

known for its ad parodies, and in fact stopped taking advertising itself in 1955 on 

44  Nicholas Sammond, Babes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the Making of the American 
Child, 1930 - 1960 (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2005). For a Marxist reading of 
Disney see Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart, How to Read Donald Duck: Imperialist Ideology in 
the Disney Comic, trans. David Kunzle (New York: International General, 1991).
45  Jackson Lears, Fables of Abundance: A Cultural History of Advertising in America (New York: 
Basic Books, 1994) 18.

Figure 7.
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the grounds that the magazine could not satirise and support advertisers at the 

same time.46

Glancing back at “Head Comix”, one finds that references to advertising 

are everywhere. “Feels to me like alkaloid”, “And now schlepped schloss gross floss” 

and even “I get my juices at the duices!!” borrow the form of ads without actually 

promoting anything in particular. One discerns in “Head Comix” something of the 

instability that Crumb saw in advertising: that too-happy, buoyant energy tipping 

over into hysteria. Crumb’s advertising parodies lead back to Bakhtin, who argued 

that parody was a mechanism of the carnivalesque. In Crumb’s hands this is exactly 

right, but parody was to remain an important mode in alternative comics for a 

number of different reasons. The parody we see in Crumb’s ads bears only a distant 

relation to Dave Sim’s parodies of fantasy comics, for example, or Alan Moore’s 

rewriting of children’s fiction in Lost Girls. Where Crumb’s parodies speak a language 

of criticism, remarkably few later comics would use the device to such political ends. 

 I want to skip forward, briefly, to a later example of Crumb’s advertising 

parodies, one which was intended as a genuine advertisement for Crumb’s 1980s 

magazine, Weirdo (Figure 8). It is useful because not only does it appropriate the 

form of the advertisement to articulate a sense of profound dissatisfaction with the 

world in general, but it encapsulates some of the problems with modern masculine 

identity that run throughout Crumb’s work. The bleak atmosphere of this ad in 

comparison to the chaotic energy of Crumb’s earlier work (and indeed the Zap 

advertisement in Figure 1) is representative of the mood of his comics from the 

1970s and 80s. Throughout this period his collaboration with his second wife Aline 

Kominsky and, later, Harvey Pekar, led him towards a greater realism and a sharper 

focus on questions of personal identity in a contemporary social environment. 

Crumb’s early 70s comics are generally unpopular amongst his fans, and he himself 

has said that he dislikes much of his work from this period (9.vii). The optimism of 

counterculture’s first phase, which Crumb had never really shared in the first place, 

had given way to a pervading sense of cynicism. Much of the energy of protest 

had subsided, leaving writers and artists like Crumb “sort of limply challenging 

the system”, as his son Jesse put it (10.vii). The introspection of Crumb’s later work 

therefore carries a distinct sense of despair about the possibility of engaging with 

46  See Maria Reidelbach, Completely Mad: A History of the Comic Book and Magazine (London: 
Boxtree, 1992) 50.
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larger social and political events in any meaningful way, and by the mid 1980s, 

Crumb was citing such feelings of cynicism as the defining characteristic of his 

readership. Crumb’s 1982 Weirdo advertisement uses precisely the mechanism of 

so many twentieth-century ads: it associates purchasing choices with the definition 

of personal identity. A sweating, dishevelled man, hunched in discomfort, stands 

amongst litter and dog turds, thinking, “This whole goddamn fucking planet has 

gone to shit!” The title asks, “Do you hate everything?” and a panel goes into further 

detail:

 Are you constantly complaining about this, that and the other thing?
Are you frequently horrified by reality?
Do you find happy people intensely irritating?
Are you barely able to stand being alive? (14.52)

The solution, of course, is suggested by an unseen figure hidden around the corner, 

who whispers “pssst” and proffers a copy of Weirdo magazine. Selfhood, the ad says, 

is inseparable from criticism: your identity is defined, at least in part, by what you 

hate, what you reject in the world around you, and the choices and emotional states 

that might result from these positions.

