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Abstract 

In the 1940s, the very first comics about the lives and works of well-known visual artists 

appeared in US-American educational youth magazines, representing the birth of the comics 

genre of the artistôs biography and inaugurating its first publishing boom. The start of the 

twenty-first century signalled the genreôs second publishing boom. As part of a third, 

overlapping boom, graphic novels about canonical painters have become important tools in 

art museums' exhibitions, outreach, and education programmes, informing their public 

relations and marketing campaigns, promoting their collections, and (supposedly) attracting 

new and younger audiences. 

Little attention has been given to these three publishing booms, and no one has 

investigated the stakeholders and their agendas, including the political, economic, and 

artistic processes involved in producing such graphic novels. 

This thesis fills the gap by examining the boomsô connection to art-historical 

traditions regarding the artistôs biography and monograph, and considering how these 

comics function for different stakeholders, particularly in the context of European art 

museums, which co-commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and co-published them. The 

analysis of six graphic novels about the artists Paul Klee, Jacques-Louis David, Salvador 

Dalí, Vincent van Gogh, Rembrandt von Rijn and Jan van Scorel defines the publicationsô 

status between serious artistsô biographies, comic books, history books and merchandise 

products. 

The PhD employs semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, extensive archival 

research, along with close reading, and textual and visual analysis. It combines several 

interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches from different fields, most importantly art 

history and comic studies, but reaching out to theories of museology (in particular curatorial 

and educational programmes as well as the role of the museum shops and its products), 

(trans)national identity-making, branding, marketing and public relations, and cultural-

economic policies (connecting to notions of soft power and cultural capital). 
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Chapter 1 ï Introduction  

The twenty-first century has experienced an unprecedented publishing boom of biographical 

graphic novels about canonical visual artists, the majority of whom are painters, such as 

Bosch, da Vinci, Caravaggio, Dalí, Picasso, van Gogh, and Rembrandt. So far, this ongoing 

phenomenon comprises almost 200 such publications released during the first two decades 

of the third millennium CE.1 Additionally, a minimum of 120 graphic novelsðat least 

twenty-five of them biographicalðhave been co-commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and 

co-published by major art institutions, such as the Musée du Louvre, the Museo Nacional 

del Prado, the Rijksmuseum, and the Van Gogh Museum.2 With these graphic adaptions of 

artistsô lives, museums try to promote their respective collections and attract new audiences 

associated with the comics medium. Such publications have become important tools in the 

art institutionsô exhibitions, outreach and education programmes, as well as public relations 

and marketing campaigns.  

About eighty years ago, in 1942, the earliest comic strips about well-known visual 

artists appeared in educational US-American youth magazines.3 Two stories about the lives 

of Leonardo da Vinci and Benvenuto Cellini represented the birth of the comics genre of the 

artistôs biography, inaugurating a first respective publishing boom.4 

This study has identified three distinct publishing booms of biographical graphic 

narratives about canonical visual artists: the First Boom (1942-1949) consisting of comic 

strips, and the Second Boom (2000-2019) and the Museum Boom (2005-2019) compiled of 

graphic novels, with the last one containing publications commissioned by art museums. 

The European traditions of biographies of artists are more than two millennia old. 

The earliest complete surviving text was created by Pliny the Elder during the first century 

CE, using even older sources.5 After a silent Medieval Period, the practice of recording 

artistsô lives awoke again during the Italian Renaissance. Giorgio Vasari, describing the lives 

of Italian artists from Giotto to Michelangelo, and Carel van Mander, who wrote about Dutch 

and German artistsô lives, have inspired writers up until today.6 Gradually those writings 

have evolved into the standard form for the art-historical artistôs monograph. 

Looking at the First Boom (1942-1949), the Second Boom (2000-2019), and the 

Museum Boom (2005-2019), it becomes apparent that all three use Pliny, Vasari, and van 

 
1 See Appendix C for a list of these graphic novels. 
2 See Appendix D for a list of these graphic novels. 
3 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] April 1942. 
4 See Appendix A for a list of these comic strips. 
5 Pliny 1968. 
6 Vasari 1998; van Mander 1969. 
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Mander as sources. Even more importantly, these comics follow art-historical traditions of 

the artistôs biography using the same approaches and literary tools. The current Second 

Boom of graphic novels about canonical visual artists and the Museum Boom, in particular, 

have been phenomena unprecedented in their scale and international and transnational 

dimensions. The mounting pressure on art institutions to continuously attract more, broader 

and new audiences to prove their economic and cultural value and secure funding has 

crumbled the traditional steadfast resistance by most art museums to engage with the comics 

medium and comic art. Thus, a new type of museum publication has emerged on the book 

market, representing an innovative museological tool. 

This thesis investigates the three currently under-researched publishing booms in 

biographical graphic narratives about canonical visual artists, their connection to, and 

continuation of established art-historical literary standards and traditions regarding the 

artistôs biography and monograph. Furthermore, it explores the respective graphic novelsô 

function(s) in the context of the individual supporting art museums.  

Specifically, the aims of this research are fourfold:  

¶ The first aim is to trace the predecessors, development, and scope of the current Second 

Boom (2000-2019) of biographical graphic novels about canonical painters as well as 

the overlapping Museum Boom (2005-2019) involving art museums. Upon discovering 

the First Boom (1942-1949) of biographical comic strips about canonical visual artists, 

identifying its scope and development has also become part of this aim. 

¶ The second aim is to consider all three booms within the biographical traditions of art 

history. These traditions are the anecdote and the life-and-work model, two crucial 

narratological tools at the core of such life-writing, as well as the presentation of an 

artistôs oeuvre. 

¶ The third aim is to examine the graphic novel form and its function in different 

institutional contexts, using a corpus of selected case studies, co-commissioned, co-

funded, co-edited and co-published by European art museums. 

¶ The fourth aim is to explore all stakeholdersô different institutional agendas, involved 

in creating the publications from the corpus, when associating themselves with the 

graphic novel medium. 

The fulfilling  of these foundational aims, thus the research project as such, rests on 

three main pillars: Firstly, semi-structured interviews and questionnaires; secondly, archival 

research; thirdly, close reading followed by a textual and visual analysis of graphic narratives, 

taken from all three booms but with a clear focus on a corpus of six graphic novels. This 
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corpus responds to the research aims while considering the limiting parameters of a PhD 

regarding time and length as well as the researcherôs language skills. It consists of one Swiss, 

two French and three Dutch graphic novels from the Museum Boom published between 2008 

and 2013 (Fig. 1.1). 

The first pillar consists of semi-structured interviews, conducted with various 

stakeholders involved in the decision-making and creation of the graphic novels in the corpus. 

The conversations were held via telephone or online platforms, and in three cases, even in 

person.7  When an interview was inconvenient or impossible for various reasons, 

questionnaires have been used to gather the required information.8 These new primary 

sources stand at the heart of this thesis. Prior to this project, no such information, including 

the voices of various stakeholders, was available to scholars. These latest first-hand materials 

do not only highlight contributions by various parties involved but also allow for an in-depth 

understanding of the internal processes of the commission, creation, editing, funding, 

promotion, and publication of twenty-first-century biographical graphic novels about 

canonical visual artists. 

Between October 2017 and November 2018, the respective comic artists and writers, 

commissioners, such as museums, publishers, and funding bodies, publishers of English 

editions, and comics journalists were approached for this research. As a result, six graphic 

novelists, who had written and drawn a narrative, one writer, four art museums, four 

publishers of original editions and three of foreign-language editions, and two funding 

bodies were successfully convinced to participate in the project and subsequently 

interviewed. In June 2019, an additional comics journalist agreed to partake. 

Eleven interviewsðmore than fifteen hours in lengthðhave been conducted, and ten 

filled questionnaires were received. Combined, they provide invaluable information and 

insight into the artistic, economic, strategic, and political processes involved in realising the 

respective project. Several email correspondences with various stakeholders have been used 

and additionally aided the research considerably. Unless otherwise stated, all translations are 

by the researcher. Due to restrictions regarding the length of the thesis, not all the material 

is used. 

 
7 Due to legal reasons, the researcher is required to safekeep the interview files. However, for strictly academic 

purposes and upon request, access will be granted. To request access, please contact the researcher via the 

Comics Research Hub (CoRH) homepage URL: http://comicsresearch.arts.ac.uk/ people/members/tobias-

j-yu-kiener/. 
8 Due to legal reasons, the researcher is required to safekeep the questionnaires. However, for strictly academic 

purposes and upon request, access will be granted. To request access, please contact the researcher via the 

Comics Research Hub (CoRH) homepage URL: http://comicsresearch.arts.ac.uk/ people/members/tobias-

j-yu-kiener/. 
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Extensive archival research, physical as well as online, forms the researchôs second 

pillar. Findings from the online archives COMICBOOK+, Grand Comics Database (GCD), 

and the Digital Collections of the University Libraries of the Catholic University of America 

have led to the discovery of many biographical comics about canonical visual artists, 

allowing for the scoping as well as the tracing of the aftermath of the First Boom.9 Research 

at the British Library, examining the British educational youth magazines Look and Learn 

(1962-1982), World of Wonders (1970-1975) and Ranger (1965-1966), has revealed a 

complete lack of similar publications in the United Kingdom. The extensive bibliographic 

database complied for this project, containing biographical graphic narratives published in 

North America, Western Europe and Asia between 1942 and 2019, has enabled the 

discovery, definition and comparison of the different, at times parallel, publishing periods.10 

In combination, this has allowed for establishing a chronological frame and geographical 

focus for the research project, and an analysis and comparison of patterns between early and 

current graphic narratives about canonical visual artists. 

Unfortunately, several individuals and institutions have not responded to attempts to 

contact them or stopped replying at some point. Luckily, online archival resources, such as 

interviews with, articles about and homepages of individual artists, as well as institutional 

websites and archives, could be accessed for this research. On several occasions, the 

necessity to consult such alternative sources has revealed valuable information and details 

unmentioned in the interviews. Also, appearances on social media, such as Twitter and 

Facebook, and online platforms like YouTube, have provided vital (additional) information. 

The third and last of the main pillars is the close reading and subsequent visual and 

textual analysis of graphic narratives, looking at the representation of the portrayed artistsô 

lives and works. In comparing the findings with the art-historical genres of the artistôs 

biography and monograph, this research reveals the extent to which all three graphic 

narrative publishing booms are linked to such genre traditions. It allows the highlighting of 

specific shared patterns, and the continuation and confirmation, thus approval, of established 

art-historical narratives by graphic narratives. The close reading and analysis of policy 

papers, (annual) reports and press releases from governments, funding bodies, publishers, 

and museums have permitted the determination, interpretation, and contextualisation of the 

respective stakeholdersô agendas. 

 
9 URL: https://comicbookplus.com/; URL: https://www.comics.org/; URL: https://libraries.catholic.edu/ (all 

accessed 01/11/2020). 
10 All efforts have been taken to ensure the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the data. Yet, due to various 

limiting factors, this thesis cannot guarantee, hence does not argue for, the dataôs absoluteness but 

acknowledged the possibility of its incompleteness. 
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Thoroughly resting on this stable structure, this research determines where to 

position graphic novels about canonical visual artists between scholarly artistsô biographies, 

comic books, history books, merchandise products, public relations and marketing strategies, 

and state, city and museum branding. Thus, it contributes to academic knowledge in several 

disciplines and fields, as discussed below. 

Neither art historians nor comics scholars have given much attention to the 

publishing booms of graphic narratives about canonical visual artists. On the one hand, art 

historians produce much literature about the histories and traditions of the artistôs biography 

and monograph within the boundaries of their own discipline. However, none has looked at 

the specific comics genre of the artistôs biography.  

On the other hand, comic biographies, memoirs and autobiographies are thoroughly 

explored by comics scholars, but few have published articles about twenty-first-century 

biographical graphic novels about visual artists. These articles mainly focus on Franco-

Belgian publications and hardly make the connection to art-historical traditions of writings 

about an artistôs life.11 Also, comic scholarship has (extensively) explored the relationship 

between the comics medium and comic art, and museums and museum art, focusing mainly 

on exhibitions of comics.12 However, hardly any of these studies investigate graphic novels 

co-commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and co-published by art museums.13 Ultimately, no 

publication has dealt with the different stakeholders and their various agendas behind, as 

well as the political, economic, and artistic processes involved in creating such graphic 

narratives. The First Boom has neither been discussed in the existing scholarship. 

This research fills these gaps. It reveals, discusses, and analyses the previously 

unknown First Boom of comics on canonical visual artists in educational US-American 

youth magazines, giving birth to the new comics genre of the artistôs biography. It considers 

the scale of the boom itself and its aftermath and introduces the main contributors, such as 

magazines and their publishers. Based on statistical evidence, this study acknowledges that 

twenty-first-century graphic novels about canonical visual artists do indeed constitute a 

Second Boom of respective biographical graphic narratives: a renaissance of the genre after 

a long break. The Second Boom proves to be more international and transnational in scale 

 
11 Lladó 2020; Screech 2020; Grünewald 2019, pp.254-255; Cortsen 2018-2019; Groensteen 2017-2018; 2015a; 

Pendergast 2016; Leroy 2012; 2011. 
12 Most recently, Kim Munson (ed., 2020a) published the anthology Comic Art in Museums; For an earlier 

exploration of the relationship of museums and graphic narratives in an exhibition setting, see e.g. Meon 

2018-2019; 2015; Manzanera 2018; Munson 2017; 2009; Howell 2015; Lejeune 2015; Daures 2014; Flinn 

2013; Picone 2013; Duffy 2009; Roeder 2008; Brandl 2007; Hill 2007; Molotui 2017; 2007; Roche 2007; 

For a discussion about the interplay of comic art and museum art, see e.g. Grünewald 2019; Cyrill 2017; 

Holbo 2017; Press 2017; Groensteen 2015b; c; 2010; Kaenel 2014; Beaty 2012; Bistis 2005; Bollom and 

McKinney 2005. 
13 Flinn 2013. 
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and output while having publication hot spots in certain countries. The findings link both 

publishing booms to writing traditions of art history. The specific role of European art 

museums in the Museum Boom is investigated and explained. The research also gives a 

voice to different stakeholders, from creators and commissioners to publishers and 

promoters. The various institutional and personal agendas behind joining and contributing 

to a graphic novel project are interrogated, and the individual role, status and use of each 

publication from the corpus in the respective museum context are highlighted and analysed. 

Therefore, this research is mainly based in and primarily contributes to the disciplines 

of art history and comics studies. It considers art-historical theories, methods and traditions 

regarding the development and composition of the Western art-historical canon. 

Furthermore, the thesis refers to art-historical life-writing about artists, particularly the 

narrative structures and tools of respective biographical texts, from early records to 

Renaissance biographies and nineteenth-century monographs. The study combines these two 

aspects, analysing the use of the anecdote and the life-and-work model as storytelling 

devices as well as the presentation of an individualôs oeuvre as part of the graphic narrativeôs 

structure, and examines how comic strips and graphic novels contribute to and enforce the 

canonical status of individuals and their art. Finally, the art-historical method of visual 

analysis is frequently used throughout the thesis to examine the graphic parts of graphic 

narratives. 

Furthermore, this study is located within a comics studies framework. It builds on 

recent scholarship about genre in comics, arguing for a new addition to the canon of comics 

genres and establishing the existence of respective genre-specific themes. When analysing 

graphic narratives, this research refers to theories and discussions about narrative patterns in 

comics, such as braiding, to determine the level to which the creators have exploited the 

medium-specific advantages. Also, the thesis examines arguments by comics scholars and 

practitioners to consider what certain artistic styles, such as ligne claire and infographics, 

can bring to the genre and particular publications. Moreover, keen to provide a 

comprehensive analysis of the material, including the different contributions from all parties 

involved in a publicationôs production, creation and distribution, this research engages with 

theories on comics worksðdefined by Casey Brienza and Paddy Johnston as 'any labor 

within the field of the cultural production of comics that contributes to or informs a comicôs 

productionôð, whenever the material provides respective information, while not primarily 

focussing on this aspect.14 Finally, this study builds on scholarship in the history of comics 

 
14 Brienza and Johnston 2016, p.3. 
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to contextualise the various publishing phenomena, past and contemporary comics 

exhibitions, and advertising and applied comics.  

Moreover, the research looks at theories from museums studies and museology (in 

particular curatorial and educational programmes, audience development and the role of the 

museum shops and its products), (trans)national identity-making, branding, marketing and 

public relations, and cultural-economic policies (connecting to notions of soft power and 

cultural capital). Thus, this transdisciplinary research generates secondary contributions, 

highly relevant to these fields as well as cultural studies and cultural history, visual studies, 

biography studies, and cultural diplomacy. 

The research corpus of graphic novels has been chosen carefully to keep its size 

manageable and composition consistent. Therefore, any form of illustrated biographical 

books has not been considered, such as the This is ... series by Laurence King Publishing Ltd 

and the Biographic series by Ammonite Press, as the graphic art does not form a narrative 

in those cases. Picture and childrenôs books and graphic narratives targeted predominantly 

at children have been excluded too. On the one hand, naturally, such publications lack 

complexity and maturity in their narratives due to the targeted age groups, making them 

unsuitable for this research. On the other hand, this study considers graphic novels a distinct 

type of publication. Mingling them with childrenôs literatureðan already well-established 

museum productðwould therefore have made little sense and prevented an assessment of 

the role and position of graphic novels in the museum context. Also, fictional graphic 

narratives and comic book series, which may occasionally mention or include a visual artist 

as a minor character, such as comics strips featuring Leonardo da Vinciôs flying machine, 

and series like the Dutch Suske en Wiske, the Italian Martin Mystére and the American 

S.H.I.E.L.D., have not been part of the corpus. The obvious fictionality and the fact that the 

artists are just secondary characters in the narratives made such publications unsuitable for 

analysing biographical patterns. Finally, only print publications have been considered. 

The resulting possible corpus of nearly 200 graphic novelsðmostly about paintersð

would have been still too large to research in-depth. Thus, it has been necessary to narrow 

the focus further: Firstly, considering the researcherôs fluency in German and English, the 

body of works has been reduced by language accordingly. Secondly, as the art-historical 

traditions of artistsô biographies and monographs, as well as the majority of the graphic 

narrative publications, are European, it has made sense to apply a matching geographic focus. 

Thirdly, graphic novels co-commissioned by art museumsðmanifestations and guardians of 

art-historical traditionsðhave been chosen as appropriate to stand at the core of this research. 

The respective publications allow the investigation of the interplay between long-established 

biographic standards of art history for recording an artistôs life and the comics mediumð
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often deemed unworthy of their attention by art historians who help create and shape those 

same standards. 

Consequently, the main corpus comprises graphic novels about canonical painters 

co-commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and co-published by European art museums during 

the twenty-first century and available in either English or German. The result is a body of 

six graphic novels (Fig. 1.1). 

It is necessary to define some key terms in the context of this research. Firstly, the 

concept of the canonical artist, connected to the idea of the art-historical canon, needs to be 

clarified. Secondly, the differences between comics and graphic novels shall be explained as 

well as some notions of genre in comics. In both cases, the definitions are subject to ongoing 

discussions within the respective fields of art history and comics studies. Finally, this 

researchôs understanding of boom is laid out. 

The Greek word əŬɜɧɜŬɠ [kanónas] originally referred to a rule or measuring stick 

as a óstandardô by which something is measured.15 The earliest known artistic canon of 

Europe came from fifth-century BCE Greece. Polykleitos of Sikyon ómade the statue which 

sculptors call the ñcanon,ò referring to it as a standard from which they can learn the first 

rules of their art,ô embodying óthe principles of his art in a single work.ô16 Since the times of 

Polykleitos, this canon has continuously been extended, repeatedly re-defined, and lately 

more and more scrutinised, continually evolving and developing into more regional and 

national canons under the umbrella of the Western canon of art.17 Naturally, ethnic, regional, 

and national identities have been of high importance for building sub-canons.18 

Consequently, the Western canon, as well as the specific canons, have lacked consistency 

throughout history.19 For artworks or artists to be canonical has meant setting a standard for 

great art and aesthetic value, óto be [deemed] indisputable in quality.ô20 In contrast to such 

canonical artists, their colleagues may have only been famous, lacking distinguishing 

greatness.  

In referencing established canonical artists or artwork, artists have included 

themselves in the very same canon(s) too.21 For example, Peter Paul Rubens studied the 

 
15 For a discussion on the meaning of canon as measuring standard, see Borbein 2019; Papadopoulos 2019. 
16 Pliny 1968, pp.42-43. 
17 Barker (1999a; b) and Walsh (1999) discuss cases of artists being added and removed from the European 

canon of art. 
18 Silver 2019, p.2; For a debate on the national character of canons, see Dewdney, Dibosa and Walsh 2013, 

pp.99-121. 
19 Silver 2019, p.11; Perry 1999, p.12. 
20 Perry 1999, p.12. 
21 Silver 2019, p.7; Pollock 1999, p.4. 
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Renaissance masters, such as Michelangelo and Titian, and achieved canonical status 

himself already during his lifetime in referring to their style and compositions (Fig. 1.2-1.3). 

Andrea Tsurumiôs comic strip Challenging the Gods. Rubens Becoming Rubens (2015) 

exemplifies Rubensô creative process masterfully (Fig. 1.4), while the covers of Ivana and 

Gradimir Smudjaôs Au fil de lôArt [Throughout Art] (2012-2015) depict the formation of the 

canon of art by artists drawing on their predecessors and being drawn upon by their 

successors, equally well (Fig. 1.5).22 The mythmaking of a Great Artistðnatural-born 

genius or suffering negative criticism and povertyðhas become an intrinsic part of the 

canon(s).23 The canon of art has been defined, publicised and thus enshrined through the 

artistsô training as well as ecclesiastical, princely, royal, municipal, national, and private 

collections and commissions, which were initially displayed in a respective exclusive setting 

and eventually in art museums. Thus, art academies and museums were always at the centre 

of the canon's development, evolution, and presentation (s).24 In particular, the development 

of print, allowing for cheaper reproduction and distribution of artworks, has led to 

familiarisation and canonisation by repetition in affordable art books for a mass audience.25 

The artistôs biography and monograph, both accepting and publicising the notion of the Great 

Artist, have become another crucial element in the canonisation of artists, acknowledged 

with book titles such as Shaping the Netherlandish Canon. Karel van Manderôs Schilder-

Boeck (1991) by Walter S. Melion.26 Consequently, the publishing houses have been of great 

significance in creating, changing, and distributing the canon(s).27 Pragmatically, one can 

therefore describe the canon as a body of individuals chosen for their óenduring popularity 

[with the general public as well as professionals] and continuing economic and aesthetic 

value which their works are seen to hold.ô28 

The problem with this canon of art is that, as it is grounded in European notions of 

greatness and aesthetic quality derived from Greek Antiquity, it is fundamentally 

Eurocentricðreligiously, culturally, and artisticallyðand dominated by white men, both as 

critics and artists. Conversely, it inevitably has been marginalising (if not excluding) women 

and non-European ethnicities and their works of art, as highlighted by scholars of social and 

 
22 Tsurumiôs comic strip is part of the comic book anthology Prometheus Eternal (2015), which was 

commissioned by the Philadelphia Museum of Art on the occasion of their exhibition The Wrath of the 

Gods. Masterpieces by Rubens, Michelangelo, and Titian (12 September ï 6 Dcember 2015). 
23 Perry 1999, p.15; Nochlin 1973, p.197; Pollock 1998. 
24 Nochlin 1973, p.199; For a discussion of the interplay between art academies, museums and the Europeanð

mainly French and Britishðcanon(s), see Perry and Cunningham 1999. 
25 Silver 2019, pp.3, 11; For a discussion about book series promoting the canon, please refer to Kitschen 2019. 
26 Nochlin 1973, pp.197-198; Melion 1991. 
27 Pollock 1999, p.4. 
28 Perry 1999, p.15. 
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feminist art histories such as Linda Nochlin and Griselda Pollock. Again, the Smudjas 

capture these problematic aspects of the canon (Fig. 1.5).29  

There has never been just one single canon of art but a multitude of canons, applying 

different standards of artistic greatness and aesthetic quality, based on various local or 

national, political, religious, cultural, and social norms and identities.30 However, European 

art history has usually not engaged respectfully with óforeignô canons. On the contrary, 

European powers actively and consciously destroyed or at least ruptured indigenous canons 

of art in the process of various century-long colonial campaigns.31 Thus, Pollock notes that 

the Western or European canon of art is óselective in its inclusionsô and ópolitical in its 

patterns of exclusion,ô displaying a fear of the Other while offering óa mode of worship of 

the artist.ô32 Therefore, a canonical artistða standard-bearer of perceived greatness and 

European aesthetic valuesðhas become iconic in the original meaning of ŮɘəɧɜɘůɛŬ 

[eikónisma]: an image used for worship. However, more than a mere depiction or portrait, 

worshippers regard the icon itself as sacred. 

 This research acknowledges the issues raised regarding theðWestern and European, 

white, and predominantly masculineðcanon(s) of art history. However, as it is not 

concerned with challenging and re-shaping this tradition, it adopts a pragmatic definition of 

canonical in an art-historical context: consistently popular with the public and specialists for 

proven economic and perceived aesthetic values. Canonical artists may be considered 

commonly more popular and wider known, and their art more expensive and profitable than 

their non-canonical colleagues and their work. On the one hand, it is seen as a strictly 

descriptive term, not as an approval of the very same canon(s). On the other hand, in the 

context of European art museums co-commissioning graphic novels about European visual 

artists, referring to European canon(s) of art history is not intrinsically mistaken. Despite 

arguing for more inclusive art-historical canon(s), as the existing biographical graphic 

narratives about visual artists almost exclusively feature canonical individuals in a traditional 

sense, this thesis inevitably analyses writings about canonical artists using Western art-

historical tools, such as established periodisations and academic standards regarding 

referencing. It thus might unintentionally repeat established tropes or contribute to the 

canonisation of individuals. However, this is no conscious choice but a result of the research 

material available to the researcher. 

 
29 Nochlin 1973; Pollock 1999. 
30 For a most recent discussion on the various global artistic canons throughout history, see Silver and 

Terraciano 2019. 
31 For an exploration of colonial views on canons, see Terraciano 2019; Flecker 2019. 
32 Pollock 1999, pp.5-6, 13-14. 
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In comparison, the discussion around possible definitions of terms such as comics 

and graphic novels is relatively young. However, that does not necessarily make them easier 

to pin down. No universal definition of comics exists, as scholarship, looking at the entire 

history of comics, has retrospectively been trying to write up a description that includes all 

essential features and holds true for most examples.33 Daniel Stein and Jan-Noel Thon argue 

that most scholars could probably agree that a prototypical comic consists of a sequence of 

panelsðunless it is a single-panel exampleðcombining an image with textðexcept when 

it is wordlessðinto a narrative.34 Such not entirely straightforward definitions, coupled with 

the desire of the broader comics industry and community to rebrand comics, to be more 

widelyðnot least academicallyðaccepted, have led to an extensive array of terms, 

including sequential art and graphic narrative, which are shorter but by no means more 

explanatory.  

Will Eisner claims, ósequential artô would be a ódiscernible discipline,ô that it ówas 

for many decades generally ignored as a form worthy of scholarly discussionô and that its 

language and vocabulary developed in America.35 By using ósequential artô synonymously 

for ócomics,ô clearly, Eisnerôs claims cannot hold, as art history included examples of 

artworks arranged in sequence for centuries and long before Europeans colonised Northern 

America. While Scott McCloud acknowledges the issues with Eisnerôs definitionðtogether 

with the exclusion of single-panel comicsðhe nonetheless maintains the term.36 Later, 

Eisner clarifies sequential art as óimages deployed in a specific order,ô comics as óa form of 

sequential art,ô and graphic narratives as ógeneric description of any story that employs 

images to transmit an idea.ô37 Stein and Thon argue for the usage of graphic narrative, as it 

is less Anglo-American than comic, incorporating Italian fumetti, Franco-Belgian bande 

dessinée, Spanish historietas or tebeos, Dutch stripboek, German Bildergeschichten, 

Japanese manga [̯̈́˽], Chinese mànhuà [ ] and more, thus being the most inclusive 

terminologyðyet excluding abstract and non-narrative examples.38 When sequential art 

emphasises the sequentiality of images, the term graphic narrative highlights the notion that 

those pictures might tell a story. Both terms include a reference to (graphic) art, thus, allow 

 
33 Sabin 1993, p.5. 
34 Stein and Thon 2013, p.5. 
35 Eisner 2008a, pp.xi, 1. 
36 McCloud 1994, pp.2-23. 
37 Eisner 2008b, pp.xv, xvii; However, still somewhat at odds with art history, he suggested that ó[i]n our 

culture, film and comics are the major conveyors of story through imagery,ô seemingly ignoring centuries 

of visual arts practice, telling an abundance of stories, while also leaving the question whose culture he is 

talking about unanswered. 
38 Stein and Thon 2013, p.5. 
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(if not demand) for their inclusion into art history as yet another medium, using (sequential) 

graphic expression to narrate a plot. A genuinely universal term has yet to be found. 

 In contrast, it seems easier to define the term graphic novel: a longer than usual story 

with thematic unity, often concerned with more complicated topics, such as substance abuse, 

sexual and physical violence, (mental) health issues, and trauma, thus, targeted at a more 

mature readership, starting with young adults. However, there is no consensus about what 

page count a comic book becomes a graphic novel and whether a publication that simply 

collects a series of previously released comic books counts as such. As recent scholarship 

shows, the debate about graphic novels' history, terminology, and definition is ongoing.39 

Regardless of discussions within the comics community, Frank Miller and Klaus 

Jansonôs The Dark Knight Returns (1986), and Alan Moore, Dave Gibbons and John Higginsô 

Watchmen (1987) and Art Spiegelmanôs Maus (1986/1991)ðwinning the prestigious 

Pulitzer Prize in 1992ð, have marked a change in how the public have been perceiving the 

comics medium.40 Contrary to common belief, graphic novels were created well before the 

late 1980s. The term was used already in the 1960s, and several graphic novels have been 

published before the late 1980s, such as Will Eisnerôs A Contract With God (1978).41 Roger 

Sabin shows that the ógraphic novel effectô was not so much a revolution but the introduction 

of a new audience to the medium.42 Publishers created and applied the graphic novel label, 

óassociating [adult comics] with novels and disassociating them from comics,ô to promote 

their sales to new readerships through high street book shops.43 Although the sales have been 

disappointing, due to publishers' excessive use of the graphic novel label, graphic novels 

were permanently established on the book market and are now ówidely accepted to designate 

what are deemed serious, adult graphic narratives.ô44  

This research considers all formats of comicsðcomic strips, comic books, proto-

graphic novels, graphic novels, webcomics, fumetti, bande dessinée, historietas and tebeos, 

stripboek, Bildergeschichten, manga [̯̈́˽], and mànhuà [ ]ðas graphic narratives, 

 
39 For an in-depth discussion of the history and changing terminology and definitions of the graphic novel, see 

Williams (2020) Dreaming the Graphic Novel. The Novelization of Comics, providing statistical data on 

the use of the term and number of respective publications between the mid-1960s and the early 1980s, 

Baetens and Frey (2015) The Graphic Novel. An Introduction, and Beaty and Weiner (eds, 2013) Critical 

Survey of Graphic Novels: History, Theme, and Technique; For brief overview of the debate see, Inge 2017, 

pp.14-15; Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.64-80; Sabin 2002, p.162; 1993, pp.87-95, 235-248. 
40 All three examples had been serialised before they were re-published and received much more attention as 

graphic novels. 
41 In contrast, A Contract With God had not been serialised before. 
42 Sabin 2002, pp.162-167. 
43 Ibid., pp.165-167; 1993, pp.87-95. 
44 Ibid. 1993, pp.235-236, 246-247; Baetens and Surdiacourt 2013, p.359; Gabilliet (2010, p.148) describes the 

excessive use of the graphic novel term as one part of a three-fold crisis of comics in the late 1980s. 
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insisting that the term naturally includes far more media in different formats. The term comic 

strip refers to a relatively short story of thematic unity and several pages in length, mainly 

used for specific examples of the First Boom (1942-1949), published as part of an anthology. 

In contrast, longer and more complex narratives, often depicting sex, violence, mental illness, 

and various types of trauma and frequently including a meta-narrative, thus, requiring a 

generally more mature readership to be fully understood, such as the examples from the 

Second Boom (2000-2019) and Museum Boom (2005-2019), are referred to as a graphic 

novel. 

Standing between the two yet not clearly belonging to either are what this research 

labels proto-graphic novels. The term indicates that respective narratives were longer than 

the average comic strips of the 1940s, depicted more violence and sex, and thus increasingly 

aimed at (young) adults rather than juvenile readers. They were released during the second 

half of the twentieth century and included comic books and longer comic strips. 

Defining genre in comics often focuses on major thematic complexes, such as 

superheroes, funny animals, and romance, thus leaving more minor genres unexplored.45 

This focus might result from the fact that there is no universal definition of genre and hence 

no definitive list, as they are subjects of constant discussion between the comics worldôs 

various communities, including creators, publishers, readers, collectors, and scholars.46 

Randy Duncan, Matthew J. Smith and Paul Levitz define genres through sets of 

óconventions,ô focussing on five aspects: character types, setting, narrative patterns, themes, 

and visual conventions.47 Similarly, in his recent discussion on genres in comics and 

extrapolating from Peter Cooganôs writings about core elements of superhero comicsðwho 

admits that ócanonical examplesô do not exhibit them allð, Nicolas Labarre describes a 

genre as a ócatalog of conventionsô concerning ócentral featuresô and óelements of context,ô 

 
45 Most recently, Labarre has researched comics genres, their emergence, shaping, maintenance, use, and 

function in Understanding Genres in Comics (2020), including a whole chapter (pp.129-146) on óinvisible 

genresô; Duncan, Smith and Levitz (2015, pp.163-262) analyses genre in comics extensively, establishing 

the ógenre conventionsô, looking at Teen Humour, Romance, Funny Animals, and Horror, before 

exemplifying their argument further with a chapter each on Superheroes and Memoir; Gardner (2013) 

provides a most interesting analysis of American Romance Comics between 1947 and 1954, examine what 

sort of gender roles young female readers would encounter in such narratives; Hansen (2004) argues for a 

separate True-Adventure genre in 1940s-American-comics, providing a bibliography of respective 

magazines. 
46 Duncan Smith and Levitz (2015, pp. 163-262) record at least eighteen genres, which varies greatly from 

various online platforms, from thirty -seven genres registered by the Grand Comics Database (available at 

URL: https://docs.comics.org/wiki/Official_Genres_List, accessed 26/11/2021), thirty -nine genres noted 

by ComicsPriceGuide.com (available at URL: https://comicspriceguide.com/genres, accessed 26/11/2021), 

and forty  such categories available at ComicBook+  (available at URL: https://comicbookplus.com 

/?cbplus=categories, accessed 26/11/2021), to sixteen distinguished genres on the amateur comics creator 

homepage WebToons (available at URL: https://www.webtoons.com/en/genre, accessed 26/11/2021), and 

nineteen genres known to Gene Kannenbergôs comics scholarship bibliography ComicsResearch.org 

(available at: http://comicsresearch.org/ genres.html, accessed 26/11/2021). 
47 Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.163-170.  
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allowing to órule in or out.ô48 Such genre conventions are established and maintained through 

repetition, with each repetition strengthening the convention further.49  Potential new 

additions have to find a balance between following these conventions (standardisation) and 

introducing new ideas (differentiation) to carve out a niche for themselves on the market, 

which sometimes leads to hybrid forms, which can also be interpreted as sub-genres.50 

Labarre argues that the film scholar Rick Altmanôs model, mapping genre on a semantic axis 

and a syntactic axis, allows categorising such hybrid narratives as a blend instead of 

peripheral examples.51 Further, the model foregrounds that genre boundaries are not the 

result of ôa homogenous set of criteriaô but constitute ówhat is likely and expected,ô with 

some genres being categorised by an affects they induce and others by features of their 

fictional setting.52  

As mentioned above, a recurring problem is that certain comics are recognised as 

important examples of a particular genre while they do not display all its characteristics.53 

Prototype theory provides a solution, as it accepts particular, most prominent, and 

established exemplars of a category as a basis and subsequently positions and judges other 

(potential) examples in relation to their closeness and distance to the prototypical reference.54 

Thus, genres are approached not as óobjective index to a collection of physical objects, but 

as conceptual and discursive categories,ô while also being compatible with approaches that 

work with sets of conventions.55 Probably not coincidentally, comics scholarship has long 

been using a prototype approach when trying to define what comics are. At the same time, 

in agreeing on the most important historical examples, worthy of attention and praise for 

various reasons, the comics community has essentially been compiling a canon of its own 

against which new publications are measured, following art historyôs example.  

The function and use of genre differ for the various stakeholders. For audiences, it is 

óguiding consumption and generating specific pleasuresô in categorising a narrativeôs content 

and providing information about what to expect.56 In the case of creators, genres offer 

óreproducible narrative patternsô and a way to óshape the readersô experience,ô while 

publishers and distributors use it to ócreate and identify expectationsô and subsequently 

 
48 Labarre 2020, p.3. 
49 Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.167-170; Labarre 2020, pp.9-11. 
50 Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.165, 186-187; Labarre 2020, p.4.  
51 Labarre (2020, pp.3-4) also dedicates a whole chapter (pp.63-78) hybrid genres. 
52 Ibid, p.4. 
53 For example, a secret identity is commonly regarded as a crucial feature of a superhero narrative yet there 

are superheroes, such as the Fantastic Four, whose identity is very well and publicly known. 
54 Labarre 2020, pp.5-7. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid., p.7. 
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adjust their marketing efforts.57 Also, critics use genres to ócreate discourseô beyond an 

individual object and strengthen and legitimise their own position in ómaking the experience 

of a cultural object meaningful.ô58 Notably, ógenres and their uses are not separate notions.ô59 

Furthermore, comics communities constantly renegotiate established genres through their 

use, changing them and creating new ones in the process.60 This research considers and 

argues for the artistôs biography as a distinct comics genre, based on the characteristics 

displayed by respective narratives. 

Naturally, the discussion of different publishing booms also requires defining a boom. 

On the one hand, it is characterised as óa sudden bound of activity in any business or 

speculationô as well as óthe effective launching of anything with éclat upon the market, or 

upon public attentionô and óan impetus given to any movement, or enterprise.ô61 This 

research subscribes to these definitions, as indeed the publishing booms discussed occurred 

after a long period with few or even no similar publications. Thus, the First Boom, the 

Second Boom and the Museum Boom constitute the sudden launch of a respective 

unprecedented comics product in specific markets. Further, during the Second Boom and the 

Museum Boom, the commissioners were actively pushing these products, trying to generate 

publicity and attract attention, in publishing a series of biographical graphic narratives about 

canonical visual artists and staging exhibitions. 

On the other hand, writing about the British Sci-Fi Boom, Istvan Csicsery-Ronay 

describes a boom as óan explosion of creativityô and óa moment [that] happens,ô admitting 

that the precise reasons for the occurrence of a boom are challenging to determine.62 

According to the author, the contributors to a boom share a particular óspiritô to create 

óexciting work under fortunate circumstances,ô which in response is shaped into a creative 

field by various stakeholders, such as publishers and critics.63 Csicsery-Ronay argues there 

is an exchange between critics and creators, developing into a shared sense among all 

stakeholders of óserving a larger cultural community.ô64 He concludes that either a boom has 

to end or turns into an age after being strengthened.65 This thesis uses Csicsery-Ronayôs 

 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., pp.7-8. 
59 Ibid., p.8. 
60 Ibid., pp.8-9. 
61 Oxford English Dictionary. ñBoom.ò Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press, online ed., 

accessed 08/11/2021). URL: https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/21467?rskey=OByuHM&result=3&is 

Advanced=false#eid. 
62 Csicsery-Ronay 2003. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
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definition, as the researched publishing booms were seemingly not triggered by a specific 

event but just occurred when the circumstances were fortunate. This assessment is especially 

accurate for the First Boom. Fostered and formed in close partnerships between the various 

commissioners, such as publishers, museums and funding bodies, the three Booms played 

out in the respective comics and book markets as well as the museum world. Particularly 

during the Museum Boom, there is a shared consciousness among all stakeholders to create 

something new and exciting for the individual museum and thus the public while also 

contributing to the broader national and international cultural climate. Considering the length 

of the current Second Boom (2000-2019) and Museum Boom (2005-2019), they may qualify 

as the beginnings of respective Ages. 

Throughout the project, parts of the findings have been presented, and new ideas and 

approaches tested at various international academic conferences. At the Comics Crossroads 

2 (Courtauld Institute of Art, UK, 2016), the Summer School Transnational Graphic 

Narratives (University of Siegen, Germany, 2017), and the 7th Annual International 

Conference of the European Popular Culture Association (Charles University, Czech 

Republic, 2018), presentations explored specific elements of the research. Respectively, the 

talks discussed the mythologisation of canonical artists, transnational aspects of graphic 

novels about such artists, and how the publishing booms in biographical graphic narratives 

speak to local, (trans)national, global and European identities.  

Together with Mark Hibbett and Guy Lawley, the researcher has organised the 

FRAME:WORKS conference (Central Saint Martins, UK, 2017). Among other aspects, it 

explored questions around translations and foreign-language editions of biographical 

graphic novels from the Second Boom in a panel discussion with Emma Hayley, the 

Managing Director and Founder of publishing house SelfMadeHero. 