 The figure in the ad is not exactly a representation of Crumb himself, but 

it bears a number of similarities to the artist. Crumb has written hundreds of 

explicitly autobiographical strips, and in many of these he shows extreme self-

consciousness about the problems of self-representation both in narrative and 

self-portraiture. In Alternative Comics Hatfield charts the development of a tradition 

of comics autobiography that “has tended to stress the abject, the seedy, the anti-

heroic, and the just plain nasty”.47 He also tackles the general problem of truth in 

autobiography and, with reference to comics, the problems that arise from the act 

of objectifying oneself through a drawing. He analyses Daniel Clowes’ “Just Another 

Day” (1993) which parodies the falseness of autobiography, and Crumb’s “The Many 

Faces of R. Crumb” (1972), in which Crumb sets up multiple personae, all and none 

of them truly representative of the artist himself. Hatfield argues that by denying 

the possibility of truth in autobiography, Crumb, Clowes, the Hernandez brothers 

and other comics artists paradoxically assert the truthfulness of their narratives. As 

Hatfield puts it, “[a]rtifice and candor go hand in hand”: he coins the term “ironic 

47  Hatfield (2005) 111.
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Figure 9. From the top: Mr Snoid and Schuman the Human; Whiteman; Mr Natural 
and Flakey Foont; Ol’ Pooperoo.
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authentication” to describe the comic which “makes a show of being honest by 

denying the very possibility of being honest”.48

 Hatfield’s argument is excellent and I do not wish to go over the same 

ground here. What I want to suggest, however, is that in many ways Crumb’s work 

can be considered an oblique form of self-representation even when it is not 

explicitly autobiographical. It does not matter whether the figure in the Weirdo ad 

is Crumb because as Hatfield points out, even the explicitly autobiographical strips 

are not really Crumb either. If, as he says, the truth is most strongly asserted by the 

proposition that truth is impossible, then it is arguably also the case that the most 

meaningful explorations of one’s selfhood may be articulated by talking about 

someone else. Like dreamworks, his stories represent condensed and displaced 

versions of his semi-conscious fears and fantasies. As I have demonstrated, aspects 

of Crumb’s mind and emblems of contemporary culture metamorphose into 

characters, personifications of his neuroses and emotional demons. The result is 

that the extreme confessional tone of Crumb’s autobiographical comics seeps into 

the rest of his work. With this in mind, I want to look more closely at some of the 

male characters in Crumb’s comics, with particular focus on the problems of modern 

masculinity and sexuality.

The theme of male identity has remained prominent from his earliest work 

to the present day. Almost all of Crumb’s main protagonists are male – Fritz the Cat, 

Mr Natural, Flakey Foont, Mr Snoid, Ol’ Pooperoo, Schuman the Human, Whiteman, 

and of course Crumb himself (Figure 9). Mark Estren notes that it is hard to imagine 

Crumb creating a fully rounded female character, but with the exception of the 

author’s direct self-representations, none of Crumb’s male figures are presented 

as fully rounded, realist, individual human beings either.49 Instead they represent 

and often caricature aspects of masculine identity, playing out the problems 

encountered by individuals attempting to place themselves in a somewhat 

bewildering modern world. Similar issues are repeated in dozens of comics. Ol’ 

Pooperoo, subtitled “The Cosmic Shit Shoveler”, tries desperately to convince himself 

that he is lucky to have a job, but is so overwhelmed by the worthlessness of his 

lifestyle that he ends up drinking all day (4.31). Schuman the Human is constantly 

48  Hatfield (2005) 124-5.
49  Estren (1974) 130. He might have changed his mind had he been writing after Crumb’s 
creation of Mode O’Day in 1983, a relatively realistic, if not exactly sympathetic, female character.
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wallowing in existential angst (7.98), and Mr Natural ends up in a psychiatric 

institution (11.1-41). Mr Appropriate is so exasperatingly perfect, clean-living and 

environmentally friendly that his friends call him a “human bumper sticker” (12.86). 

No one is flawless, no one has answers or conforms to popular ideals of masculinity, 

and those who do are even more insufferable than those who fail.