The development, scale and aftermath of the First Boom, as well as its connections 

to and use of art-historical traditions of the artistôs biography and monograph, and the 

continuation in the Second Boom, were presented at the Joint International Graphic Novel 

and Comics and International Bande Dessinée Society Conference (Manchester 

Metropolitan University, UK, 2019) and the Crossing Borders, Boundaries, and Cultures - 

Studies in Transnational Comics Symposium (London College of Communication, UK, 

2019). Large parts of these talks have been transformed into the forthcoming book chapter 

ñLives of the Artistsò in Seeing Comics through Art History: Alternative Approaches to the 
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Form (2022), edited by Ian Horton and Maggie Gray and published by Palgrave 

Macmillan.66 

Individual national aspects of the Second Boom, focusing on France and the 

Netherlands, have been brought to the academic communityôs attention. A presentation at 

the Comics and Nation Conference (Bangor University/ Prifysgol Bangor, UK, 2017) 

focused on the Louvre Éditions and Bernar Yslaire and Jean-Claude Carriereôs Le Ciel au-

dessus du Louvre (2009) in particular. The talk has subsequently been developed into the 

book chapter ñMus®e du Louvre: When The Picture Does Not Fit The Frame. Multiple 

Problems With The Graphic Novel Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvreò in Framing [in] Comics: 

Essays on Aesthetics, History, and Mediality (2021), edited by Johannes C. P. Schmid and 

published by Ch. A. Bachmann.67 

At the 9th International Graphic Novel and Comics Conference (Bournemouth 

University, UK, 2018), the 2nd International Amsterdam Comics Conference (Vrije 

Universiteit Amsterdam, Netherlands, 2018), the Graphic Narratives and Social Impact 

Symposium (London College of Communication, UK, 2019), and the 11th International 

Graphic Novel and Comics Conference (London College of Communication, UK, 2020) the 

different Dutch contributions to the Second Boom were discussed. A particular emphasis lay 

on the Dutch Comics Network, the reasons for its creation, its formation, (trans)national 

effects, and social impact and public relations use. Those parts of the talks dealing with 

Barbara Stokôs Vincent (2012) have been published as an article: ñBarbara Stokôs Graphic 

Biography Vincent: A Transnational Campaignò in the International Journal of Comic Art 

Vol.20, No.1 (2018).68 

Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 crisis, talks at the NextComic 2020 (University 

of Art and Design Linz, Austria, 2020) and the 6th World Conference of the International 

Federation for Public History (Freie Universität Berlin, Germany, 2020) were cancelled. 

However, the latter has been postponed until summer 2022, while the former paper, 

ñTransnationaler Eurozentrismus. Grafische Künstlerbiografien Im Kontext von 

Kunstmuseen und Deren Ausstellungspraxisò [Transnational Eurocentrism. Graphic 

Biographies of Artists In the Context of Art Museums and Their Exhibition-Practice], has 

been published in Ran an die Wand. Rein in the Vitrine?! Internationale Positionen zum 

 
66 Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñLives of the Artists.ò In Seeing Comics through Art History: Alternative Approaches 

to the Form, edited by Ian Horton and Maggie Gray. New York, N.Y./London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022 

(forthcoming). 
67 Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñMus®e du Louvre: When The Picture Does Not Fit The Frame. Multiple Problems 

With The Graphic Novel Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvreò in Framing [in] Comics: Essays on Aesthetics, 

History, and Mediality edited by Johannes C. P. Schmid. Berlin: Ch. A. Bachmann, 2021. 
68Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñBarbara Stokôs Graphic Biography Vincent: A Transnational Campaign.ò International 

Journal of Comic Art Vol.20, No.1 (2018): pp.170-188. 
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Ausstellen von Comics in der pädagogischen und musealen Praxis (2020) [On the Wall. Into 

the glass case?! International Positions about the Exhibiting of Comics in the Pedagogical 

and Museum Practice] edited by Barbara Maria Eggert and Anna Maria Loffredo, and 

released by kopaed.69  

The NextComic 2021 (University of Art and Design Linz, Austria, 2020), held online, 

offered the opportunity to present new research, building on but going beyond the thesis, 

about different gender roles and family dynamics featured in biographical graphic novels 

about canonical visual artists to an international academic audience in a talk titled Rembrandt 

Ein Familienmensch? Die Rolle der Familie in Graphic Novel Künstlerbiografien 

[Rembrandt a Family Guy? The Role of the Family in Graphic Novel Artistôs Biographies]. 

This Thesis is presented in eight chapters, including introduction and conclusion, and 

divided into three thematic parts. 

PART I ï Setting the Scene introduces the reader to the key elements of this research, 

the art-historical traditions of writing about an artistôs life, the First Boom, the Second Boom, 

and the Museum Boom. 

Chapter 2 traces the traditions of biographic writings about visual artists, starting 

with the records of Pliny the Elder, moving on to the influential accounts of Giorgio Vasari 

and Carel van Mander, and continuing to the artistôs monograph, the new standard since the 

eighteenth century and still of great relevance today. Throughout the centuries, one element 

has been forming the nucleus of any form of artistôs biography: the anecdote. Another 

frequent feature of such texts has been the presentation of the individualôs oeuvre, often after 

an in situ inspection by the author. With the artistôs monograph, the life-and-work model has 

become equally important based on the conviction that one can be understood through the 

other. Finally, the painterôs novel made a comeback at the turn of the millennium. The use 

of anecdotes and the life-and-work model, the presentation of the artistôs oeuvre, and 

parallels to the painterôs novel form the base of the visual and textual analysis in Chapters 3 

to 5.  

Chapter 3 follows the development of the comics genre of the artistôs biography. It 

reveals the existence of the First Boom, a sudden appearance of biographical comic strips 

about canonical visual artists in educational US-American youth magazines, during the 

1940s, which simultaneously was also the birth of the new comics genre. It argues for the 

phenomenonôs classification as boom while acknowledging its relatively small size. Further, 

 
69 Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñTransnationaler Eurozentrismus. Grafische K¿nstlerbiografien Im Kontext von 

Kunstmuseen und Deren Ausstellungspraxisò In Ran an die Wand. Rein in the Vitrine?! Internationale 

Positionen zum Ausstellen von Comics in der pädagogischen und musealen Praxis edited by Barbara Maria 

Eggert and Anna Maria Loffredo, pp.78-89. Munich: kopaed, 2020. 
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the section scopes the boom and traces its aftermath. It investigates the publishers and the 

art. Referring back to the previous chapter, it highlights the use of Pliny, van Mander and 

Vasari as those comic strips underlying sources and evidence for the apparent use of art-

historical traditions in their creation. Subsequently, the chapter comments on the available 

information about comics workers. Through an analysis of narratives about Leonardo da 

Vinci and Benvenuto Cellini, genre-specific tropes are revealed. Finally, the chapter 

discusses the parameters that qualify the group of architexts as a genre. 

Chapter 4 outlines the development of twentieth-century proto-graphic novels about 

canonical visual artists before concentrating on twenty-first-century publications. The 

section investigates the current Second Boom, utilising statistical methods and looking at 

national and temporal patterns in the publication outputs. Notably, it focuses on the unique 

role of the Museum Boom, during which European art museums have increasingly been co-

commissioning, co-funding, co-editing and co-publishing graphic novels about their 

respective collections or a canonical artist. While both booms are small in relation to the 

overall production of comics at the time, they are significant for the artistôs biography comics 

genre. Subsequently, the study discusses the genre's evolution, most importantly, the 

institutionalisation that completes the genreôs formation and confirms its position in the 

canon of comics genres. Finally, a brief section discusses the possible futures of the Booms 

and the genre. 

PART II ï The Analysis of the Corpus: The Representation of The Artistôs Life & 

Works in Graphic Novels, encompassing Chapter 5, can be considered the core of this 

research. First, it introduces the research corpus of six publications taken from the Museum 

Boom, overlapping with the Second Boom, and details the criteria for the following analysis. 

Then, it analyses the one Swiss, two French, and three Dutch examples in depth. The analysis 

focuses on evaluating art-historical traditions in the graphic novels, such as the anecdote, 

life-and work model, and the presentation of an individualôs oeuvre. At the same time, it 

looks at comics traditions, such as the use of genre-specific tropes of the artistôs biography 

comics and discusses the available evidence of comics works. 

Furthermore, it explores the respective creatorôs research, narratological and artistic 

approaches, from a preliminary study of the subject and sources used to the amount and 

quality of support received. In considering biographical graphic novels co-commissioned 

and co-published by art institutions as adult museum publications, the thesis applies the same 

respective criteria regarding quality, accuracy and referencing in its discussion and analysis. 

Moreover, the use of the comics medium, artistic styles and visual storytelling, as well as 

the blending of the comic artistôs style with the portrayed artistôs one, and the use and 
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rendering of original artworks in the narrative are discussed. Finally, the graphic novel is 

critiqued, and audiences, satisfaction levels and the publicationôs afterlife are discussed. 

PART III ïThe Purpose of Graphic Novels in the Context of Art Museums is formed 

by two chapters, each looking into a specific context in which the co-commissioning 

museums have used the graphic novels from the corpus. 

Chapter 6, after giving a brief historical overview of comic exhibitions in US-

America and Europe, analyses how the graphic novels from the corpus were used in 

exhibitions. Only a single publication did not get exhibited. Building on recent research on 

comics exhibitions, the shows are analysed. The location, format, length, and level of 

museum involvement in the display and its promotion indicate the status and appreciation 

the graphic narrative receive from the individual co-commissioning art museum. 

Simultaneously, the content and use of the medium reveal the level of understanding of its 

potential. Also, the thesis pays attention to what extent comics works is part of a respective 

display. As the corpus consists of examples from three different countries and types of 

museumsðnational, municipal, and dedicated to a single artistðthe comparison of the 

various shows sees exciting patterns emerging. For example, national museums were 

seemingly engaging less with the comic artist and their work than museums about an 

individual artist.  

Chapter 7 explores the public relations purpose of graphic novels in a museum 

context. It starts with a brief history of comic books as a public relations tool, followed by a 

discussion about shops in art museums and the role of books in general and graphic novels 

specifically in such a museum shop, particularly as a public relations tool. The most 

significant part of the chapter forms the description and discussion of a complex network of 

stakeholders in the Netherlands, supporting the creation of a relatively large number of 

graphic novels, which this thesis labels the Dutch Comics Network. 

Finally, Chapter 8 summarises the findings, details how the research questions have 

been answered, and provides a prospect of possible future interdisciplinary and 

transdisciplinary applications of this research. 

In its entirety, this thesis is of value and importance for the current scholarship, 

standing as a rare academic coupling of art history and comics studies. The research 

community is unaware of the First Boom or does not consider it worth much attention. 

Indeed, no respective publications have come to the researcherôs attention throughout this 

entire research. Thus, this thesis constitutes the first-ever scoping, discussion and analysis 

of the 1940s publishing boom of biographical comics about canonical visual artists, 

unfolding in educational US-American youth magazines. Consequently, up until now, there 
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is no academic realisation that the comics genre of the artistôs biography is almost eighty 

years old, nor is the existence of genre-specific tropes known. Discovering, tracing, and 

summarising the origins and development of the comics genre of the artistôs biography and 

establishing its specific tropes constitutes a unique contribution to knowledge. Furthermore, 

this thesis documents the continuous use and adaptation of art-historical narratological tools, 

patterns, and traditions, with several graphic narratives directly quoting Pliny, Vasari and 

van Mander. Again, these facts and aspects are not widely known nor discussed in the 

scholarly communities of art history and comics studies, contributing to the respective fields. 

While a few publications from the current Second Boom of the twenty-first century 

have received some scholarly attention, the great majority have not, presumably because no 

one has been aware of their existence. After years of meticulous online and occasional in-

store research, this thesis can now provide for the first time a comprehensive picture of this 

graphic novel publishing phenomenon of the third millennium CE as well as the international 

developments that have led towards it. It also reveals the astonishing number of almost 200 

publications over twenty years and previously unknown aspects, foci, and details regarding 

the publishing countries, creators, and publishers. This research confirms the existence of a 

Museum Boom of graphic novels being co-commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and co-

published by major art museums, which so far has mostly gone unnoticed by researchers. 

Once again, this project brings this long unknown situation to light, contextualises, analyses, 

and discusses it. In doing so, it demonstrates how major art institutions are using the graphic 

novel to better their image and attempt to engage new audiences in deploying the medium 

as public relations tool. Finally, in sharing the extensive research databases of recorded 

graphic narratives as well as the relevant interviews and questionnaires conducted for this 

studyðproviding access to the data upon requestðthis thesis offers a treasure trove of 

material for future analysis and research.70 Those new primary sources have been compiled 

over more than four years and cover the lengthy period between 1940 and 2019, telling the 

stories of biographical graphic narratives about canonical artists from the viewpoint of 

several key stakeholders, including artists, publishers, and museums. 

This thesis hopes to draw attention in art history and comics studies. In showcasing, 

analysing, critiquing and arguing for the comics mediumôs various uses in art-historical 

institutionsðfrom one-off publications for special occasions and possible exhibition 

contents to long-term series of (international and transnational) sales and public relations 

 
70 Due to legal reasons, the researcher is required to safekeep the questionnaires and interview files. However, 

for strictly academic purposes and upon request, access will be granted. To request access, please contact 

the researcher via the Comics Research Hub (CoRH) homepage URL: http://comicsresearch.arts.ac.uk/ 

people/members/tobias-j-yu-kiener/. 
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products and means to foster and celebrate national identitiesðit wishes to start a more 

comprehensive discussion within art-historical communities to reconsider the comics 

mediumôs status. Rightfully, narrative and sequential art in several media, including series 

of drawings, prints, paintings, and tapestries, have long and repeatedly been examined by art 

historians. This study aims to encourage the inclusion of the comics medium into art history. 

Furthermore, this thesis wants to start a discussion about the comics genre of the artistôs 

biography and its power and usefulness in delivering art-historical content to a broad 

audience, as the comics medium lends itself naturally to telling the lives of visual artists, 

blending text and image, which stand separate in traditional art-historical bibliographies. 

However, the genre also documents the century-old petrification of the Western art-historical 

canon and how art history has imposed it on the comics medium for eight decades. 

At the same time, this research equally aims to contribute to current discussions in 

comics studies. Maybe most importantly, it wants to raise awareness for the neglected 

comics genre of the artistôs biography. Therefore, it adds to the discussions about comics 

publishing history between 1940 and 2019. Moreover, the realisation that it had started as a 

relatively minor genre, surviving and evolving over half a century, before it suddenly became 

a significant publishing phenomenon can inform research into comics genres. Thus, the 

thesis hopes to encourage the exploration of minor genres and their impact in comics history 

and, more generally, what defines a genre and its importance, the quality of specific 

characteristics or the number of publications. Also, the study demonstrates that throughout 

its existence, the artistôs biography comics have been confirming and enforcing the Western 

art-historical canon. Therefore, the research furthers discussions about the potential 

instrumentalization of the comics medium, as well as power relations and artistic freedom 

in commissioned work, while also adding to research into institutional and even national 

funding, commissioning, and editing structures and networks. 

Finally, with its bibliographic research data, the thesis hopes to foster scholarly interest in 

and stimulate research into the artistôs biography comics and related genres. It acknowledges 

the dataôs possible incompleteness due to various limiting factors. Yet, in listing all 

confirmed publications, it wishes to facilitate access to the previously neglected material, 

help scholars locate relevant stories, publishers, and magazines, and stimulate further studies. 



~27~ 

 

 

Fig. 1.1: The research corpus; Top: Christophe Badoux Klee (2008, Switzerland), Bernar Yslaire and Jean-

Claude Carrière, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre (2009, France), Edmond Baudoin, Dalí (2012, France); 

Bottom: Barbara Stok, Vincent (2012, Netherlands), Typex, Rembrandt (2013, Netherlands), and Paul Teng 

and Jan Paul Schutten, Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 (2013, Netherlands). 

 

Fig. 1.2: Titian (Tiziano Vecellio) , Tityus  (ca. 1565). Oil on canvas (253 x 217 cm). Museo Nacional del 

Prado, Madrid, the inspiration for Peter Paul Rubensô composition for Prometheus Bound (1611/12-1618). 
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Fig. 1.3: Peter Paul Ruben and Frans Snyders. Prometheus Bound (1611/12-1618). Oil on Canvas (242.6 x 

209.5 cm). Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, inspired by the art of Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), 

Michelangelo Buonarotti, and Michiel Coxcie and thus placing the artist in the canonical tradition of his 

predecessors.  

 

Fig. 1.4: Andrea Tsurumi.ñChallenging the Gods. Rubens becoming Rubens.ò In Prometheus Eternal 

(2015), detail: Peter Paul Rubens processes inspirational art by canonical artists Titian (Tiziano Vecellio), 

Michelangelo Buonarotti, and Michiel Coxcie in preparation for Prometheus Bound (Peter Paul Ruben and 

Frans Snyders, 1611/12-1618). 
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Fig. 1.5: Ivana & Gradimir Smudja. Au fil de lôArt Volume 1 (2012) and Volume 2 (2015), covers: Depiction 

of the Western canon of visual artists, from the Renaissance to the twentieth century, as a succession of 

white European men who establish themselves as canonical artists in painting the portrait of, thus drawing 

on, their respective canonical predecessor.  
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Chapter 2 ï The Artistôs Biography: Traditions in Art History 

The production of a biographical text about an artist, be it long or short, literary or graphic, 

non-fiction or fiction, contributes to the individualôs fame and canonisation. With every new 

publication about a person, it becomes increasingly likely that more literature on the same 

artist will appear. Repetition leads to familiarisation and eventually to canonisation, as Larry 

Silver argues.71  The artist becomes part of a feedback loop, with every appearance 

strengthening his position further. Also, some artists actively try to achieve canonical status 

in copying the style, composition and subjects of already established artists and their work, 

as discussed for Peter Paul Rubens in Chapter 1.72 

It is necessary to examine the origins, developments, and the resulting traditions of 

life writings about artists. Starting with historical records from Greek Antiquity, this chapter 

first examines the Historia Naturalis [Natural History] by Roman writer Gaius Plinius 

Secundus, commonly referred to as Pliny the Elder, and the use of anecdotes in his 

biographical narrations of ancient Greek and Roman artists. After it lay dormant during the 

Middle Ages, the literary interest in life writing about artists was revived during the fifteenth- 

and sixteenth-century Italian Renaissance, giving rise to multiple texts by Florentine and 

Tuscan authors inspiring many more. This chapter examines Le Vite De Piu Eccellenti 

Pittori, Sculptori E Architettori [The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and 

Architects] by Giorgio Vasari, tracing the developments that led to the renewed and 

extensive output of biographical literature on canonical artists and its impact. Finally, 

proceeding to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the section explores the artist's 

monograph's birth, rise, heydays, and decline.  

The determining of the ancient sources, the Renaissance rediscovery and modern-

day diversification of certain literary, structural and narratological elements of the artistôs 

biography, most notably the continuous use of anecdotes and the life-and-work model, 

prepare the ground for the analysis of biographical graphic narratives at the centre of this 

thesis.73 

 

 
71 Silver 2019, p.3. 
72 Ibid, p.7; Pollock 1999, p.4; Gaertner 1970, p.28. 
73 Sousslouff 1997, pp.37-38, It was only in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century that the term 

biography was being used widely, referring to ówriting about a life distinctly human, relating to society at 

large and different from other life formsô and further including óconsiderations of a way of living over a 

period of time determined by society to be distinctly human and inclusive of the moral and material 

productions of the life.ô 
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2.1. Records about the Artist 

The tradition of recording an artistôs life and works goes back more than two millennia, 

including sixth-century BCE Greek inscriptions, statues, and vases. Also, it includes early 

remarks by Plato, Aristotle, and in the Bible.74 However, not much of the artistôs background 

and lifetime are recorded in these cases. Duris of Samosô Lives of Painters and Sculptors 

(fourth century BCE) shows interest in artistsô personality and behaviour for the first time, 

óinaugurat[ing] the biographical literature on artists.ô75 Unfortunately, the text has only 

survived in fragments. Rudolf and Margot Wittkower argue that this change in the fourth-

century-BCE publicôs attitude marked the first time the status of an artworkôs creator 

changed from artisan to artist.76 He was then thought capable of inspiration, ecstasy and 

divine enthusiasm in a Platonic sense, thus inhabiting the same sphere as poets and 

musicians.77 However, the oldest, most extensive, and most importantly, complete record of 

artistsô lives is the Historia Naturalis [Natural History] by Pliny the Elder (first century 

CE).78 It combines various older historiographical sources on artists from between the fifth 

and the first century BCE, while Pliny also added his own accounts.79 Only four of thirty-

seven books deal with art history, divided by artformsðSilver Chasing (Liber XXXIII [Book 

33]), Bronze Statuary (Liber XXXIV [Book 34]), Painting (Liber XXXV [Book 35]), and 

Sculpture in Marble (Liber XXXVI [Book 36])ð and recording the lives, personalities and 

artworks of ancient artists. 