 When Crumb started out, he saw himself as one of a small handful of 

individuals publicly articulating their difficulties with the conventional construction 

of masculine identity. In retrospect, it is clear that Crumb’s anxieties were part of a 

much wider problem endemic to white American youth culture in the 1950s and 

early 60s. As numerous critics have shown, the counterculture was very much a 

youth movement, dominated by students and college drop-outs. These individuals 

were determined to challenge the “classic masculinity of paterfamilias”, whether that 

meant growing long hair and wearing colourful, androgynous clothes or embracing 

relationships in which immediate experience was more important than familial 

responsibility.50 Yet as Kenneth Keniston argued at the time, the cultural self-doubt 

that these people articulated was present, albeit suppressed, in their parents’ 

generation. Writing on the families of alienated students interviewed in his research, 

he remarked on the striking repetition of a familiar scenario:

Both parents seem to have been frustrated and dissatisfied. The mother’s talents 
and emotionality found little expression within her marriage; the father’s idealism 
and youthful dreams were crushed by the realities of his adult life.51

Crumb’s parents, Charles Sr. and Beatrice, were certainly frustrated and dissatisfied: 

as D. K. Holm notes, Charles was “a stern man who was disappointed that all his male 

children were ‘sissies’”, while Beatrice was addicted to diet pills and television.52 In 

short, both in his personal history and wider social milieu, Robert Crumb was ideally 

placed to critique the ideals of masculinity in mid-twentieth-century US culture.

Born in 1943, Crumb reached adulthood during a period in which ideas 

about personal and social identity, including sexuality and race, were open to 

discussion in a way that had not been thought possible a decade before. White 

heterosexual masculinity, formerly the norm against which all else was judged 

50  Hodgson (2005) 314.
51  Kenneth Keniston, Youth and Dissent: The Rise of a New Opposition (New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1971) 185.
52  D. K. Holm, Robert Crumb (Harpenden: Pocket Essentials, 2005) 32.
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(“both the positive and the neutral”, as de Beauvoir put it)53 suddenly represented 

an ontological void, a space which needed filling with new and exciting personal 

attributes. In a frank discussion of his tendency towards misogyny, Crumb pointed 

out that throughout his childhood, stereotypes about women were “constantly 

reinforced”;54 yet by the time he was thirty, the feminist movement was in full swing 

and Crumb’s apparent misogyny seemed conspicuously anachronistic. I suggest 

that it is more helpful to see Crumb’s representations of women as a manifestation 

of his anxieties about masculinity than to condemn him for his apparent sexism. 

The alleged misogyny in Crumb’s work is, in any case, not as straightforward as 

some would like to make out. His female figures are invariably larger than their male 

counterparts, and often more powerful. They cannot be defined as a homogenous 

group: it is true that Crumb’s comics feature numerous helpless, even headless 

female bodies being abused by male characters, but there are also plenty of 

tough, competent women stomping on weedy little men. The victimised ostrich in 

“What a World”, for example, steps on her complacent male attackers, killing them 

instantly, yet despite having just escaped from serious danger, she regards them 

with little more than mild irritation: “Darn! Got my boots all icky!” (9.57). Likewise, 

his Sally Blubberbutt appeared in the feminist magazine Spare Rib, declaring “Men! 

At best, they’re pitiful!”.55 Finally, some of Crumb’s 1980s comics, whilst artistically 

less interesting than his earlier work, modify his previous objectification of women: 

his collaborations with Aline Kominsky-Crumb are relatively even-handed in their 

representation of domestic life, relationships and parenting.

If Crumb’s obsession with sexual power stems from fears of impotence and 

isolation, then his representations of women reflect his profound uncertainty about 

what it means to be a man. Feeling alienated and alone, Crumb wrote to Marty Pahls 

of his sense of disgust with modern tastes and values. He contemplated suicide but 

decided that the thought of oblivion was worse than the experience of suffering.56 

Unable to align himself with feminism, civil rights or any other minority movement, 

and unable to conform to his father’s ideal of a masculinity defined by sporting 

53  Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. and ed. H.M.Parshley (1949; London: Vintage: 
1997) 15.
54  George, ed. (2004) 44.
55  David Huxley, Nasty Tales: Sex, Drugs, Rock ‘n’ Roll and Violence in the British Underground 
(Manchester: Critical Vision: 2001) 29.
56  Thompson, ed. (1998) 207.
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prowess, Crumb struggled to place and define himself. In many ways, Crumb found 

himself almost as out of place amongst San Francisco hippies as he had been in 

mainstream culture, and the result is that his work exhibits a strange mobility of 

perspective, a sense of drifting from insider to outsider over the course of a single 

page. His authorial voice is elusive, shifting, decentered. It is not always easy, in 

reading Crumb’s work, to differentiate between the author’s private subjectivity, his 

projections onto others and his representations of mainstream and alternative U.S. 

culture. In order to look more closely at this unstable web with particular reference 

to male-female relationships, I wish to turn to a story from September/October 

1968, “Fritz the No-Good” (5.35-50) (Figure 10a-b).

Fritz the Cat is one of Crumb’s most well-known characters, partly thanks 

to Ralph Bakshi’s widely reviled film, and as I noted above he is also one of Crumb’s 

oldest figures. Fritz is a profoundly ambivalent character: on the one hand, he 

represents a fantasy alter-ego for Crumb, a confident, articulate charmer, always 

surrounded by women and falling in and out of adventures; on the other, he is 

selfish, arrogant, and often in serious trouble. In this particular episode, he goes to 

the welfare office, gets thrown out of home by his wife, sleeps with an ex-girlfriend, 

joins a group of revolutionaries, participates in a particularly horrific gang-rape, is 

arrested for attempting to blow up a bridge, and gets bailed out by his two devoted 

women.

 The first question is so obvious that it is easy to miss: why a cat? Why animals 

rather than people? The use of animal figures in both prose fiction and comics has 

a long and complex history, and it is worth pausing for a moment to examine the 

workings of this genre and to consider what Crumb does with it. Commenting on 

the enduring popularity of the Francophone bande dessinée animaliere, Thierry 

Groensteen conjectures:

The bd animaliere has seen this expansion because it is situated at the confluence 
of two traditions: that of children’s literature on the one hand and that of satire and 
fable on the other.57

The blending of half-innocent childhood nostalgia with a tradition of sharp social 

critique is undoubtedly a key factor in the talking animal comic. As I discussed 

57  Thierry Groensteen cited in Steve Baker, Picturing the Beast: Animals, identity and 
representation (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1993) 131. (Baker’s translation)
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above, parodying the forms and conventions of children’s animal comics was one of 

the most important techniques of Crumb’s early work. Animal Farm was published 

in 1945 and it would have been almost impossible for Crumb to have been unaware 

of it by the late 1950s. The action of “Fritz the No-Good” is adult throughout and 

ultimately vicious, but the shapes are those of children’s cartoons: fluffy bunnies and 

cute cats. The bouncing, happy shapes of female animals’ cartoon bodies become, in 

Crumb’s version, bulbous and grotesquely sexual. Surprisingly few critics have paid 

close attention to Crumb’s drawing style. In his history of the British underground 

press, David Huxley notes a number of early twentieth-century influences:

Crumb’s drawing technique stems from a loose drawing style used by several 
major newspaper strip cartoonists from the nineteen-tens to the nineteen-thirties. 
Although open to a wide range of personal variations this style links the work of 
George Herriman, Bud Fisher, Rube Goldberg, E.C.Segar, Fred Opper and others.58

This is undoubtedly true of Crumb’s shading and varying thickness of line, but 

the shapes of his characters are taken not from these classic cartoonists but the 

children’s comics drawn by Carl Barks, Walt Kelly, Floyd Gottfredson and others. 

Indeed, it is the confluence of these styles – the combination of fluid lines and dark 

hatching with Fritz’s wide eyes and rounded, kitten-like paws that defines Crumb’s 

appropriation of the animal form.

Crumb’s adoption of the talking-animal convention is not straightforwardly 

parodic because this genre is situated not at a smooth confluence of traditions but 

in an area of rather more dynamic tension. Much has been made of a more recent 

animal comic, Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1986, 1992), in which the author uses the 

cat-and-mouse schema to literalise the Nazis’ conviction that Jews were less than 

human. As Steve Baker points out, the animal metaphor is deliberately strained in 

this comic. He argues:

…the visual image of the animal, however minimal or superficial the degree of 
its ‘animality’, invariably works as a Derridean supplement to the narrative. It is 
apparently exterior to that narrative, but it disturbs the logic and consistency of 
the whole. It has the effect of bringing to light the disruptive potential of the story’s 
animal content. It limits the extent to which the narrative can patrol and control its 
own boundaries.59