A prominent feature of Plinyôs accounts is the anecdote, a short narrative about a 

particular event or details of an individualôs life, revealing part of his personality or 

extraordinary skill. A choice likely copied from one of his primary sources, Duris of Samos, 

who had already used these stories as an essential element in his writings. It seems Pliny 

adopted this concept as a crucial part of a record about an artistôs life. His use of anecdotes 

 
74 Wittkower and Wittkower, 1969, p.2; Plato 1949, p. 58, óSoc[rates]: Because they [Dedalusôs statues] require 

to be fastened in order to keep them, and if they are not fastened they will play truant and run awayô; 

Aristotle 1907, pp.22-23, óDaedalus endowed the wooden [statue of] Aphrodite with motion, simply by 

pouring in quicksilverô; Common English Bible, Acts of the Apostle 19,24: óThere was a silversmith named 

Demetrius. He made silver models of Artemisô temple, and his business generated a lot of profit for the 

craftspeople.ô Available at: https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts%2019:23-

25&version=CEB (Accessed 15/10/2020). 
75 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, pp.3-4; Kisters 2017, p.23. 
76 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, pp.1-5. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Pliny 1968. 
79 Ibid, pp.XVI-XCIV, Pliny the Elder uses the Greek Epigrams as well as the Greek historians Xenokrates of 

Sikyon, Antigonos of Karystos, Duris of Samos, and Heliodoros of Athens, and the Roman historians 

Pasiteles of Naples, Varro, Cornelius Nepos, Fabius Vestalis and Licinus Mucianus as sources. 
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has influenced artistsô biographers and monographers that came after him and remained a 

prominent feature in their respective writings.80 

As a subject-specific narratological tool, anecdotes about different artists often have 

strikingly similar, even identical, content. It is thus crucial to not take them at face value but 

stay sceptical of their truthfulness. Already Pliny records the same anecdotes for several 

artists. The painter Zeuxis painted ôa picture of some grapes so true to nature that the birds 

flew up to the wallô and ôa boy carrying grapes and é the birds flew down to settle on them,ô 

while the sculptor Possis ómade clay apples and grapes which the very birds could not 

distinguish from nature.ô81 Also, the bronze sculptor Theodoros and the marble sculptor 

Myrmekides each created a tiny four-horse chariot that ócould be covered by the wing of a 

fly.ô82 Similarly, Protogenes and Nealkes both threw a sponge at a respective painting to 

create the impression of an animalôs foamy mouth.83 

Those anecdotes from Antiquity follow a specific pattern and cover particular topics 

about aspects of an artistôs life: 1) the artistôs origin, youth, and predestination; 2) the 

personôs skill, speed and superiority in executing artworks, and competing with other artists; 

3) the individualôs character and personality. The most popular and frequently used 

anecdotes from Antiquity are summarised below. 

Anecdotes about an artistôs youth include at least one of the following: being an 

autodidact; being of low birth and climbing the social ladder; showing great talent at a young 

age; being discovered by chance by some passing artist or nobleman who adopts him; 

overcoming great difficulties to become an artist.84 Stories about the artistôs childhood and 

upbringing, and early artistic experiments and expressions, despite a poor background and 

much hardship, function as prequels or omens of future success and artistic destiny. 

Astrology is also frequently used to prove the artistôs predestination.85 Naturally, artistic skill 

is much discussed, usually in talking about an artwork so well executed that its content 

appears to be real or alive, allowing the artists to fool animals, laypeople, clients orðmost 

prestigiouslyðeven fellow artists. Directly linking into such notions are stories about an 

 
80 Kris and Kurz, 1980, p.33; Sousslouff 1997, p.26; Guerico 2006, p.29, Guerico sees the anecdote grounded 

in a broader biographical tradition. While he still mentions Pliny the Elder, he also includes Plutarch and 

Diogenes Laertius in the list of ancient writers who used it in their writing, and are thus to be regarded as 

exemplary for its use. 
81 Pliny 1968, pp.108-111 (Liber XXXV, I, §65-66), 178-179 (Liber XXXV, II, §155). 
82 Ibid., pp.67-68 (Liber XXXIV, II, §83), 214-215 (Liber XXXVI, §43). 
83 Ibid., pp.136-139 (Liber XXXV, I, §102-§104). 
84 Kris and Kurz 1980, pp.37-63, Such narratives about a young and gifted person overcoming obstacles and 

becoming successful, resemble those of Greek Heroen [heroes] or a divine wunderkind, and are heavily 

based in mythological and monotheistic writings. 
85 Kris and Kurz 1980, p.77; Sousslouff 1997, pp.33-34. 
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artistôs extremely high command of likeliness, proportion, speed and virtuosity exhibited in 

his artworks, exemplified in the stories about Protogenes, Apelles, and Nikomachos.86 

Very important and frequently used is also the theme of artistic competition. Maybe 

the most famous artistic rivalry is between Zeuxis of Herakleia and Parrhasios of Ephesos, 

with the former believing a painted curtain by the latter real.87 There were several other 

battles of skills, such as Apelles painting a finer line than Protogenes, and Polykleitos 

winning a casting competition.88 As mentioned in the previous chapter, Polykleites made a 

statue his fellow artists referred to as the ócanonô embodying all óprinciples of his art [bronze 

sculpture] in a single work,ô becoming the óstandard.ô89 Silver points out that this constitutes 

the very first European canon.90 Contests between individual artists soon developed into a 

competition of artistic schools.91  

A large number of anecdotes are concerned with funny stories and practical jokes. 

Once again, Apelles provides an excellent example in displaying finished artworks and 

listening to the critique of passers-by from a hiding spot.92 Other anecdotes tell readers about 

greedy artists and stingy clients, the notion of the artwork as the óartistôs child,ô and an 

individualôs personality.93 Examples include Zeuxis, who declared his paintings óbeyond all 

price,ô and Parrhasios, who ófastened the strings of his shoes with golden latchets.ô94 

Anecdotes exist about hypercritical artists, such as a sculptor nicknamed óThe Niggler,ô and 

obsessed artists, such as Protogenes, who continued painting Ialysos while the city of Rhodes 

was under siege by King Demetrios, who left guards at the studio to protect the artist.95 On 

the one hand, artists are depicted as sexually permissive and dissolute people who are in 

(sexual) relationships with their models, such as Arellius, who ónotoriously degraded his artô 

in painting his mistresses as goddesses and creating a ócatalogueô of them, while others are 

violent to the extent of murder.96 On the other hand, artists are diligent and hard-working, in 

 
86 Pliny 1968, pp.124-127 (Liber XXXV, I, §88-89), 142-143 (§109). 
87 Ibid, pp.108-111 (Liber XXXV, I, §65), 120-123 (§81-82). 
88 Ibid, pp.120-123 (Liber XXXV, I, §81-82). 
89 Ibid, pp.40-45 (Liber XXXIV, II , §53-55). 
90 Silver 2019, p.1. 
91 Pliny 1968, Pliny records the Thebano-Attic School and the Sykonian School in painting (Liber XXXV) as 

well as the family trees of the sculptors Polykles and Athanadoros (Liber XXXVI ); Kris and Kurz 1980, 

pp.123-130. 
92 Pliny 1968, pp.122-125 (Liber XXXV, I, §85). 
93 Kris and Kurz 1980, p.144, pp.147-150. 
94 Pliny 1968, pp.106-109 (Liber XXXV, I, §62); Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.3. 
95 Pliny 1968, pp.78-79 (Liber XXXIV, II, §92), 138-141 (Liber XXXV, I, §104-105). 
96 Kris and Kurz 1980, pp.147-153 
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deep contemplation and entirely focused on their art, to the extent that they forget to eat and 

sleep and occasionally even become suicidal.97  

Interestingly, the artist-genius motif already appears in Antiquityôs anecdotes, with 

divine inspiration and artistic revelationðthe marks of a geniusðresulting from an ascetic 

and abstentious life in poverty, bearing an unmistakable resemblance to the life of a Christian 

hermit monk.98 Such devotion for art is recorded for Protogenes, who lived on ólupins 

steeped in waterô that satisfied óat once his hunger and his thirstô to not waste any time away 

from work, and sculptor Praxiteles, whose Aphrodite was made óunder the direct inspiration 

of the goddessô herself.99  

Even though even Roman emperors, such as Nero, Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius, 

were known sculptors and painters, Rome never admitted the visual arts into the artes 

liberales [liberal arts], comprised of the quadrivium (arithmetic, music, geometry, and 

astronomy) concerned with measure, and the trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) 

concerned with language.100 Consequently, the visual arts were excluded when the artes 

liberales became the cornerstone of Medieval Christian education.101 Thus, due to the initial 

exclusion of the visual arts from the artes liberales in Antiquity, the Christian Medieval 

Period reversed the fourth-century BCE elevation of artisans to the rank of artists.  

Medieval naming of artisans is scarce, let alone written accounts about their lives. 

Most art was created in a religious context, and creators were no longer inspired but merely 

used by the Christian God, who created the artworks with the individual as tools.102 While 

most Medieval artists stayed thus anonymous, we know of several exceptions, particularly 

within the building industry. The eleventh-century architects Rainaldus and Lanfrancus left 

self-laudatory inscriptions, and a certain mason Robert is praised in the St. Albus Chronicles 

of the Abbots, as is the twelfth-century architect Lanfred.103 Further examples include the 

thirteenth-century French travelling architect Villard de Honnecourt, whose sketchbook has 

 
97 Ibid, pp.157-164. 
98 Ibid, pp.145. 
99 Pliny 1968, pp.136-139 (Liber XXXV, I, §102), 192-195 (Liber XXXVI, I, §20-21); Kyaga (2015, pp.14-

15) explains Socrates distinguishes human (clinical) from divine (creative) madness, or demonic 

intervention, filling the artistðan empty vessel in terms of talentðwith godly inspiration, and constituting 

a desired state of mind; Kris and Kurz (1980, pp.68-69, 74) suggest the worshipping of priestesses and 

oracles at the temples as origins of the notion of divine madnessðtrue passion and enthusiasm in an ecstatic, 

religious, mythical episode of creativity. 
100 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.7; Barker, Webb and Woods, 1999b, pp.14. 
101 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.8. 
102 Kris and Kurz 1980, pp.80-84; Wood (1999, p.155) argues, before the Renaissance creativity was attributed 

to God(s) alone, humans were merely rearranging what was created prior by (a) God. 
103 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.8, 43 
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survived, the fourteenth-century illuminator Jean Pucelle, and the German-Bohemian 

architect and sculptor Peter Parler.104  

Throughout the Medieval Period, the ancient biographical traditions and the use of 

anecdotes were continued in the form of hagiographies, the life-stories of Christian saints, 

allowing them to be reborn in the Renaissance as a separate and distinct literary genre.105  

 

2.2. The Artistôs Life 

Around 1400, Cennino Cennini argued for the renewed inclusion of painting and sculpture 

in the artes liberales in Il Libro dellôArte [Book on Art].106 During the fifteenth and sixteenth 

centuries, artists rose from craftsmen to artists once again. Already from the mid-fourteenth 

century onwards, various contributing factors led to the development of early descriptions 

of the lives of artists in Italy, such as Filippo Villaniôs Cronica or Storia Fiorentina 

[Florentine History] (1380s), about famous Florentine artists including Giotto di Bondone, 

and Gianlorenzo Ghibertiôs I Commentarii [The Commentaries] (1440s) about the history of 

art, the lives of some artists and himself.107  

The earliest artistsô biographies, ófully formed in a generic senseô and appearing 

during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in Tuscany, were produced with an academic 

institution in mind, creating long-lasting concepts of the artist and the artwork.108 The new 

genre of the artistôs biography relied equally on earlier accounts, records and physical 

descriptions of the artists by others, and autobiographical writings.109 Catherine Sousslouff 

analyses and outlines the ótypicalô structure of such Renaissance artistsô biographies (Fig. 

2.1.), pointing out the narrativeôs dependence on only two aspects: anecdotes about the 

artistôs life and descriptions of his artworks.110 Another essential element was the artist's 

autochthonyðan innate ability, skill or talent based on a personôs place of birth or 

 
104 Ibid, pp.44-45, Woods 1999a, pp.28-29. 
105 Sousslouff 1997, p.38; Kris and Kurz 1980, pp.57-58. 
106 Barker, Webb, and Woods, 1999b, p.14; Cennini 1899. 
107 Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.13; Woods 1999a, p.30; King 1999, p.56; Kisters 2017, p.25; On the 

change of artist position and reasons for it, see Barker, Webb, and Woods 1999a; Sousslouff 1997, pp.3-

72; Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, pp.1-41, 229-252. 
108 Barker, Webb, and Woods 1999, pp.14-16, The first academy was the Academia del Disegno founded in 

Florence in 1563, and which was soon followed by academies in Perugia (1573), Bologna (1582) and Rome 

(1593). The academies developed out of the declining guild system, replacing a monopoly controlling their 

membersô lives with different dependences. On the one hand, artists became early ducal, royal and papal 

court artists. However, the new system of patronage enabled projects on a massive new scale. On the other 

hand, the dominant position of workshops as exclusive places of training, learning and studying within the 

guild system was replaced by academies in the Renaissance, where the artist and his training was 

institutionalised once more. Yet, the process finalised a distinction between arts and craft, elevating the 

artistôs position and status once and for all. 
109 Sousslouff 1997, pp.19-24; Woods 1999a, p.30. 
110 Sousslouff 1997, Figure 1. 
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upbringing.111 While an artistôs place of birth held no particular significance in Antiquity, 

the Renaissanceôs autochthonic narratives created an ideology of origins.112 The concept of 

autochthony establishes a strong bond between the artistôs (artistic and economic) success 

and his (geographic and political) place of origin, training and work. Thus, it brought forward 

a political function and notions of nationalism and patriotism in an artistôs biography and its 

production. 

This Renaissance notion of nationalism has continuously affected the building and 

defining of national canons of art history. 113  Sousslouff exemplifies this with the 

contemporary biographical writings about poet Dante Alighieri and painter Giotto di 

Bondone, both Florentines. In both cases, the Florentine biographers suggest a divine 

intervention in the respective Florentine person coming into existence as well as his work, 

praising and glorifying them in both cases as the founder of a new order.114 Repeatedly their 

respective origin is emphasised, amplified through their involvement in the government, the 

individual is portrayed as representative of the city of Florence, and the whole Tuscan region 

and state, as well as the civic life and vernacular and consequently of all its people and 

citizens.115 In conclusion, those biographies by Florentines about Florentines were also 

mainly intended for Florentines and Tuscans to confirm to them the superiority of Florentine 

and Tuscan poetry and art, thus, creating and fostering corresponding feelings within the 

readers.116 

Sousslouff argues, due to its structure, models, tropes, and topics unique to the new 

genre, Antonio Manettiôs The Life of Brunelleschi (c.1480) should be considered the very 

first modern artistôs biography.117 Manetti stresses his experience of meeting individuals and 

seeing artworks he mentions and uses several well-known anecdotes, such as Brunelleschi 

being gifted already as a child, working very quickly, and living like a hermit.118  While the 

accounts are far more comprehensive than the records from Antiquity, they focus primarily 

on the creation of the cupola of the Duomo of Florence and the intense rivalry between 

Filippo Brunelleschi and Ghiberti, pushing other details to the back and leaving the text 

unbalanced.  

 
111 Ibid, pp.44-56. 
112 Ibid, pp.44-45. 
113 Silver 2019, p.2. 
114 Souslouff 1997, pp.47-48. 
115 Ibid, pp.49-52. 
116 A similar concept regarding the audience can be found in many biographical graphic novels about canonical 

painters, discussed in Chapter 5, their use in museum exhibitions, explored in Chapter 6, and their Public 

Relations purpose, investigated in Chapter 7. 
117 Sousslouff 1997, pp.43-44. 
118 Manetti 1970, pp.40-46, 52, 90, 94. 
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Giorgio Vasariôs Le Vite De Piu Eccellenti Pittori, Sculptori E Architettori [The 

Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects] (thereafter Lives), first 

published in 1550 and again as an extended final edition in 1568, is probably the commonly 

best-known example of a collection of Renaissance artistsô biographies.119 He assimilated 

earlier models of artistsô biographies, such as Manettiôs Life of Brunelleschi and Ghibertiôs 

I Commentarii, and included more personal details, discussing an artistôs entire lifespan.120 

In addition to earlier written accounts, he used autobiographical sources, writings, and 

interviews to create a compendium of essays on a large number of (mostly deceased) fine 

artists.121 Scholars point out that in Lives, Vasari always tries to critique his sources but 

remains inconsistent in his efforts, leading to mistakes and neglect or misrepresentations of 

some artistsô youth when reliable information was difficult to acquire.122 At the same time, 

Vasari represents the first biographer who used written documents to narrate an artistôs 

life.123 He matches the artworks with their creatorôs personality, thereby the former show 

anthropocentric qualities while the latter seems to display separate artistic and biographical 

identities.124 

Vasari structures the Lives in three ages, or artistic periods, with individual styles 

óordered by the biological principle of youth (the fourteenth century), adolescence (the 

fifteenth century), and maturity (the sixteenth century),ô providing a preface for each.125 The 

first preface educates the readers about the origins of sculpture and painting in Egypt, Nature 

as the origin of all art, and the destruction of artworks, professions, and knowledge following 

Romeôs fall. 126  The significantly longer second preface mentions Antiquityôs most 

influential painters and sculptors and explains Vasariôs approach as a biographer to 

ónot merely narrating events but é [to investigate] with every care and even greater curiosity 

the methods, manners, and means é [artists] have employed in the management of their 

artistic enterprises é exploring their errors as well as their successes and remedies, and the 

 
119 Vasari 1998; Wittkower and Wittkower 1969, p.13; Barker, Webb and Woods 1999, p.19; Kisters 2017, 

p.25. 
120 Guerico 2006, p.25; Sousslouff (1997, p.77) argues in this context of Vasari and his predecessors, that 

already these óearliest biographies of the artist and those text that followed in their tradition reveal that the 

myth and the history of art and the artist intertwine in compelling and complex ways.ô 
121 Guerico (2006, p.34) also mentions two separate biographies, one on Michelangelo and the second on 

Jacopo Sansovino, taken from the 1568 edition of the Lives. 
122 Ibid, pp.27-28; Kisters 2017, p.26. 
123 Guerico 2006, pp.28-29. 
124 Ibid, pp.29-30. 
125 Kisters 2017, p.25; Vasari 1998, pp.49-58, 277-280. 
126 Vasari 1998, pp.3-6. 
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prudent decisions they sometimes made é in short, all those ways in which wisely or 

foolishly, with prudence, compassion, or magnanimity, such men have behaved.ô127 

Repeatedly, Vasari stresses his personal connections with artists, receiving gifts from some, 

and inspecting historical documents and artworks himself. 

óToday I keep this drawing [by Michelangelo] near me as a relic, for I obtained it from 

Granacci to put in my book of drawings with others I received from Michelangelo; in the 

year 1550, when he was in Rome, Giorgio [Vasari] showed it to Michelangelo, who 

recognised it and loved seeing it again.ô128 

ó[M]any of these papers on human anatomy [by Leonardo da Vinci] are in the possession of 

Messer Francesco Melzi, a Milanese gentleman [é] There are also other writings by 

Leonardo [Treatise on Painting] in the possession of a Milanese painter [é] Not long ago 

this man, wishing to print this work, came to Florence to see me.ô129  

However, Sandra Kisters argues that óa large numberô of artists in Vasariôs book had died 

already or were not personally known to him and that he writes óabout several artworks 

without having seen them himself.ô130  As a fellow artist and self-acclaimed art critic, Vasari 

also aspires to teach his readers about Art, introducing them to the óbest from the betterô 

works and explaining the artists' techniques, styles, colours, and inventions.131  

After revealing his methods in the previous two prefaces, the third preface introduces 

Vasariôs criteria for judging and ranking the painters: the complete command of all ófive 

qualitiesôðRule, Order, Proportion, Design, and Styleðis a prerequisite for artistic 

perfection, the truthful representation of nature.132 An artist can only surpass everything 

done and achieved when acquiring the final and sixth quality of Freedom,  

ówhich - not being part of the rules - was nevertheless ordained by the rules and which could 

coexist with Order without causing confusion or spoiling it é [requiring] copious invention 

in every particular and a certain beauty even in the smallest details which could demonstrate 

all of this order with more decoration.ô133  

For Vasari, the one artist who ótranscends and surpasses them all, is the divine Michelangelo 

Buonarroti, who reigns supreme é in all three [arts: painting, sculpture, architecture] at 

once.ô134 Vasariôs underlying idea of a linear progression of artists and their art has prevailed 

 
127 Ibid., pp.47-50. 
128 Ibid., p.417. 
129 Ibid., p.292. 
130 Kisters 2017, p.26. 
131 Ibid., pp.47-50. 
132 Vasari 1998, pp.277-283.  
133 Ibid, p.278. 
134 Ibid, p.282. 
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in art history until this very day, with Emma Barker, Nick Webb and Kim Woods arguing 

Vasari created these notions in the first place.135 It is important to note that the concept of 

ranking and glorifying individual artists, such as Michelangelo, based on subjective criteria, 

represents the grounding principle of canonisation. Thus, after Historia Naturalis, which had 

elevated some artists over others, in giving them more attention and space, Lives constituted 

the next significant step towards creating the Western canon of art history and establishing 

its parameters.136 While Griselda Pollock reasons that the canon as óa mode of worship of 

the artist,ô started back in Antiquity, Charles Salas thinks it is only with ówriters like 

Vasari é that the cult of the individual artist begins.ô137 

Capturing an artistôs maniera [manner], referring to his style, via an, ideally, in situ 

inspection of the artworks, was essential to Vasari.138 It demonstrates the underlying idea 

that artists would portray themselves in their artworks and that hence understanding the latter 

is equivalent to genuinely knowing the former. However, according to Salas, Vasari does 

not negotiate between life and work but often makes óone confirm to the other.ô139  

 Lives mirrors Historia Naturalis by showing the artistsô personalities and using 

anecdotes with recurring motifs.140 Here Kisters warns that Vasari óuses anecdotes told or 

written to him by othersôða reminder to remain critical about such accountsô accuracy.141 

One of the most popular anecdotes concerns a close relationship, sometimes even friendship, 

between artist and client, expressing fame, individual glory, and respect given to the 

portrayed artists. 