 

58  Huxley (2001) 17-18.
59  Baker (1993) 139.
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In other words, at its most sophisticated, the convention of anthropomorphism 

works by almost-not-working, as it destabilises the readers’ perceptions of the 

protagonists’ identities. Crumb lacks Spiegelman’s clear didactic purpose, and his 

use of animal figures is more difficult to define, but “Fritz the No-Good” is a difficult 

and morally unstable story in which Crumb uses animal identities to delineate social 

and ethnic boundaries, to highlight difference and otherness.

 In his choice of animal identities for his characters, Crumb often literalises 

the stereotypes hidden in American English. The word “cat” as popular slang for 

“man” has survived less well than its counterpart “chick”, but it is no surprise that 

Crumb’s aggressive heterosexual protagonist is a feline male. In a fairly blatant 

parody of the racist caricature Jim Crow, Crumb generally represents black figures 

as crows. Policemen are often, though not always, pigs. In “Fritz the No-Good”, 

the rape victim, Harriet, is shown to be irritating and unattractive partly through 

Crumb’s decision to represent her as a horse. Characters occasionally acknowledge 

and even joke about their own animal identity and that of others: Heinz tells 

Fritz to ask Winston “if she’s got a friend who likes pork sausage” (5.40), while Fritz 

accurately refers to his ex-girlfriend Winston as a “bitch”, and says to his pig friend 

Heinz, “I haven’t seen you in a hog’s age” (5.38-9). By stressing the animal metaphors 

embedded in the English language, Crumb places his animal protagonists in a 

hazy no-man’s-land between fable and reality. He establishes a space in which 

animal metaphors define individuals just as gender, ethnicity, sexuality, physical 

attractiveness and income bracket define social status in modern America.

Sammond notes that Disney’s nature films, animation and comic books of 

this period had a marked tendency to naturalise gender:

Like the child-rearing literature of the day… the illumination of natural gender 
roles played a significant part in each Disney nature film, as well as in its public 
relations. Like their suburban human counterparts, Disney’s animals entered into 
good-natured and innocent romantic play almost from birth, frolicking suggestively 
before settling down to a preordained domesticity.60

By adopting an animal metaphor for a story that begins in a dysfunctional 

household, “Fritz the No-Good” is not just satirising the hypocrisy of revolutionaries 

but attacking the popular model of natural, domestic heterosexuality. Fritz is a 

60  Sammond (2005) 285.
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useless husband and father, refusing to engage with responsibilities or even to 

think rationally about his life. When Winston asks him why he got married he says, “It 

seemed like a good idea at th’time” (5.42). In conversation with his wife, he is illogical 

and incoherent, resorting to bullish commands (“Suck my dick!”) and brainless 

remarks about his own intoxication (“Man oh man am I stoned!”) (5.37-8) in order 

to evade serious discussion. Fritz’s remarks on the state of his own existence often 

double as aphorisms on the problems of modern life in general. Statements like 

“I’ve been walking the streets for hours… it’s hard being on your own” (5.38) are 

addressed to no one in particular and appear to be direct statements to the reader. 

On meeting his friend Fuz, his comment encapsulates the apathy of the latter days 

of counterculture: “Here we are on the brink of apocalypse, the eve of deestruction 

[sic], so t’speak, an’ I can’t think of anything to do!!” (5.43) There is clearly an element 

of autobiography in all this. “Fritz the No-Good” was written towards the end of 

1968, at which point Crumb was living apart from his first wife, Dana. Their son Jesse 

was a year old – just a little older than Fritz’s baby in the comic. For several years 

Crumb had been dissatisfied with his marriage but lacked the initiative to end it, 

while his increasing fame ensured him some success with other women (4.vii-xiv, 

5.vii-viii). Like Fritz, he was indecisive, uncertain and apparently directionless. He 

teetered between semi-conventional domesticity and the hippy lifestyles of San 

Francisco, never entirely comfortable in either environment. 

As my analysis of “Head Comix” demonstrated, Crumb has always been keen 

to criticise undue seriousness and self-importance in those who seek, or claim to 

have found concrete answers. Mr Natural, for example, veers between genuine 

insight and hard-nosed cynicism, teasing his credulous disciple Flakey Foont whilst 

also occasionally showing real compassion. Likewise political groups in Crumb’s 

comics are composed of disparate individuals whose ideologies form only a thin 

veneer on otherwise flawed personalities. In “Fritz the No-Good”, one of the main 

targets of Crumb’s satire is the group of revolutionaries. One of their number, Spick, 

drops fashionable buzzwords and says of Fritz, “Another cast-off of the bourgeoisie! 

Another morally bankrupt sedentary…Well, what’s the state of his political 

consciousness?” (5.44, Crumb’s ellipsis). As if to demonstrate the revolutionaries’ 

own moral bankruptcy, Crumb shows them tying up their only female member, 
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torturing her, then falling back into conversation as Fritz rapes her (Figure 10a-b). 

When it emerges that they have some time to kill, they push Fritz out of the way and 

scramble to take their turns in “riding” Harriet the horse. 

The appalling cruelty of this rape is one of the reasons I have chosen to 

examine this particular comic. Many refuse to accept Crumb’s claim that sexual 

violence is part of the collective unconscious of modern America, and he has often 

been accused of producing pornography in the guise of satire. Deirdre English, the 

former editor of Mother Jones magazine, appears in Terry Zwigoff’s film criticising 

Crumb’s “Joe Blow” cartoon:

On the one hand, it’s a satire of the 1950s, the healthy façade of the American 
family, and it kind of exposes the sickness under the surface. But at the same 
time you sense that Crumb is getting off on it himself in some other way, and on 
another level it’s an orgy, it’s a self-indulgent orgy… I think this theme in his work is 
omnipresent. It’s part of an arrested juvenile vision.61

English’s argument is far more cogent than some critiques of the sexual material 

in Crumb’s comics, and in many respects I endorse her readings of comics like “Joe 

Blow” if not the conclusions she draws from them.62 Her phrase “arrested juvenile 

vision” is, I think, more accurate than she realises, since as I have been arguing, the 

violence of Crumb’s comics derives partly from a perception of the dishonesty of 

children’s media which deny the horrors of the twentieth century. However, I would 

question her implicit assumption that every sexual encounter in a Crumb comic 

performs more or less the same function. Crumb could very easily have presented 

the rape scene in “Fritz the No-Good” as he had presented similar sexual encounters 

elsewhere – funny, farcical and unreal. One could cite dozens of stories in which 

Crumb presents sexual violence as a form of carnivalesque hilarity.63 However, 

the sexual violence in “Fritz the No-Good” is particularly shocking and unusually 

real. Ira, who turns out to be a police informer, says, “I wanna carve my initials on 

her tits”, while Fuz, the victim’s boyfriend, says that he wants to “kick her big ol’ 

teeth down her throat” and tells her, “You don’t deserve to live!” (5.45). Figures and 

speech balloons compete for space and break the edges of every panel, making 

61 Deirdre English, in Zwigoff, dir. (1994).
62  Her analysis of Crumb’s supposedly racist comics is less convincing. For a response to 
accusations of racism in Crumb’s work, see Rifas (2004).
63  Examples are so numerous that the following selection is fairly arbitrary: “The Simp and the 
Gimp” (6.134), “Pud” (7.1), “Pro-Junior” (7.32), “Eggs Ackley in ‘Eggs Escapes’” (8.44).



60

the protagonists appear to topple off the page towards the reader, and disrupting 

the structure of the page as the characters abandon their self-control. Crumb’s 

representation of the rape is conspicuous in its focus on aggression over anatomical 

detail. Many of the comics Crumb produced around this period are extremely 

explicit, with graphic close-ups of the protagonists’ genitalia.64 Later versions of 

“Fritz the Cat” likewise include Crumb’s trademark features of contorted bodies and 

explicit sexual detail.65 Here, however, the protagonists’ intense anger is emphasised 

more clearly than their physical form. It appears, in other words, that Crumb is using 

the revolutionaries’ sexual violence as a marker of their hypocrisy.