ó[King Charles of Naples] would often stay with him, since the king took pleasure in seeing 

Giotto paint and hearing him talk. And Giotto, who was always ready with some clever 

remark or a witty retort, amused him with painting and pleasant, clever conversation.ô142 

óThe King [of France, Francis I], who was in the habit of paying him frequent and 

affectionate visits, arrived [é] [Leonardo] was then seized by a paroxysm, the harbinger of 

death. Because of this, the King arose and held his head to help him and to show him favour, 

 
135 Barker, Webb, Woods 1999, pp.22-23. 
136 Pliny 1968, pp.106-117,120-133, 136-141 (Liber XXXV, I, §61-72, §79-97, §101-106). 
137 Salas 2007b, p.8; Pollock (1999, p.13) notes too that the canon as óa mode of worship of the artistô; The role 

and significance of the artistôs image in Vasariôs Lives, which cannot be discussed in this thesis due to 

restrictions, see Posselt 2013, and Gregory 2016. 
138 Guerico 2006, pp.29-30. 
139 Salas (2007b, p.4-8) points towards the long belief of a link between life and work, citing the ancient Greek 

historian Strabo (óIt is impossible for one to become a good poet unless he has previously become a good 

manô); Wittkower and Wittkower (1969, pp.93-94, 281) mention in this context Platoôs philosophies, and 

Neoplatonist idea from the first and fifteenth centuries, expressing the notion that only a man of good 

character can paint art of good quality. 
140 Kisters 2017, pp.25-27. 
141 Ibid, p.26. 
142 Vasari 1998, pp.26-27. 
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so as to ease his pain, and Leonardoôs most divine spirit, aware that he could receive no 

greater honour, expired in the arms of that king at the age of seventy-five.ô143 

The importance of such anecdotes lies in their prevailing nature, reappearing from the 

Renaissance onwards.144 For example, Carlo Ridolfi writes in his seventeenth-century 

biography about Tiziano Vecelli, commonly known as Titian, 

ó[a]nd it is told of Titian that while he was painting the portrait, he dropped a brush, which 

the emperor [Charles V] picked up, and bowing low, Titian declared: ñSire, one of your 

servants does not deserve such an honor.ò To this Charles replied: ñTitian deserves to be 

served by Caesar.òô145  

The Vasarian model of writing about an artist utilises empirical data from archival 

research, historical documents, oral history and earlier written records, in situ inspection and 

critique of artworks, personal encounters with individuals, and is based on the concept of the 

parallel and yet intertwined biographical and artistic identities. It soon became, and to a 

certain degree still is, the standard for writing about an artist.  

This influence of Vasari is exemplified in the Flemish writer and painter Carel van 

Manderôs Het Schilder-Boeck [The Book of Painting], first published in 1604, followed by 

a second complete edition in 1618.146 The importance of the óDutch Vasariô, as van Mander 

is sometimes referred to, and his biographies is clearly expressed in the title of Walter S. 

Melionôs book, Shaping the Netherlandish Canon. Karel van Manderôs Schilder-Boeck 

(1991).147 However, in contrast to Vasariôs Lives, Het Schilder-Boeck stressed óthe standard 

of craftsmanship of his fifteenth-century predecessors and the value of training, experience, 

and hard work above genius and scholarship.ô148  

The sixteenth-century topos of the artist as (mad) genius or divino artista [divine 

artist], an evolution of the Medieval notion of the artist as godôs tool, has prevailed until 

today.149 The Renaissance, allowing artisans to be artists again, considered painters and 

sculptors as ógeniosô, replacing the concept of divine (creative) madness or inspiration with 

melancholia, yet separate from human (clinical) madness.150 The Renaissance artist was not 

 
143 Ibid., pp.297-298. 
144 Such prevailing anecdotes are examined in Chapters 3 and 5.  
145 Ridolfi 1996, pp.94-95. 
146 Constant van de Wall in van Mander 1969, p.V. 
147 Barker, Webb, Woods 1999b, p.20; Melion 1991. 
148 Woods 1999c, pp.126-127. 
149 Kyaga 2015, pp.14-17; Kris and Kurz 1980, p.68. 
150 Kyaga (2015, pp.14-17, 21) explains melancholia is one of the four temperaments. She cites George Becker, 

in pointing out that ómodern conception of bipolar spectrum traits has many similarities with ancient ideas 

of temperamentô; Wittkower and Wittkower (1969, pp.98-99) Already Leon Battista Alberti suggests in De 

Pictura [On Painting] (1436) that artist could consider themselves as alter deus [another god], removing 

the artist from the realm of normal people. 
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just divinely inspiredðor a possessed toolðlike his medieval predecessors but divine 

himself, in being the creator of a piece of art. 

 Several artists in the Lives are awarded the status of divinity, such as Leonardo, who 

óis so divine that he leaves behind all other men and clearly makes himself known as a genius 

endowed by Godô and Michelangelo, who óthe most benevolent Ruler of Heaven é sent to 

earth,ô and who famously after óalready been dead twenty-five days, é [was found] with all 

his bodily members intact and without any foul odour.ô151  While the miraculous 

undecomposed body can be interpreted as a sign of Michelangeloôs sainthood, both cases 

bear apparent resemblance to the life of Jesus Christ, in being god-sent individuals.  

Van Mander writes about Hans Holbein that he was born under a particular ófortunate 

celestial influence,ô and recites the poet Nicolaes Borbonius writing about Holbeinôs art 

óGod had done the work. God alone achieved such deeds,ô suggesting a more active divine 

intervention in the artistôs existence and artistic production.152 Albrecht Dürer has seemingly 

portrayed himself literally as divino artista in Selbstbildnis im Pelzrock [Self-Portrait in Fur 

Coat] (1500) (Fig. 2.2), striking a pose resembling a Salvator Mundi [Savior of the World] 

depiction usually reserved for Jesus Christ. However, Woods argues, ówhile this image may 

seem to border on blasphemy to us, it is highly unlikely that this was the original 

intention.ô153  

 

2.3. The Artistôs Monograph 

While since the Renaissance the interest in artistsô biographies and their number increased 

significantly, it was only during the eighteenth and nineteenth century that the next 

evolutionary step in the writings on artistsô lives happened: the artistôs monograph. Barker, 

Webb and Woods argue that Vasariôs Lives is óperhaps the most important ancestor of the 

modern art-historical monograph.ô154 Indeed heavily influenced by and dependent on the 

Vasarian biographical model, the nineteenth-century artistôs monograph is heterogeneous in 

its motivations, degrees of insight, and specialisation due to a large number of different 

authors from diverse backgrounds.155 It combines biography and literary fiction, utilising 

documents and sources concerning the artistôs existence, and critically evaluates artworks 

 
151 Vasari 1998, pp.284, 414, 484, 486, 580. 
152 van Mander 1969, pp.83, 94-95. 
153 Woods 1999b, p.107. 
154 Barker, Webb, and Woods 1999b, p.22. 
155 Guerico 2006, pp.4-5, The term ómonographô was taken from eighteenth-century Natural History, where it 

refers to a piece of writing dealing with one particular and clearly restricted topic. The term was first used 

referring to an artistôs life, in a review of Adam Weiseôs biography on Albrecht D¿rer from 1819.  
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and their attribution, compiling comprehensive lists of works in the process.156 At its core is 

the life-and-work model, suggesting an interconnection between the two in presenting óthe 

artist both as an individual empirically linked to a body of art through historical facts and as 

a personality created solely by that body of works.ô157 As mentioned above, a similar concept 

already forms an essential element of Vasariôs Lives. Gabriele Guerico argues, óin particular, 

in comprehending the life and works of the artist as a narrative, the monograph made sense 

of who an artist is by looking at both creative and biographical processes.ô158  

In the late eighteenth century, many changes took place in the wake of the French 

Revolution, not just in European society but also in its art world that would directly or 

indirectly affect the artistôs monograph. Firstly, artistsô usual official patronage declined, and 

they soon realised that the increased freedom from the demands of clergy, royalty, states, 

and aristocracy also meant a decreased certainty when it came to making a living from their 

art. Secondly, simultaneously with the public museum's birth, the hanging of the artworks 

changed too, from a topical hanging to one demonstrating the lineage and genealogies of 

artistic schools and individual artists' history and development, two notions already 

encountered in Pliny and Vasari. The resulting increased need for research led to a surge in 

monograph production.159 Thirdly, the distinction between artists, referring to professionals 

and academics, and artisans, referring to amateur practitioners, in the visual arts was 

finalised, sixteen centuries after Pliny and three centuries after Vasari. 

Additionally, the emphasis on the representation of artists started to shift, away from 

Antiquity and the Renaissance's artistic ideal aiming for a perfect depiction of realityð

exemplified in numerous anecdotes about artistsô skillsðtowards the Romantic notion of an 

artistôs expression of feelings.160 While the Enlightenment had defined genius anew, 

emphasising rational thought and judgment and balancing mental forces, this overly rational 

notion was once again reversed, in a return of the unrestricted imaginative and divinely 

inspired genius and artist.161 Due to this upsurge in creative madness, artists were moving 

 
156 Ibid., pp.4-5, The monograph model was not exclusively used by Western art history, there are plenty of 

examples from Asia as well as Middle Eastern countries, but it was widely adopted in Europe at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. 
157 Ibid, p.6; Salas (2007b, p.5-6) remarks that the life-and-work model has been discussed in other fields too; 

for a further historic and theoretical discussion of the life-and-work model, see Salas 2007a. 
158 Guerico 2006, p.38. 
159 Ibid., p.34-35 
160 Kisters 2017, p.45. 
161 Kyaga (2015, pp.17-19) argues the rational genius required a synthesis of imagination, judgement, sense, 

and memory. The shift back from rational to emotional was down to historic and socio-political factors; 

Salas 2007b, p.10. 
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further and further away from sanity, and concerns about clinical madness increased.162 At 

the beginning of the nineteenth century, ólegendary stories from the lives of Renaissance 

artists é or in the Netherlands, masters from the Golden Ageô became popular not just in 

literary but also artistic production.163 As a result, more nostalgic visions about the great 

masters were developing, who were now being glorified in ways previously reserved for 

classical heroes and saints.164 

For example, inspired by the most remarkable and memorable anecdotes taken from 

the portrayed artistsô biographies, some paintings stress the close and harmonious 

relationship between rulers (such as dukes, kings, emperors, and popes) and artists. Some 

artworks show deathbed scenes, such as Francis I Receives the Last Breath of Leonardo da 

Vinci (1818) by Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres (Fig. 2.3) and The Death of Raphael (1832 

or before) by Johannes Riepenhausen (Fig. 2.4)ðwith the artistôs last painting 

(Transfiguration, 1516-20) placed at his head. Some depict moments in an artistôs studio, 

such as Pierre-Nolasque Bergeretôs Charles Quint ramassant le pinceau de Titien [Charles 

V Picking up Titianôs Paintbrush] (1808) (Fig. 2.5).165 Others again depict the discovery of 

the artist as a child, such as Cimabue e Giotto [Cimabue and Giotto] (1846) by Gaetano 

Sabatelli (Fig. 2.6).166 This nineteenth-century cult of the artist also included contemporary 

artists, such as Théodore Géricault and Bertel Thorvaldsen.167 Eventually, this glorification, 

heroisation and mythologisation developed apparent religious aspects. For example, Paul 

Cézanne drew Apothéose de Delacroix [The Apotheoses of Delacroix] (1890-94) (Fig. 2.7.), 

while the sculptor Antonio Canova was dismembered after his death, recalling the 

distribution of relics of Medieval saints to different sites for pilgrimage.168 

The new century also brought the birth of the field of art history out of German 

historicism and Kulturwissenschaft [Cultural Studies]. Their discussions on art were very 

much based on the Renaissance artistôs biography. Maybe as a consequence, the new 

 
162 Kyaga 2015, pp.19-21, At the middle of the nineteenth century, early psychiatrists investigated the 

presumed genius-madness link from a medical point of view. A century later, a biological and sociological 

approach appeared. Kyaga resumes that studies ósuggested an association for bipolar disorder and creativityô 

as well as that a consensus is growing that there is óan association between abilities and mental illness 

resting on a biological foundation resulting in an inherent dispositionô; For the role of the artist in America, 

see for example Burns 1996. 
163 Kisters 2017, p.47. 
164 Ibid. 
165 Ibid, p.48. 
166 Ibid, p.102, Already during the sixteenth century, Giorgio Vasari and Domenico Beccafumi depicted famous 

anecdotes about ancient artists, such as Apelles and Parrhasius, in painted ceilings; Bätschmann 1997, 

pp.77-80. 
167 Kisters 2017, p.49; Bätschmann 1997, pp.77-80. 
168 Bätschmann (1997, pp.82-85, 108-113) explains Canovaôs heart was buried in his tomb at S. Maria Gloriosa 

dei Frari in Venice, while his right hand was kept by the Accademia di Belle Arte in Venice, and his 

remaining body was given to the people of his birthplace Possagnoðwhere Canova had designed a Tempio. 
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discipline and its leading scholars quickly adopted the artistôs monograph as one of its 

essential sources and products.169 The new disciplineôs concept of the artist relied almost 

entirely on Renaissance biographies and thus depicted an artist as hero. Sousslouff argues 

that despite the criticism from some scholars, such as Aby Warburg, the nineteenth- and 

twentieth-century conception of an artist was based in the Vasarian mode and its fourteenth- 

and fifteenth-centuries predecessors.170 

Through authentication and attribution, the definition of oeuvres became a 

distinguishing feature of monographs in the first half of the nineteenth century, promoting 

the idea of the oeuvre as a ómultidimensional whole,ô holding and revealing information 

about the development of the artistôs personality, and artistic practice.171  Thus, for 

connoisseurs, aiming to verify originals and compiling a complete chronological catalogue 

of an artistôs production, a catalogue raisonné, became essential for the nineteenth-century 

monograph and its production.172 From 1850 onwards, the pendulum swung the other way, 

when the aspect of biography became more important in artistsô monographs, pushing back 

the dominance of oeuvre and eventually even placing biography above (art) history and 

connoisseurship. This shift achieved literary popularity and reached a wider audience by 

balancing the biography and oeuvre.173 Regarding this balance and the audience of the 

nineteenth-century artistôs monograph, Guerico states, óthe study of the oeuvre required 

specialised means, and therefore found its warmest reception among art historians and 

connoisseurs.ô174 He continues, óin contrast, the study of biography verged on the novelistic 

and reached a much broader audience.ô175  

From the 1880s onwards, a publishing boom of multi-volume series on Renaissance 

and modern artists occurred, aiming to introduce the histories of many artists' lives and works 

to a readership as wide as possible.176 Aided by affordable book publishing, allowing for 

 
169 Sousslouff 1997, pp.38, 77-88. 
170 Ibid, p.93; Salas (2007b, pp.9-10) writes that already Warburg argues that biographically oriented art history 

leads to hero-worshipping of artists, tightly bound to the art market and occupied with finding connections 

between art and life to prove an individualôs genius. 
171 Guerico 2006, pp.80, 91-96, Johan David Passavantôs Rafael von Urbino und sein Vater Giovanni Santi 

from 1839, a systematic and exhaustive survey of Raphaelôs life and artistic production which remains a 

reference work for current scholars of Raphael and his works, very much defined what an óartistôs oeuvreô 

was, although not using the actual term. 
172 Ibid., p.40. 
173 Ibid., pp.112, 126. 
174 Ibid., p.149. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Examples of such series are Illustrated Biographies of the Great Artists series (1879-95), Librairie de lôArt 

series (1886-1906), KünstlerMonographien series (1894-1941), and Great Masters in Painting and 

Sculpture series (1899-1910); Guerico (2006, pp.149-151) talks briefly about such series; for a more 

comprehensive discussion of such series and how they influenced and enshrined the Western canon of art 

history, see Kitschen 2019.  
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repetition of and thus familiarisation with the canon, its artists and artworks became more 

and more canonical in being enshrined in the public mind.177 Guerico considers Lorenzo 

Lotto: An Essay in Constructive Art Criticism (1895) by Bernard Berenson an exemplary 

monograph.178 It combines art criticism and connoisseurship to analyse artworksô stylistic 

and material qualities, subjective moods and personal visions.179 When the sources are 

scarce, Berenson relies on visual analysis of paintings, blending an empirical approach with 

Neoplatonic ideas and psychology, arguing Lotto inscribed and constructed a presence into 

his artworksðthe quintessence of the life-and-work model.180  

 With the dawn of the twentieth century, a new direction became popular in art-

historical thinking and writing: the Viennese School. It tried to distinguish itself from the 

traditions of Kulturwissenschaft [Cultural Studies] in rejecting an uncritical use of artistsô 

biographies and organising and critiquing not just primary but also secondary sources.181 

Scholars started exploring the role of artists in society and culture, and their lives 

increasingly through the lens of the new school of psychoanalysis.182 Eventually, more 

concepts of artists appearedðthe clinically mad genius, the revolutionary, the nobleman, the 

unappreciated, the loner, the bohemian, the romanticðforming a diverse list. This 

ócollection of artistsô started to be seen as a distinguished type of people, merging with the 

wider ócommunity of geniuses.ô183  

Sousslouff argues that positioning the artist in an óideal and absoluteô role in culture, 

and placing the genre of the artistôs biography óisolated from other kinds of biographies,ô 

thereby textualising the artist ódifferently from other human beings,ô had created a mythical 

and legendary status for the heroic artist.184 For the first half of the twentieth century, this 

position of the artist, their biographies and the anecdotes they consisted of and incorporated, 

remained untouched: enclosed within their own legendary and mythical realm of artworks 

 
177 Silver 2019, p.11. 
178 Berenson 1895; Guerico 2006, p.196. 
179 Guerico 2006, p.196. 
180 Ibid, pp.194-199, 213. 
181 Sousslouff 1997, pp.94-95.  
182 Sigmund Freud publishes three editions of Eine Kindheitserinnerung des Leonardo da Vinci [A Childhood 

Memory of Leonardo da Vinci] in 1910, 1919, and 1923 respectively; Several decades later, Meyer 

Schapiro (1955-56; 1955) writes two papers in reply; According to Sousslouff (1997, pp.119-127) Schapiro 

successfully argued that psychoanalytical biographies are historically unreliable; Wittkower and Wittkower 

(1969, p.288) explain Schapiro óshowed that Freudôs assumptions [on Leonardo da Vinci] were based in 

factual errors and, in addition, pointed out some methodological shortcomings of psycho-analytical 

procedure when used in investigating historical personalities and works of art.ô 
183 Kris and Kurz 1980, pp.27-28; Wittkower and Wittkower (1969, p.95) compare the fight of the Romanticist 

artists to free themselves from the academic conventions to Renaissance artistsô fight to liberate themselves 

from the Medieval guilds; Gaertner (1970) provides a brief yet helpful overview of different types of artists, 

offering lists of matching artists for each category. 
184 Sousslouff 1997, pp.101, 111. 
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and art history, focusing on what an artist does or is, appearing almost timeless, they were 

disconnected from and unaffected by general histories.185 

As a result, the artistôs monograph became the most institutionalised type of art-

historical writing, suffering from óthe presumption of knowledge,ô the assumption that its 

defining parameters, such as concept, methods, and structure, had been established, not 

requiring any changes or improvements.186 Since the late nineteenth century typologies had 

remained mostly unaltered, the artistôs monograph's main impact was reduced to óaffecting 

and legitimating the reception of dead and living artists.ô187 Thus, monographs about 

canonical artists, like their predecessors, were creating a feedback loop, confirming and 

enshrining the individualôs position within the canon of art history, in choosing to portray a 

person of already previously established status. Latest at this time, the commodification of 

artists by the art market reached the monographs, assimilating them into its apparatus.188 

Using eulogy and novelistic devices, the monographôs role on the art market was to 

(re-)confirm canonical status, uniqueness, importance, and economic value and push for the 

(re)discovery of neglected individuals, such as El Greco, Vermeer, and Leighton.189 

Pablo Picasso and Marcel Duchamp are the two most prominent examples of artists 

who had their significance, thus the price of their artworks, heavily constructed through 

monographs in the second half of the twentieth century.190 Their biographers, such as John 

Berger (The Success and Failure of Picasso, 1965), Robert Lebel (Sur Marcel Duchamp 

[About Marcel Duchamp], 1959), and Jerrold Seigel (The Private Worlds of Marcel 

Duchamp, 1995), knew the artists they were writing about very well, as did others writing 

about Picasso and Duchamp.191 Similarly, John Richardson befriended Picasso in the 1950s 

and subsequently wrote several books about the artist. Picasso and Duchamp also became 

their own monographers. Picasso, who saw art as autobiography, had help from Christian 

Zervos in producing Picasso (1932), a catalogue in thirty-three volumes covering the artistôs 

 
185 Ibid, pp.109, 112. 
186 Guerico 2006, pp.226, 252-253. 
187 Ibid., p.227. 
188 Salas 2007b, pp.9-15; Kisters 2017, p.47. 
189 Guerico 2006, pp.236-237; Barker (1999a; 1999b, pp.202) argues that already ó[i]n the late eighteenth 

century, art dealers started to realise that buyers could be attracted not just by famous names but also by 

the special cachet of rarity and unfamiliarity.ô 
190 Guerico 2006, pp.267-274; Already Gaertner (1970, p.30) argues that the obvious opposite of the divinely 

inspired and mad artist would be the artist as businessman, calculating, money-conscious, who creates 

soberly, methodically for a specific market and willingly adapting the style to the taste of the patrons 

without ecstasies, depressions or suffering, not believing in inspiration but in steady, skilful, and lucrative 

work. According to him, Peter Paul Rubens, Auguste Renoir, and Henri Matisse fit this description; Several 

decades later Fastert, Joachimides and Krieger (2011, p.15) claim that the notion of the artist as manager 

and marketing expert has become increasingly important. 
191 Guerico 2006, pp.229-236; for the control Pablo Picasso was exercising over his own brand also see: Fine, 

Muniz Jr and Norris 2014. 
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entire career in chronological but unsystematic order.192 Duchampôs Boîte-en-valise (1935-

41) [Box in a Valise], a cardboard box with sixty-nine miniature replicas, models, and 

colours productions of his principal works, is described as a óportable museumô by the artist 

himself while others refer to it as ómonographô.193 Such autobiographical monographs give 

the life-and-work model a new meaning. 

Later during the century, questions about origin and originality were asked in art 

history and its monographs. The long-needed critique of the author and authorship was 

introduced by scholars such as the Structuralists Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault.194 

Other researchers have further explored and critiqued the artists and authorship theory, such 

as feminist art historians Linda Nochlin and Griselda Pollock, and the British Marxists T. J. 

Clark, exploring the socio-political aspects of art, David Kunzle, one of the early comics 

studies scholars, as well as Fred Orton, John Christie, and Nicholas Green.195 On the one 

hand, the anti-authoritarian and anti-intentional positions question the life-and-work model, 

standing at the heart of the artistôs monograph.196 On the other hand, both stances also go 

against the grain of Feminist art history, aiming to highlight the individual woman artist and 

her creative, political, social, and emancipatory achievements, actually echoing the 

monographôs determinations to capture the identities of artists.197 From the late 1980s 

onwards, the theories and ideas of postcolonialism influenced art history, forcing scholars to 

rethink racial, political, ethnic, and community notions, and consider the relationship 

between identity and creativity concerning individual artists and their biographies as well as 

the artistic canon. 

Since the 1990s, the monograph genre was in decline, but art history seems to have 

rediscovered the artist as subject and focus of scholarly interest, with the attention yet still 

oscillating between the two poles of the artist or the artwork.198 Sabine Fastert, Alexis 

Joachimides and Verena Krieger argue that this renewed research, a óboomô as they call it, 

is no longer about óthe lifeô or óthe soulô of the artist but realises the connection of biography, 

 
192 Guerico 2006, pp.267-270. 
193 Ibid, pp.270-274. 
194 Barthes 1995; Foucault 1991. 
195 Sousslouff 1997, pp.109-110; Nochlin 1973; Pollock 1999; 2003; Pollock and Orton 1978; Kunzle 1973; 

1990; Orton, Christie and Pollock 1996. 
196 Salas (2007b, pp.2-7) remarks that these positions also question the óartist[s] as god-like sourceô of any 

particular artwork, thus denying them any notion of divine or mad inspiration. 
197 Ibid., pp.14-15; Guerico 2006, p.263-264; For Feminist art history, see for example Nochlin 1973; Pollock 

(1999, p.14) who claims inspired by Sigmund Freud, writing an artistôs (a heroôs) biography is a double 

determined operation: on the one hand the author desires to get close to the hero, while on the other hand 

both work and hero need to remain sacred, in order to maintain the status of a hero, who can then be 

worshipped. 
198 Fastert, Joachimides and Krieger 2011, pp.16-17; Guerico 2006, p.284. 
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social status, psychological constitution, habit and work as complex construction, in need of 

a contextualised analysis.199  

At the same time, popular literature rediscovered artists too. Marjolein van Tooren 

argues for a returnða boom evenðof the painterôs novel, a literary genre popular during 

the nineteenth century, since the 1990s in French, Dutch and English literature.200 Like the 

earlier original, the modern versions frequently feature topoi about the artistôs character and 

studio, the mysterious place of inspiration and creation. The contemporary painterôs novel, 

often told by an all-knowing narrator, includes an artistôs choice between art and love and 

the artist as a secondary character, often in detective stories and thrillers, as popular 

themes.201 The former indicates a clear interest in an artistôs emotional state but essentially 

uses the life-and-work model as inspiration for amorous adventures. In contrast, the latter is 

mainly fictional and rather loosely attached to a (famous) name, which merely provides an 

aura of authenticityðno longer a painterôs novel in the strict sense, as van Tooren points 

out.202 Several parallels to modern painter's novels can be found in the analysis of graphic 

biographies of canonical artists discussed in the following chapters. 

 

2.4. Conclusion 

Since Antiquity, there have been apparent similarities in the artistôs biography regarding the 

structure and the content. The most striking example is the artistôs anecdote, which has 

migrated through the various biographical genres up to the present. It was most likely 

employed initially due to a general lack of contemporary sources available to the author. 

Although not always accurate, these ancient stories about an artist became a generic element 

of artistsô biographies, portraying them as artistic and cultural óheroesô in one way or another. 

Through medieval hagiographies and enforced by the new status artists received 

during the Renaissance, such narratives have found their way into artistsô biographies and 

monographs. Anecdotes have developed into an intrinsic part of the artistôs biography, what 

Sousslouff describes as óthe dominant cultural and art historical source for the construction 

of the artistôs image since the beginning of the Early Modern Period.ô203 The artistôs 

monograph of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have adopted the Vasarian 

biographical model and adapted it into the life-and-work model.  

 
199 Fastert, Joachimides and Krieger 2011, p.17. 
200 Van Tooren 2012; 2014. 
201 Van Tooren 2012. 
202 Van Tooren 2012; 2014; Van Tooen remarks that such painterôs novels do also look at less well-known 

artists. 
203 Sousslouff 1997, p.138. 
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The beginning of the nineteenth century saw a rise in interest in Renaissance artists 

and the birth of the discipline of art history, which immediately assimilated and incorporated 

the artistôs monograph as the chosen form of art writing. Connoisseurs inspected and verified 

artworks and their attribution, advancing the studying of individual oeuvres. Simultaneously, 

with multi-volume series on artists in the later nineteenth century, the monograph genre 

achieved broader literary popularity and reached a wider audience. At the end of the century, 

the monograph and the life-and-work model had reached their peak. The monograph had 

become highly institutionalised by the art-historical field, and very canonical. New 

influences, ideas, and approaches had no chance to succeed within the artist's monograph's 

now tight frame. Only during the second half of the twentieth century, the situation started 

to change. 

Together with the canon of art history, many traditional art-historical aspects of 

thinking and writing about artists have prevailed too, such as an ongoing focus on the same 

canonical artists, usually white male Europeans, an idealisation and glorification of 

Renaissance artists, a fascination with sad, mad, lonesome, Romantic artists, and the 

heroisation of individual artists, their lives and works because they were mentally unstable 

and unhappy. Most prominently, the anecdote and the life-and-work model have held their 

principal position in biographical writings about artists. These traditions have found an 

expression in popular culture, such as comic books and graphic novels, discussed in the 

following chapters. 
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Fig. 2.1: The typical structure of the Renaissance artistôs biography, according to Catherine Sousslouff, The 

Absolute Artist. A Historiography of a Concept (1997), figure 1. © Catherine Sousslouff 
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Fig. 2.2: Albrecht Dürer, Selbstbildnis im Pelzrock [Self-Portrait in Fur Coat] (1500), Oil on Lime (67.1 x 

48.9 cm), Bayerische Staatsgemäldesammlungen - Alte Pinakothek, Munich: The composition, such as 

posture and hand gesture, shows parallels to that of a Salvator Mundi [Saviour of the World], reserved for 

depictions of Jesus Christ in Christian iconography 

 

Fig. 2.3: Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres, Francis I Receives the Last Breath of Leonardo da Vinci (1818), 

Oil on Canvas (40 x 50.5 cm), Petit Palais Musée des Beaux-Arts de la Ville de Paris, Paris: The composition 

is based on a matching anecdote which appears already in Vasariôs Lives, emphasising the close relationship 

between ruler and artist. 
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Fig. 2.4.: Johannes Riepenhausen, The Death of Raphael (1832 or before), Pen and Black and Brown Ink; 

Framing Line in Graphite and Brush and Grey Ink on Paper (26.6 x 35.1 cm), The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art, Washington, D.C: The composition shows parallels to depictions of the Death of Virgin Mary in 

Christian iconography. 

 

Fig. 2.5.: Pierre-Nolasque Bergeret, Charles Quint ramassant le pinceau de Titien [Charles V. Picking up 

Titian's Paintbrush] (1808), Oil on Canvas (96.0 x 128.0 cm), Musée des Beaux-Arts Bordeaux, Bordeaux: 

The composition is based on a matching anecdote which appears already in Ridolfiôs biography of the artist, 

emphasising the close relationship between ruler and artist. 
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Fig. 2.6.: Gaetano Sabatelli, Cimabue e Giotto [Cimabue and Giotto] (1846), Oil on Canvas (no 

measurements), Palazzo Pitti, Galleria d'Arte Moderna, Florence: The composition is based on a matching 

anecdote which appears already in Vasariôs Lives, highlighting the artistôs exception talent at a very young 

age and the resulting destiny to become a great artist 

 

Fig. 2.7.: Paul Cézanne, Apothéose de Delacroix [The Apotheosis of Delacroix] (1890-94), Oil on Canvas 

(27.0 x 35.0 cm), Musée d'Orsay, Paris: In European art history, canonisations and apotheosises had 

previously been reserved for kings and Catholic saints only. 
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Chapter 3 ï The Birth of the Artistôs Biography Comics Genre  

In the early 1940s, with World War II still ongoing, the idea of publishing comic strips about 

canonical visual artists and artworks hit the market of educational youth magazines in the 

USA.204 This birth of the new comics genre of the artistôs biography also inaugurated a 

respective first publishing boom, titled the First Boom for this thesis, and created enduring 

genre-specific tropes, which derived from art-historical anecdotes. The aftermath of the First 

Boom lasted until the early 1970s. This study only considers biographical graphic narratives 

about visual artists, whether they cover a period or a whole life. Thus, graphic narratives that 

just briefly mention an individual or their work but do not focus on either, or feature an artist 

merely as a secondary character, have been excluded from this research.205 

Al though much effort has been taken to find and record every graphic narrative that 

matches these criteria, there were limiting factors, such as language barriers, time, and the 

archivesô content. Thus, this thesis cannot guarantee, hence does not argue for, the 

absoluteness of the compiled and discussed lists of biographical graphic narratives about 

canonical visual artists but is aware of the dataôs possible incompleteness. 

Between 1942 and 1972, at least forty-seven comic strips about canonical painters, 

sculptors, architects, draughtsmen, and other artists and their works were published, 

mirroring the Western art-historical canon at the time.206 Such educational youth magazines 

comprised anthologies of comic strips, illustrated stories, and short articles about different 

subjects. 

After a short but diverse First Boom (1942-1949), its aftermath (1950-1972) lasted 

longer but played out almost entirely in a single magazine, Treasure Chest of Fun & Fact 

(1946-1972). Due to the high number of at least twenty-six publications between 1942 and 

1949 and the diversity in narratives and publishers, only comic strips from the 1940s form 

the First Boom. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, the sudden publishing activity in educational comics 

between 1942 and 1949, shaped by the publishers of respective comics magazines, and 

launching and establishing the new artistôs biography comics, clearly qualifies the 

phenomenon as a publishing boom. 

 
204 Gabilliet (2010, pp.22-23) argues that the introduction of educational comics into some magazines was a 

decision based on the (probably quite rightful) assumption by publishers that parents were the ones who 

allow their children to buy comics and who would most likely also pay for them. These comics were then 

targeting parents and children equally. 
205 For example, Leonardo da Vinci and his flying machines are mentioned in many comics, and he appears as 

secondary character in several graphic narratives. 
206 See Appendix A for a list of these comic strips. Dates as given in the indicia. 
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Nicolas Labarre explains that architextsða grouping of texts linked by some sort of 

shared traitðsometimes function as a genre and, through institutionalisation, can become 

one.207 While the narratives compiling the First Boom and its aftermaths are certainly 

architextsðthey are biographical, feature visual artists, and claim truthfulnessð, and fulfil 

the categorising function of a genre, they were never institutionalised: they have so far 

neither been recognised as a genre by creators, publishers, critics, or scholars nor had they 

specific comics magazines devoted to them. Naturally, those narratives qualify for a variety 

of different architexts, such as biography, art history, history, science, education, and true 

adventure. 208However, this chapter shows that biographical graphic narratives about 

canonical visual artists did develop certain characteristics with their first appearance, such 

as relatively standardised narrative patterns and, most importantly, storytelling devices and 

(genre) specific tropes. Thus, this thesis argues that the First Boom indeed was the beginning 

of a new comics genre, the artistôs biography. 

On reason for the mentioned lacking institutionalisation might have been the size of 

the First Boom and its aftermath in relation to the overall comics production during the 

period. Jean-Paul Gabilliet, writing about the American comic book industry of the twentieth 

century, registers 934 annual comic book releases in 1942, slowly rising to about 1125 

releases by 1945 and increasing fast to approximately 2300 releases by 1949 (Fig. 3.1).209 In 

1952, the number of annual releases peaked at 3161, before declining steadily and reaching 

1512 in 1959, roughly the level of 1946 which was more or less maintained until 1970.210 

With these figures in mind, and despite its considerable impact in creating a new genre and 

establishing its characteristics, it becomes clear that in sheer numbers, the First Boom and 

its aftermath constitute only fractions of the overall American comics production at the time. 

This section investigates the First Boom (Fig. 3.2a-c) by tracing the leading 

magazines, establishing the most popular artists and artworks represented, and highlighting 

the similarities and differences in their portrayal in comparing the individual narratives. A 

particular emphasis lies in analysing anecdotes, the life-and-work model, and the 

development of genre-specific tropes, deeply rooted in art-historical tradition. 

Various online archives have been consulted for this part of the research: 

COMICBOOK+211, a valuable and extensive source for old comic strips and comic books; 

 
207 Labarre 2020, pp.8-9. 
208 Hansen (2004), while focussing in ómedical heroesô, argues for a separate true-adventure comics genre and 

provides a bibliography of respective comics magazines, many of which also featured narratives from the 

First Boom. 
209 Gabilliet 2010, p.22, 47. 
210 Ibid., pp.46-47. 
211 URL: https://comicbookplus.com/ (Accessed 03/01/2020). 
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Grand Comic Database (GCD)212 that provides publishing histories for various comic 

magazines; and the Catholic University of America University Librariesô digital 

collections213 that holds a complete set of Treasure Chest of Fun & Fact (1946-1972). This 

vast plain of primary sources allowed this particular piece of comics historiography to be 

unearthed and examined. 

 

3.1. The First Boom (1942-1949) 

Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942) and Top-Notch Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 

1942), both published by M. L. J. Magazines, Inc., contain the two very first comic strips 

about a canonical artist, giving birth to the comics genre of the artistôs biography.214 On six 

pages each, the March story features Leonardo da Vinci, while the April narrative is about 

the life of goldsmith and sculptor Benvenuto Cellini. These two comic strips set a lasting 

example regarding content, style, and narrative structure.  

Cellini and Leonardo are the two most popular artists represented in the First Boom, 

followed by another Italian Renaissance artist, Michelangelo Buonarotti. Altogether, artists 

and artworks from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries feature in at least thirteen comic strips 

published during the First Boom, making them the most popular category of artists. They 

were followed by eighteenth- and nineteenth-century artists, appearing in ten stories. 

The popularity of Renaissance artists resulted likely from them having long been 

written into the canon of art history, with two major contributing factors. On the one hand, 

Giorgio Vasariôs Lives about Leonardo and Michelangelo, and Celliniôs famous 

autobiography would be widely available and probably considered reliable first-hand 

sourcesðan essential factor for educational stories.215 On the other hand, the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries celebrated the Italian Renaissance with various biographical 

series on such canonical artists, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Also, Cellini and Leonardo were already widely popular in the culture and 

entertainment industries at the time. The (love) life of Cellini was explored in movies, such 

as The Affairs of Cellini (1934), and a few drama productions, additionally, it featured in 

L'Orfèvre du Roi, ou Ascanio [The Kingôs Goldsmith or Ascanio] (1843) by Alexandre 

 
212 URL: https://www.comics.org/ (Accessed 02/02/2020). 
213 URL: https://cuislandora.wrlc.org/islandora/object/cuislandora%3A9584 (Accessed 03/01/2020). 
214 [Untitled] March 1942; [Uncredited] April 1942. 
215 Vasari 1998, pp.284-298, 414-488; Cellini 2002; Probably the latest edition of Vasariôs Lives available at 

the time, was the four-volume publication by J. M. Dent & Sons (London) and E. P. Dutton (Boston, MA 

and New York, N.Y.) from 1927, with a second edition in 1946. For Celliniôs autobiography, the most 

recent edition of the time seems to have been by the Navarre Society (London) released in 1935 in two 

volumes, a reprint of a 1910 edition. 
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Dumas.216Similarly, Leonardoôs life featured in several cinematic productions and 

documentaries, and literature.217 Given the frequency of these artists' lives as the subject of 

various media, their biographies must have been incredibly popular and successful.218 Thus, 

it was the unique combination of 1) readily available sixteenth-century (auto)biographical 

sources, 2) the contemporary perception of the Italian Renaissance, and 3) the proof of the 

economic value of Renaissance artistsô lives that seem to have paved the way for these artists 

to feature in comics.219 Indeed, depictions of Cellini closely resemble that of a famous movie 

star of the days, Errol Flynn (Fig. 3.3).220  

 The two comic strips about Leonardo and Cellini from spring 1942 became 

characteristic for the First Boom. Both stories attempt to give a biographical overview of the 

artistôs life, starting in his early childhood and ending the narrative with his death or a famous 

masterpiece, mentioning the individualôs most significant achievements and artworks in the 

process. However, in contrast to Pliny and Vasari's biographical writings, the artistôs 

personality is of lesser importance. Instead, the First Boom narratives focus on particular 

periods in and episodes of an artistôs life: moments of great triumph or despair as well as 

legendary aspects of the individualôs life, discussed below. This concentration on such 

moments resembles the style of Antoni Manettiôs The Life of Brunelleschi, discussed in the 

previous chapter.221 

The foci on triumphant, desperate, or legendary moments become apparent already 

in the opening panels. Leonardo da Vinci (1942), about the óartist, inventor and philosopherô 

 
216 Movies about Cellini: Benvenuto Cellini ou Une curieuse évasion [Benvenuto Cellini or A Curious 

Escape] (1904, France), Benvenuto Cellini (1908, France), Benvenuto Cellini (1910, France), The Affairs 

of Cellini (1934, USA); At the 7th Academy Awards (1935), The Affairs of Cellini was nominated in the 

categories Best Art Direction, Best Cinematography, and Best Sound Recording, while Frank Morgan, 

playing Cellini, was nominated as Best Actor. (URL: https://www.oscars.org/oscars/ceremonies/1935) 

(Accessed 15/09/2020); Drama productions about Cellini: Benvenuto Cellini (1838, France, Opera, 

Benvenuto Cellini (1852, France, Play), Ascanio (1890, France, Opera), A Man of His Time (1923, Australia, 

Play), The Firebrand of Florence (1945, USA, Operetta); Literature  featuring Cellini: L'Orfèvre du roi, 

ou Ascanio [The Kingôs Goldsmith or Ascanio] (1843) by Alexandre Dumas. 
217 Movies about Leonardo: Voli del 'Leonardo da Vinciô [Flights of Leonardo da Vinci] (1910, Italy, 

Documentary), Il varo della 'Leonardo da Vinciô [The Launch of the Leonardo da Vinci] (1911, Italy, 

Documentary), Le tragique amour de Mona Lisa [The tragic love of Mona Lisa] (1912, France), Leonardo 

da Vinci (1919, Italy), The Conquest of the Air (1936, UK, Documentary), Portrait of a Genius (1943, USA, 

Documentary); Literature  about Leonardo: The Romance of Leonardo da Vinci (1901) by Dmitry 

Merezhkovsky. 
218 Gabilliet (2010, pp.36-37) noticed a similar connection between the popularity of gangsters and cops in 

movies and radio programmes of the 1930s and 1940s and true crime and detective comics in the 1940s. 
219 Williams (2007, p.36) remarks that óBurckhardtôs notion of Renaissance individuality is still very much 

alive in middlebrow culture, in what we might call the ñMiramax Renaissanceò: movies that represent as a 

time when people gave themselves to sensuality, materialism, and the lust of powerô; Burckhardt 1873; 

1879; For a detailed discussion of visual artists in biographical movies, see Bovey 2015. 
220 In the 1940s, Errol Flynn was famous for his leading roles in swashbuckler movies, such as Captain Blood 

(1935), The Adventures of Robin Hood (1938), The Private Lives of Elizabeth and Essex (1939), The Sea 

Hawk (1940) and The New Adventures of Don Juan (1948). 
221 Manetti 1970. 
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(Fig. 3.4), presents Self-Portrait (c.1490-c.1517/18) (Fig. 3.5), La Gioconda (1503-19) 

commonly known as Mona Lisa, (Fig. 3.6), and three sketches titled óFlying Machine,ô 

óAnatomyô and óNature.ô222 The composition of the opening panel, as an eclectic best-of 

selection, sets an example for future comic narratives about Leonardo, and in fact, other 

artists. This observation is confirmed when we look at the opening panels of Leonardo da 

Vinci. Painter and Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering (1942) (Fig. 3.7), and 500 Years Too 

Soon! (1947) (Fig. 3.8a-b).223  In all three cases, the opening panel does not contribute to the 

narrative but sets the scene or tries to summarise it in a single panelða common feature of 

opening panels at the time. Also, all three base the artistôs depiction on the same self-portrait. 