 There is just one problem with this reading. The rape scene is quite clearly 

one of horrific violence, yet there are two frames in which the victim’s response 

can be interpreted as an expression of pleasure. It is significant that from the start 

of the assault we never see Harriet’s eyes, with the result that her facial expression 

is extremely difficult to decipher. Her identity is almost completely erased, yet its 

absence creates a conspicuous gap in the narrative. Towards the end of the assault, 

Harriet says, “Oohhh… you cat… what’re you doin… moan… quiver”, a string of 

utterances that read more like sexual enjoyment than defeated exhaustion. In the 

following panel, the scale of Harriet’s speech implies orgasm rather than screams 

of pain: the first “Ohhh!” is the largest, and the lettering decreases in size down to a 

final whimper of “Ah…”. In this panel, Fuz, Spick and Ira look on with an expression of 

shock, apparently surprised and slightly appalled at Harriet’s change of disposition. 

In these final panels, Crumb appears to change his mind and attempt to un-make 

the horror he has created by condemning the victim as harshly as the perpetrators. 

Of course, it is too late: Harriet’s response, however one decides to read it, cannot 

soften the reader’s perception of her attackers. Nonetheless, one thing is clear: 

Crumb is not “getting off” on this one, and neither are we, as readers, invited to 

do so. By refusing to place Fritz and the revolutionaries within the framework of a 

farce tradition, Crumb forces the reader to judge them in accordance with real life 

standards of behaviour, and any reader who might be tempted to derive sexual 

pleasure from the rape scene is placed in a very uncomfortable position.

 It is very easy to cherry-pick examples of Crumb’s work to prove one point 

64  See, for example, “The Phonus Balonus Blues” (5. 66) (September 1968), “Eggs Ackley among 
the Vulture Demonesses” (6.8-22) (June 1969) and “All Meat Comics” (6.28-30) (June 1969).
65  See, for example, “Fritz the Cat ‘Superstar’“ (8.129ff).
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or another, and many critics have done just that in their efforts to condemn or 

acquit Crumb of charges of racism, sexism, obscenity and so forth. Harder, but 

more valuable, is the task of examining the interplay between a number of Crumb’s 

ambivalent, often contradictory poses and positions. I have suggested that in many 

ways all of Crumb’s work can be interpreted as a form of displaced autobiography, 

and in this sense “Fritz the No-Good” is a confession of the Fritz-like impulses in 

Crumb himself: the aversion to domestic life, the predisposition towards sexual 

violence, the tendency to hang around with people who spout hypocritical rubbish. 

As just one of many thousands of stories it is only a tiny fragment of personal truth, 

but it is perhaps no less truthful than the representations of self to which we are 

accustomed in men’s autobiographies: “[s]tories of energetic activity in the public 

domain, tales of playful, boyhood ‘scrapes’, sporting success, fights, the first sexual 

encounter…”66

In writing about himself – his relationships, his neuroses, his sexual 

fantasies and so on – Crumb started a trend which spread throughout British and 

American comics. Numerous critics, notably Hatfield, have described the tradition 

of autobiography and semi-autobiography that emerged in the wake of Crumb’s 

rich, vivid, outrageous work. As my analysis of Lynda Barry, Julie Doucet and Chris 

Ware’s comics will show, Crumb has been nothing if not influential. For the first time, 

selfhood, and the question of how the self is formed and sustained in relation to an 

individual’s culture and surroundings, became the central preoccupation of alternative 

comics writers. All Crumb’s carnival extravagance, his parodies of advertising and 

other cultural forms, his obsessions with gender, sexuality, race and childhood all 

ultimately lead back to basic, fundamental questions: who am I and how am I to 

live in a world that I perceive to be insane? Having catalysed a revolution in comics 

publishing, Crumb was followed by a steady stream of writers and artists asking very 

similar questions, in a tradition that has lasted for forty years. The comic book form 

has become a popular but peculiar vehicle for the examination of personal identity, 

loaded with technical idiosyncrasies and a mess of historical baggage. The greatest 

legacy of Crumb was not just the realisation that the comic book form could be used 

to tell stories to adults, but the understanding that its enduring association with 

childhood was more a valuable anchor than an awkward restraint.

66  David Jackson, Unmasking Masculinity: A Critical Autobiography (London: Unwin Hyman, 
1990) 4.