Most comic strips about Leonardo during the First Boom show a reference to designs 

allowing human flight, despite the lack of evidence that such designs were ever realised or 

tested. The only exception is Leonardo da Vinci. The Man who knew Everything! (1943), 

which does not depict but only describes Leonardoôs achievements.224 Thus, evidently, the 

motifs in these opening panels are standardised in terms of content, presenting Leonardoôs 

legendary triumphs and contributions to numerous fields and disciplines of humanities and 

science. This specific use and design of opening panels ceased with the end of the First Boom 

but continued in other genres, such as superhero comics. 

One can observe analogous foci and sameness when comparing the three narratives. 

Leonardo da Vinci (1942) describes Leonardoôs childhood and training, his curiosity and 

discovery by Verrocchio, who realises the boyôs genius.225 Interested in a wide variety of 

subjects and particularly fascinated with the birdsô flight, he designs and builds a pair of 

wings, making his assistant test themðan experiment that fails. The story also mentions 

Leonardoôs artistic achievements, such as the unfinished Adoration of the Magi (1481), The 

Last Supper (1490s) and La Gioconda. 226 According to the narrative, Leonardo was 

convinced that the last work would become óthe greatest painting of [his] career.ô227 Despite 

several factual errorsðhistorical, art-historical, artisticðthis narrative became a template. 

Leonardo da Vinci. Painter and Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering (1942) also shows the 

discovery and training by Verrocchio and the inventions in a variety of fields. However, in 

an overly liberal interpretation of historyðpossible to interest young readers in scienceð

the story depicts a submarine and steam-powered cannons used in military campaigns.228 

 
222 [Uncredited] March 1942. 
223 [Uncredited] November 1942; [Uncredited] March 1947, 500 Years Too Soon! was even allowed to feature 

on the cover. 
224 [Uncredited] March 1943. 
225 [Uncredited] March 1942. 
226 Ibid. 
227 Ibid. 
228 [Uncredited] November 1942. 



~62~ 

 

With eight pages, Leonardo da Vinci. The Man Who Knew Everything (1943) and 500 Years 

Too Soon! (1947) are the longest comic strips about any artist produced between 1942 and 

1972.229 They both follow the narrative pattern of Leonardo da Vinci (1942), although the 

1943-story does not show the discovery by Verrocchio and focuses more on the artistôs war 

machines than other comics. Such narratological foci on specific aspects of and episodes in 

an artistôs life continued to be used throughout the First Boom and its aftermath. 

Comic strips about Cellini follow the same narrative patterns as discussed for 

Leonardo. However, his artistic identity is often overshadowed by more legendary aspects. 

The opening panel of Benvenuto Cellini (1942) introduces the ófamous artist, swordsman 

and loverô and shows a fighting protagonist (Fig. 3.9).230 A much smaller panel mentions 

that Cellini was also artistically gifted at a young age.231 Once again, despite taking up three-

quarters of the page, the opening does not contribute to the narrative. The story focuses on 

the martial and adventurous qualities of Cellini, generating and emphasising the image of 

Cellini as a superior and exceptional soldier while merely mentioning him as an artist. 

Benvenuto Cellini (1945) follows the same narrative patterns, while the opening panel (Fig. 

3.10) combines fencing and artistic production, thus painting a more nuanced picture.232 

Nevertheless, such depiction partly suppresses Celliniôs artistic identity by introducing him 

as óvaliant soldier é daring duelist é peerless artist.ô233  

The case is different for Masterpiece in Bronze (1947), a shorter narrative focusing 

on a particular artwork by Cellini, Perseus with the Head of Medusa (1545-1554) (Fig. 3.11), 

while still displaying the focus of the First Boom on an artistôs legendary moments of despair 

or triumph.234 Counter-intuitively, the opening panel already reveals the narratological 

climax (Fig. 3.12). The story then starts anew, with Cellini presenting his model to the Duke 

de Medici of Florence, who admires yet doubts the artist, leading Cellini to promise the 

statueôs completion, which he accomplishes after overcoming various obstacles. In August 

1947, one month before Masterpiece in Bronze (1947), Lady of Liberty (1947) about the 

respective statue in New York Harbour was released.235 Despite this slightly earlier narrative, 

the strip about Celliniôs Perseus became the model for stories of the 1950s and 1960s about 

 
229 [Uncredited] March 1943; [Uncredited] March 1947. 
230 [Uncredited] April 1942. 
231 Ibid. 
232 [Uncredited] November 1945. 
233 Ibid. 
234 [Uncredited] September 1947; Kiefer and [Uncredited] (1953) features an almost identically worded comics 

about the exact same incidentðbuilding and releasing the tension throughout the narrative arc in the same 

way but being one page longerðso that it should be seen as extended and re-drawn (to match the elaborated 

text) reprint. 
235 Ward and [Uncredited] August 1947. 
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a particular artwork, as Masterpiece in Bronze (1947) first featured certain tropes that were 

going to become genre-specific, as discussed below. 

Publishers 

During the First Boom, seven different publishers produced nine educational youth 

magazines, containing comic strips about canonical visual artists (Fig. 3.1b-c). M. L. J. 

Magazines Inc. published Blue Ribbon Comics (1939-1942) and Top-Notch Comics (1939-

1942), featuring a mixture of action, adventures, sport, superhero, mystery, spy, war as well 

as biographical narratives.236 The comic strips about Leonardo and Cellini appeared in the 

ultimate and penultimate issue of these individual series, and both stories remained an 

anomaly in the publishing history of the respective magazines. Other more straightforward 

education-focused publishers of comic book anthologies were quick to adopt, continue and 

develop the new genre. It Really Happened (1944, 1946-1947) and Real Life Comics (1941-

1952), companion magazines since October 1946, published eight comics featuring 

canonical artists.237 The publisher of Real Life Comics changed its name several times before 

it eventually called itself Visual Editions Inc.238 It Really Happened was discontinued in 

1944 after only four issues, reappearing in October 1946 under the original name but with a 

new publisher, Visual Editions Inc., until October 1947.239 In publishing Real Life Comics 

and It Really Happened, from October 1946 onwards, Visual Editions Inc. had two 

magazines featuring biographical graphic narratives about famous people of (art) history 

aiming at the same audience. In running an infrequent advertisement page for their 

companion magazines, the company tried to maximise its sales for both series but eventually 

discontinued It Really Happened.  

Among all the magazines, True Comics (1941-1950), released by The Parentsô 

Magazine Press, the publishing branch of The Parentsô Institute, had possibly the strongest 

desire to be educational.240 It claimed a high level of authenticity and excitement in stating 

óTRUTH is stranger and a thousand times more thrilling than FICTIONô on its covers until 

 
236 Grand Comic Database recorded twenty-two issues of Blue Ribbon Comics (1939-1942) (URL: 

https://www.comics.org/series/124/) as well as twenty-seven issue of Top-Notch Comics (1939-1942) 

(URL: https://www.comics.org/series/125/), published by M. L. J. Magazines Inc. (all accessed 

04/01/2020). 
237 See Appendix A.1 for a list of publishers from the First Boom. 
238 Grand Comic Database records fifty-nine issues (URL: https://www.comics.org/series/12490/) (accessed 

16/09/2020). 
239 It Really Happened Vol.1, No.1 (1944), indicia; It Really Happened No.5 (October 1946), indicia; Grand 

Comic Database records altogether eleven issues (URL: https://www.comics.org/series/19870/) (Accessed 

04/01/2020). 
240 Grand Comic Database records eighty-four issues (URL: https://www.comics.org/series/271/) (Accessed 

04/01/2020). 
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issue No.67 (December 1947).241 Very possibly due to its success, with issue No.29 

(November 1943), True Comic Inc. became a separate subsidiary of The Parentsô Institute.242 

George J. Hecht had been Head of the U.S. Governmentôs Bureau of Cartoons during WWI 

and edited and published The War in Cartoons (1919) before becoming the founder and 

publishing director of the Parentsô Magazine and also publishing School Management, a 

magazine for school administrators.243 Unhappy with the comic strips and comic books 

available at the timeðóconsisting largely of exciting picture stories which everyone 

recognises as not only untrue but utterly impossibleôðHecht wanted to offer a ónew and 

thoroughly different comic magazine.ô244  An explicitly highly educational approach, 

particularly the two advisory boards of editors, academics and authors from the fields of 

education, teachersô training, social studies, history and psychology, helped set the series 

apart from its competitors.245 However, as discussed below, the True Comics narrative on 

Leonardo was óutterly impossibleô too.  

Unsurprisingly, the publishing histories showed some parallels to the developments 

in WW II.246 All the magazines already featured anti-Nazi narratives in their earliest issues, 

with True Comics No.1 even promoting the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill as 

óWorld Hero No.1ô.247 With the war intensifying, the number and publishing frequency of 

educational comic book anthologies increased correspondingly and declined only once the 

heroic war stories had been sufficiently exploited.248 In particular, pirate and western comic 

strips took over, filling the gap left by war stories. During the war, eight comic strips about 

canonical artists were published, except for two all stories about Renaissance artists. In 

contrast, during the post-war 1940s, eighteen narratives about artists and their works were 

released, seven of which featured individuals from the Renaissance. This change in subjects 

shows that comic strips about the artistic legends from a long-gone past were favoured 

during the war, possibly implying it was being fought to preserve this very cultural heritage. 

 
241 According to publisher George J. Hecht (True Comics Vol.1, No.1, April 1941, publisherôs address), the 

magazineôs subtitle was adapted from a quote by the poet Lord Byron (George Gordon Byron, 6th Baron 

Byron) who once wrote óòT is strange but true: for truth is always strange ï stranger than fiction.òô 
242 True Comics Vol.1, No.29 (November 1943), indicia. 
243 George J. Hecht in True Comics Vol.1, No.1 (April 1941), publisherôs address; Hecht 1919; Gabilliet (2010, 

pp.26-28) notes that Hecht also released Real Heroes Comics, óan in-house plagiary of True Comics,ô as 

well as Calling All Girls, and óissued another half-dozen similar magazines between 1942 and 1947ô. 
244 Ibid.; This shows that already more than a decade before Fredric Werthamôs notorious Seduction of the 

Innocent (1954), vilifying comics by linking them to delinquency, the quality of comics and their (possibly 

negative) influence on children was a concern for parts of society. For a discussion of this issue see Hajdu 

2008; Nyberg 2017; Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.22-29; Gabilliet 2010, pp.41-43; Sabin 1996, 

pp.67-69; 1993, pp.157-162. 
245 Initially, the advisory boards were listed on the inside cover together with the imprint, with time the 

information was sometimes moved around to make space for advertisements. 
246 Gabilliet (2010, pp.20-40) provides a brief overview of the US comics production during and after WW II. 
247 [Uncredited] December 1939a; 1939b; Harrison, Froehlich and [Uncredited] April 1941. 
248 For a discussion of the use of comics during WWII propaganda, see Goodnow and Kimble 2016. 
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However, after the war was won, more recent and more American but not WW II  related 

stories were pushed, celebrating the artistic achievements of individuals connected to the 

U.S. 

Art  

The quality of the drawings for the narratives varies hugely between the publishers 

and throughout the decade. Leonardo da Vinci (1942) and Benvenuto Cellini (1942) have 

very basic, at some points even crude, art (Fig. 3.13). Except for the opening panels, the 

drawings are very flat and rudimentary in design, in many panels without any spatial 

indicators to create depth. In showing medium and (very) long shots for the panels, the comic 

strips avoid the need for detailed depictions of objects, people, facial features, emotions, and 

texture. A rare example of an expressive panel is when Cellini strangles a man during his 

flight from the Castel SantôAngelo (Fig. 3.14).249 A very bright but limited palette, heavily 

relying on complementary colour choices, and large monochrome but otherwise empty 

backgrounds in primary colours make the lack of sophistication in the drawings' execution 

even more apparent. 

Later, publishers of the First Boom improved on the art in trying to add more depth 

and more elaborate backgrounds as well as more architectural and textual details. 

Nevertheless, the style remained primarily flat with only a mediocre level of detail, avoiding 

close-ups and paying little attention to facial features and textures. With time, some 

narratives successfully achieved expressive black-and-white lighting effects thanks to 

improved shading. Regarding the palette, only towards the end of the decade, the traditional 

bright primary and complementary colour choices became more elaborate by using more and 

different shadings (Fig. 3.15-3.16). These observations regarding style and palette are in line 

with the comics medium's general trends at the time. They are a result of restrictions due to 

costs and available printing technology.  

The overall lack of accurate details and colours and the narrativesô shortness meant 

that exploring a portrayed artistôs style was never part of the First Boom. Also, while the 

stories usually depicted a few canonical artworks by an individualðthe highlight(s) of their 

careerð, they fell short of showing or even mentioning the personôs oeuvreðlet alone cite 

the art correctlyð, and thus did not establish an emotional link between a creator and their 

artistic output. It seems, due to the editorial and technical circumstances of their production, 

governed by financial considerations, the comics forming the First Boom were simply not 

able to introduce an artistôs oeuvre and subsequently employ the life-and-work model. 

Consequently, it is doubtful that any of the comics artists had inspected any original art in 

 
249 [Uncredited] April 1942. 
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situ or followed the life-and-work model in preparation for their graphic narrativeðalthough 

the possibility cannot be wholly excluded. 

Throughout the decade, one feature appeared in all comic strips: a large opening 

panelðoccasionally a whole pageðexecuted in a much more refined and more precise style, 

showing a portrait of the artist or the artwork at the centre of the story. Those opening panels 

are not part of the actual stories but merely introduce the artist or artwork to the reader. In 

other cases, they depict the narrativeôs climax or foreshadowed its end. In addition to their 

larger size, more detailed opening panels took extra time and effort and were undoubtedly 

more expensive. But they were produced regardless, most likely to impress the readership 

and catch their eyes. They could also aid and intensify the reading experience, as the rest of 

the stories were executed in a quicker, less detailed manner to save time and money. 

The First Boom has two sides in terms of authorship and comics work. On the one 

hand, most of the strips are not signed, shrouding the identities of writers, pencilers, inkers, 

letterers, colourists and many more contributors.250 Thus, once again in line with the general 

trends at the time, little is known about the comics workers and their collaboration, except 

for the publishers, which have been discussed above.251 

On the other hand, in the six cases of a signed stripðequalling 23% of the 

publications during the First Boomðit seems it was always the artist who has left a mark. 

The fact that it was rather the artist than the writer who would sign the strip is remarkable, 

as the writers are usually privileged creators.252 However, even in these six cases, the vast 

majority of comics workers remain unnoticed and uncredited.  

The Aftermath of the First Boom (1950-1972) 

The data suggests, towards the end of the 1940s, the new comics genre of the artistôs 

biography lost its appeal for most US magazines (Fig. 3.2a-b), which might have been a 

 
250 Gabilliet (2010, pp.111-133), despite focussing largely on the superhero genre, gives a very useful overview 

of the change to production in the US comics industry between 1930s and 1980s. There, he describes 

scripting, pencilling, inking, lettering and colouring as óthe five basic operations in the making of a comic 

book story.ô Brienza and Johnston (2016, p.1-2) argue for the inclusion of roles, such as flatter, cover 

designer, editor, publisher, typesetter, translator, distributor, and retailer, into the definition of comics 

workers. 
251 Gabilliet (2010, pp.159-190), tracing the position of comics book creators in the US comics industry 

between the 1930s and the 1990s, explains, that since the 1930s comics creators were either comics studio 

staff or freelancers, with the former enjoying relatively stable working conditions and income which the 

latter were lacking, as they were paid per page.  Until the mid-1940s, most comics were provided by studios, 

which in some cases were owned by the publishers employing all their creators, but during the second half 

of the decade, more and more creators opted for a freelance career, earning better page-rates. However, as 

publisher therefore no longer held obligations towards the creators, such a career easily meant an 

economically precarious life without protection of oneôs intellectual property, and lacking social security, 

such as health insurance or pension funds. Gabilliet suggests the óchronic inability to organize some form 

of collective professional organizationô locked creators in this subordinate and dependent position. 
252 Brienza and Johnston 2016, p.1; Gray and Wilkins 2016, pp.116-117, 125-127; Jameel 2016, pp.175-176. 
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response to the growing popularity of television.253 From October 1948 until July 1972, 

almost all comic strips about canonical visual artists and their works appeared in the same 

magazine: Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact (1946-1972), distributed via Catholic parishes.254 

It wanted to be óa substitute for the objectionable comic publications [é] a quality magazine 

which childrenðand adultsðwill enjoy and profit by.ô255 Throughout the decades, the 

magazineôs mission was always not just a pedagogical one but to an at least equal extent a 

missionary one, as exemplified by frequent stories about the Catholic Faith, a variety of 

martyrs and saints, as well as missionaries.256  It was by far the most enduring publisher of 

biographical graphic narratives about famous historical figures, including canonical Catholic 

artists, many of whom were Renaissance artists, such as Leonardo and Michelangelo, and 

creating canonical artworks for the Catholic Church. 257 In that sense, the magazineôs 

approach can be described as a form of underlying religious autochthony. Most of the 

remaining biographical comic strips about artists showed a strong connection to America, 

discussed below and having a classic autochthonic meta-narrative. 

Over its publication history, the magazine released twenty-six narratives about 

canonical artists or artworks, including two reprints.258 The two-issue series The Story of 

Painting (1949) is remarkable, as it mentions several canonical painters, citing anecdotes 

already found in the writings of Pliny, Vasari and van Mander, discussed in the previous 

chapter.259 The narrative features Apollodorus painting his famous grapes (Fig. 3.15) and 

Apelles painting Alexander the Great on his horse (Fig. 3.17).260 It presents Giotto painting 

a perfect circle without using a compass (Fig. 3.18) and Michelangelo working on the Sistine 

Chapel (Fig. 3.19).261 Also, the story introduces Jan van Eyck as the inventor of oil painting 

(Fig. 3.20).262 Finally, in its summarising verdict, The Story of Painting closely follows 

 
253 Jean-Paul Gabilliet (2010, p.xviiii ) suggests that from the start of the 1950s, the increasing competition from 

television made comics magazines less attractive. 
254 See Appendix A.2 for a list of these comic strips and their publishers; The mentioned exception is Thrilling 

Adventures in Stamps Comics (October 1951 - January 1953), running for just eight issues and introducing 

the readers to the stories behind certain stamps. No.8 (January 1953) features two narratives, one about the 

Cathedral of Cologne (Napoli and [Uncredited]) and another about Perseus with the Head of Medusa 

(Kiefer and [Uncredited]) by Cellini. Both comic strips are not particular significant, neither in terms of the 

art nor in terms of the narratives. 
255 Ibid., publisherôs address. 
256 Treasure Chest of Fun & Facts Vol.1 No.1 (March 1946), indicia, Companion magazines like Young 

Catholic Messenger, Junior Catholic Messenger and Our Little Messenger made the publisherôs orientation 

very clear from issue one. 
257 GCD recorded 496 regular issues 1946-1972 (URL: https://www.comics.org/series/488/) as well as twelve 

additional summer issues 1966-1967 in two volumes of six issues (URL: 

https://www.comics.org/series/16880/) (Accessed 04/01/2020). 
258 See Appendix A for a list of related comic strips published by Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact. 
259 [Uncredited] February1949; March 1949. 
260 Pliny 1968, pp.109-111 (Liber XXXV, I, §65), pp.122-125, 128-131 (Liber XXXV, I, §85, §93, §95). 
261 Vasari 1998, pp.22, 439-440, 475. 
262 Van Mander 1969, p.5. 
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Vasari, arguing that Giotto and Michelangelo deserve special attention for their artistic 

achievements. 

During the aftermath of the First Boom, comic strips featuring canonical artists 

continued the established patterns of the 1940s, focusing on legendary moments of triumph 

and despair, avoiding the life-and-work model and not presenting an artistôs oeuvre. 

Similarly, the art mostly followed that of the First Boom in terms of colours and drawing 

style, slightly improving texture and details. One exceptional narrative is the French painter 

Claude Lorraine's life story, featuring rather detailed and elaborate backgrounds with 

landscapes or architecture, close-ups with some facial expressions, and a generally softer 

pastel palette with a lot of green and yellow (Fig. 3.21).263 Additionally, the opening panel's 

use changed with Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact, as it was still setting the scene but was 

now more often integrated into the narrative.  

Interestingly, in terms of comics work, more stories were signed during the aftermath, 

respectively thirteen of twenty-one narrativesðan increase to 61.9%. Further, of those 

comic strips carrying the artist's name, seven also identified the writer. Thus, although most 

comics workers continued to remain anonymous, there was a trend to reveal the artists and, 

to a lesser degree, the writersðan unusual favouring of the artist, as mentioned above. Once 

again, the publisher is the best-known part of the respective comics work.  

Furthermore, a shift towards the portrayal of more American artists is noticeable. 

During the First Boom, only three comic strips were about an American-born artist. 

Including the additional five European artists who at least partly worked in the U.S., a total 

of eight out of twenty-six narratives of the First Boom had a direct connection to the USA. 

For the period between 1950 and 1972, six comic strips examined the life and artworks of 

American-born artists, and an additional six were about individual artists active in the U.S. 

As a result, during the aftermath of the First Boom, twelve of twenty-one comic strips 

showed a connection to US-America. These stories were very patriotic in their nature, 

celebrated most important national monuments and their creators, historic events and people 

(Fig. 3.22-3.24), and taught the readers why they mattered to American history and society, 

helping to generate a national identity. They often feature an underlying notion of 

autochthony, a mixture of myth and history to create an ideology of origins strongly related 

to, in this case, the USA but already found in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Florentine 

biographies, as discussed in the previous chapter.264 Similar to those Tuscan biographical 

 
263 [Uncredited] October 1948b. 
264 See Chapter 2. 
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writings, patriotic comics about artists from or active in the USA were written by Americans 

for their compatriots to promote their country's artistic greatness. 

 

3.2. The Use of Anecdotes and Art-Historical Tropes 

The narratives of the First Boom utilise traditional art-historical anecdotes extensively. As 

discussed, the comic strips about Leonardo and Cellini's lives functioned as templates for 

the structure and opening panels. Additionally, they defined the most popular types of 

anecdotes, which have continued to be used for comic narratives about other canonical artists. 

Most anecdotes featuring in the stories already appeared in sixteenth-century writings, such 

as Vasariôs ñThe Life of Leonardo da Vinciò and Celliniôs autobiography. Some were even 

worded (almost) identically. Over time, these anecdotes have been turned into genre-specific 

tropes for the artistôs biography comics. 

Such anecdotes, repeatedly appearing in comic strips of the First Boom, can be 

grouped into seven categories: 1) Artistic Destiny, 2) Genius, 3) Powerful Clients/Friends, 

4) Taking Great Personal Risks, 5) (Artistic) Obsession, 6) Revolutionising an Art Form/a 

Craft, and 7) Hermit-like life. Interestingly, all these categories date back to Antiquity and 

have been adopted by the artistôs biography comics genre. 

The graphic narratives about Leonardo and Cellini feature examples of artistic 

destiny. In one comic strip, readers learn that young Leonardo was already sketching from 

life so well that his teacher Andrea Verrocchio immediately declared ó[h]e has genius!ô upon 

seeing the drawings (Fig. 3.13).265 Another narrative introduces the boy as having óunusual 

talentsô and Verrocchioôs óbest pupil,ô interested in many artistic and scientific fields (Fig. 

3.16).266 A third story shows the respective scene much more concise in a single panel (Fig. 

3.25) while also showing Leonardo surpassing his master Verrocchio at a young age.267 The 

latter is based on an anecdote Vasari mentions twice in Lives:  

óLeonardo da Vinci, then a young boy and Andreaôs pupil, assisted him in this work, painting 

an angel by himself, which was much better than the other details.ô268 

óThis was the reason why Andrea would never touch colours again, angered that a young 

boy understood them better than he did.ô269  

 
265 [Uncredited] March 1942. 
266 [Uncredited] March 1947. 
267 [Uncredited] November 1942. 
268 Vasari 1998, p.236. 
269 Ibid., p.287. 



~70~ 

 

Similar anecdotes about artistic destiny can be found in comic strips about Cellini. They 

show him óamazing the mastersô (Fig. 3.26), and his allegedly ófirst creationô already 

matching his masterôs skill (Fig. 3.27).270 Such anecdotes demonstrate the respective artistôs 

destiny, expressed through the boys' many talents and the ability to exceed the skills of their 

masters at a very young age. 

 Directly linked to artistic destiny are stories about genius, expressed through 

exceptionally high levels of versatility and the ability to excel in many fields, often already 

as a child, elevating the artists above the average human. In addition to representing him as 

a painter, sculptor and draughtsman, comic strips about Leonardo show him as a botanist, 

biologist, anatomist, physiognomist, inventor, musician, astronomer, city planner, landscape 

designer as well as military, civil, aerial, and naval engineer (Fig. 3.28a).271 Once again, 

Vasari might have been a source of inspiration, calling Leonardo 

óa genius endowed by God [é] a very fine geometrician é not only work[ing] in sculpture 

but in architecture [é making] many drawings of both ground-plans and other structures 

[é] discuss[ing] to make the River Arno a canal from Pisa to Florence [é who] drew plans 

for mills, fulling machines, and implements that could be driven by water-power [é] 

construct[ing] models and designs showing how to excavate and bore through mountains é 

and [who] with the use of levers, winches, and hoists, showed how to lift and pull heavy 

weights, as well as methods of emptying out harbours and pumps for removing water from 

great depth [é giving humankind] a more perfect understanding of the anatomy of horses 

and of men.ô272 

The comic strips push the definitions of truth and accuracy in showing machine guns, 

submarines, and steam-powered siege-weaponry in action, as well as Leonardo assembling 

and subsequently testing the famous flying machine (Fig. 3.8b, 3.28b-c). While this was 

somewhat ironic for magazines called Real Life Comics or True Comics, in the latter case, it 

also directly contradicted the publisherôs intention and claim, as mentioned above. Cellini is 

portrayed as a genius too. He is shown not just as a goldsmith, but also a sculptor, 

draughtsman, painter, soldier, swordsman, military strategist and musician as well asð

certainly unexpected and slightly confusing for a youth magazine of the 1940sða great lover 

(Fig. 3.9, 3.29).273  

 Both artists, Leonardo and Cellini, had powerful clients and friends. Knowing, 

befriending, and working for influential patrons functions as a sign of success and a mark of 

 
270 [Uncredited] April 1942; [Uncredited] November 1945. 
271 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] November 1942; Uncredited] March 1943; [Uncredited] March 

1947. 
272 Vasari 1998, pp.284-286, 298. 
273 [Uncredited] April 1942; [Uncredited] November 1945; [Uncredited] September 1947. 
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artistic and social distinction: Only the very best artists are asked to create exceptional 

artworks for the most potent clients. Thus, part of a leaderôs power reflects on the artist. 

Simultaneously, it proves the artistôs ability to transcend social boundaries and navigate a 

rulerôs courts equally well as his studio. Therefore, anecdotes about powerful clients and 

friends demonstrate the individual's high social and artistic status. Leonardo (Fig. 3.30a-b) 

and Cellini (Fig. 3.31a-b) are depicted working for the most influential individuals of their 

time. 274 In Vasariôs Lives and Celliniôs autobiography, several anecdotes talk about the 

artists' close relationships with their clients, such as the following. 

óLeonardo, who knew that the prince possessed a sharp and discerning intellect, was willing 

to discuss his work at length with the duke [of Milan, Ludovico Sforza]é he talked to him 

extensively about art.ô275 

 ó[T]hen [King Francis I. of France] patted me [Cellini] upon the shoulders, as he said: ñMon 

ami (which means ñmy friendò), I donôt know which is the greater pleasure, that of a prince 

who has discovered a man after his own heart, or that of a talented artist who has discovered 

a prince who gives him so much help so that he can express his most brilliant conceptions.ô276 

Taking significant risks has emerged as another trope of the comics genre of the 

artistôs biography. Respective anecdotes demonstrate the artistsô determination and 

conviction, as well as their willingness to sacrifice anything. Celliniôs life offers numerous 

opportunities to depict violence, and the comic strips give much emphasis to the martial 

aspects of his life. Readers witness severalðperfectly justifiedðkillings and murders. For 

example, most narratives prominently feature Celliniôs defence of his older brother against 

a gang (Fig. 3.32), his escape from (wrongful) imprisonment at Castel SantôAngelo (Fig. 

3.14) and his victory over a band of robbers (Fig. 3.29).277 Cellini himself describes such 

events extensively and vividly. 

ó[B]ut I decided, as soon as I clearly saw four men armed with swords behind me, to cover 

that basket [containing 1000 gold scudi] quickly with my cape, and putting my hand on my 

sword, [é] The scuffle only lasted a short while, because little by little they withdrew [é] 

and with constant blows, thrusting and slashing, I sometimes came close to taking their lives, 

and because I had handled my weapons very well they thought I was more of a soldier than 

anything else.ô278 

 
274 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] November 1942; Uncredited] March 1943; [Uncredited] March 

1947; [Uncredited] April 1942; [Uncredited] November 1945; [Uncredited] September 1947. 
275 Vasari 1998, p.290. 
276 Cellini 2002, p.257 (II, §22).  
277 [Uncredited] April 1942; [Uncredited] November 1945. 
278 Cellini 2002, pp.248-249 (II, §17). 
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The most likely already quite inflated version by Cellini himself is further exaggerated in 

the comic strips. In contrast to the graphic narratives, the artist does not mention any actual 

killings or murders in his accounts, even when defending his brother or himself. In 

comparison, as discussed above, Leonardo takes more peaceful risks in using his flying 

machine. While in some stories he forces his assistant to take flight by jumping off high 

grounds (Fig. 3.33), he does it himself in another (Fig. 3.8b, 3.28c).279 There is no evidence 

suggesting that Leonardo or his assistant ever took flight, as discussed below.  

 Showing an obsession or great vision eventually has become an essential trope of the 

artistôs biography comic. Such stories about an artistôs obsession prove their determination 

to carry their vision out with little regard to the costs. They are often exaggerated in graphic 

narratives, thus overlapping with the risk-taking trope. Leonardoôs obsession with human 

flight features in every comic strip about him, during the First Boom and its aftermath.280 

However, when reading Vasari, one only finds a brief commentðinspiring the 

corresponding scenes (Fig. 3.34a-b). 

ó[W]hen passing by the place where birds being sold, he [Leonardo da Vinci] would often 

take them out of their cages with his own hands, and after paying the seller the price that was 

asked of him, he would set them free in the air, restoring to them the liberty they had lost.ô281 

Consequently, the idea of depicting Leonardo as overly preoccupied with flying, including 

the testing of apparatuses, appears primarily based on numerous related sketches by the artist 

himself.  

In contrast, Celliniôs obsession with Perseus with the Head of Medusa is grounded 

in the fact that the goldsmithða craftsmanðindeed tried to become recognised as a 

sculptorðan artistðusing the statue to transcend this professional and social boundary. The 

process of casting almost failed and only succeeded most dramatically, as recorded by 

himself: 

ó[O]n one occasion he [Duke de Medici] said to me: ñBenvenuto, this figure cannot come 

out in bronze, since the rules of this craft do not permit it.ò [é] And to add to my problems 

the workshop caught fire, and we were afraid that the roof would collapse upon us; on the 

other side of the workshop, towards the orchard, the heavens were driving so much rain and 

wind against me that it cooled off the furnace [é] [I] had sent others up to the roof to protect 

it from the fire which, on account of the greater force of the fire in the furnace had spread 

more quickly; [é] All at once we heard a noise accompanied by an enormous flash of fire, 

as if a thunderbolt had been produced there in our very presence; the extraordinary and 

 
279 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] November 1942; [Uncredited] March 1947. 
280 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] November 1942; [Uncredited] March 1947. 
281 Vasari 1998, p.286. 
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terrifying fear this brought about dismayed everyone, and I more than other. When this 

enormous noise and brightness had passed, we began to look one another in the face again; 

and when we saw that the cover of the furnace had exploded and had lifted in such a way 

that the bronze had overflowed.ô282 

Scenes depicting the statue's creation often cite Celliniôs accounts in almost identical 

wording. Evidently, the comics used the autobiography as a source (Fig. 3.35a-b).283 

 Anecdotes about revolutionising an art form or craft blur with narratives about 

obsession, taking risks, and being a genius, since only exceptionally gifted individuals can 

achieve that. Both Leonardo and Cellini contributed to their field(s) in revolutionising ways, 

which subsequently has become another trope of the artistôs biography comics genre.  

In closely citing Celliniôs autobiography, the doubts and difficulties he confronted, 

the comic strips ensure that the readers understand the Perseus statue's significance and 

dramatic creation. To be absolutely clear, the graphic narratives also explicitly mention it in 

the final panels (Fig. 3.35b, 3.36).284 As for Leonardo, the comic strips depict him having 

ideas to revolutionise military, civic, and naval engineering and human flight. To exemplify 

his new artistic methods and techniques the stories show him painting frescos, such as The 

Last Supper (1490s) (Fig. 3.37).285  

 Anecdotes of artists living like hermits connect to others in having a particular 

religious connotation, such as genius and artistic destiny. They might also blend with 

narratives about obsession and revolutionising the art or craft, as the former may take the 

shape of a hermit-like life to achieve the latter. Stories about a hermit-like life feature first 

in a comic about Leonardo. When labouring on The Last Supper, he refuses to eat so that he 

would not need to pause his work (Fig. 3.37).286 In contrast to Leonardo, Cellini is never 

depicted as a hermit, which is hardly surprising given his usually rather boisterous self-

descriptions. 

 The seven types of anecdotes used in comic strips representing Leonardo and 

Cellini's lives constitute the respective narratives' core. The discussion above also clarifies 

that some stories can fall into multiple categoriesðfor example, when the artist takes great 

risks, he is also following an (artistic) vision or obsession. Importantly, these types of 

anecdotes have become blueprints for later comic strips about canonical artists. 

 
282 Cellini 2002, pp.324 (II, §73), 327 (§75), 329-330 (§76-77). 
283 [Uncredited] September 1947. 
284 [Uncredited] April 1942; [Uncredited] September 1947. 
285 [Uncredited] March 1942; [Uncredited] March 1947. 
286 [Uncredited] March 1947. 
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 For example, French artist Alexander Gustave Eiffel is shown obsessed with the idea 

of building the iconic Parisian Eiffel Tower (1887-1889), risking his own money and career 

for his conviction, while also revolutionising architecture and engineering (Fig. 3.38).287 The 

inventor of photography, Louis Daguerre, is honoured with a comic strip, which indicates 

his genius, in depicting him excelling in different art forms, and shows him obsessed with 

revolutionising image-making at the costs of a hermit-like life (Fig. 3.39).288 The British 

architect Christopher Wren is depicted as a destined genius comparable to Leonardo, 

working for most influential people, obsessed with a new layout of London and St. Paulôs 

Cathedral after the Great Fire of 1666, risking his life sketching it (Fig. 3.40).289  

As mentioned above, during the aftermath of the First Boom, U.S. educational 

magazines featured artists important for a specific American canon of art, applying the same 

tropes. Stories depict John James Audubon, a French ornithologist and draughtsman, as 

artistically destined, obsessed with American birds, living like a hermit, taking great personal 

risks and revolutionising the fields of ornithology and drawing (Fig. 3.41a-b).290 His fellow 

Frenchman and sculptor Frédéric Auguste Bartholdi is shown as a predestined sculptor, 

fixated on creating La Liberté éclairant le monde [Liberty Enlightening the World] (1875-

1886), commonly known as The Statue of Liberty, meeting influential clients, and 

revolutionising the art of sculpting (Fig. 3.22).291 Similarly, a comic strip about the Prussian 

architect and engineer John Roebling shows him oddly obsessed with bridges and destined 

to become a canonical designer, engineer and builder since childhood (Fig. 3.23), 

revolutionising bridge-building by inventing the steel-wire-rope.292 The Danish-American 

sculptor Gotzun Borglum, the designer of Mount Rushmore National Memorial (1927-1941), 

is featured obsessed with the revolutionising project, working for powerful clients, and 

risking the labourerôs lives (Fig. 3.42).293  

 The American painter Winslow Homer is presented as artistically destined (Fig. 3.43), 

obsessed with depicting the ordinary people of America and explicitly labelled a hermit and 

genius.294 In another comic strip, American sculptor Vinnie Ream is shown as artistically 

destined, obsessed with the idea of creating a statue of U.S. President Abraham Lincoln, 

 
287 [Crandall] and Goulart April 1969. 
288 Cooper and [Uncredited] July 1946. 
289 [Uncredited] May 1946b. 
290 Jason Comic Art Studio [Simon] 1947; Cooper and [Uncredited] August 1947; Powell and Crandall January 

1954; Ostendorf and Straley June 1967; Audubon 1827-39; 1831-49. 
291 Ward and [Uncredited] August 1947; Matera and [Uncredited] April 1958; [Uncredited] May 1964. 
292 [Crandall] and Crandall December 1967. 
293 [Uncredited] December 1963b; January 1964. 
294 [Uncredited] May 1946a. 
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whom she befriends personally (Fig. 3.24).295 The narrative about sculptor and author 

Malvina Hoffman depicts her drawing as a young girl, preoccupied with the idea of choosing 

non-European models and taking a personal risk in travelling the world alone as a young 

woman (Fig. 3.44).296 Both Ream and Hoffman are depicted as successfully and independent 

artists in a profession dominated by men. 

 

3.3. Conclusion 

 The first comic strips about canonical visual artistsô lives appeared in 1942 in 

educational youth magazines in the USA. Those earliest stories about Leonardo da Vinci 

and Benvenuto Cellini inaugurated the First Boom (1942-1949). Thereby, considering the 

prototype and conventions models from the discussion in Chapter 1, they gave birth to a new 

genre. This chapter shows that these narratives function as prototypes for the artistôs 

biography genre. Also, they set genre conventions in the aspects already foregrounded by 

Duncan, Smith and Levitz. 297 The narratives from the First Boom introduce distinct 

character types, a canonical visual artist (predominantly from the Renaissance) as the main 

protagonist as well as an artistic mentor and a powerful client as secondary characters. 

Furthermore, the Italian Renaissance and the regions around Florence, Milan and Rome 

feature in most stories, yet the genre also allows for other settings, making that aspect less 

standardised. During the aftermath, the settings become US American increasingly. The 

narrative structure focuses on an individualôs childhood and training, exceptional artistic 

skill, and legendary moments of great despair and triumphðsometimes centred around the 

creation of a particular piece of art. Also, several prominent themes manifest in a number of 

genre-specific tropes. Finally, there seem to be no visual conventions for the artistôs 

biography comics genre, except maybe for showing the artist in their studio at some point.  

The apparent focus on European artists and artworks during the First Boom reveals 

the general art-historical sentiment of the first half of the twentieth century, which paid much 

attention to Italian Renaissance artists. For these cases, the probable use of contemporary 

Renaissance writings as sources, such as Vasari, van Mander, and Cellini, and Plinyôs 

writings from Antiquity, is traced by this research. In drawing from the canon of art history, 

these comic strips confirmed the canonical status of individuals and their work, therefore 

feeding back into the very same canon, while also manifesting it in a non-academic 

readership through repetition.  

 
295 Walsh and [Uncredited] February 1967. 
296 Crandall and Brady January 1970. 
297 Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, pp.167-170. 
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The comic strips from the First Boom about Leonardo and Cellini feature several 

anecdotes taken from sixteenth-century sources. They have proven particularly influential 

and have subsequently transformed into aforementioned genre-specific tropes. Seven of such 

tropes are identified and discussed: Artistic Destiny, Genius, Powerful Clients/Friends, 

Taking Great Personal Risks, Obsession, Revolutionising an Art/Craft and Hermit-like Life. 

Since comic strips of the First Boom did not pay much attention to an artistôs personality or 

style, they made no use of the life-and-work model. Furthermore, they neither cited the 

featured pieces of art correctly nor presented the portrayed artistôs oeuvre. It would be 

possible that the comics artists examined original artworks in situ and used the life-and-work 

model when preparing their narratives. However, the editorial, technical, and financial 

circumstances of the stripsô production would not have asked for it, making such an 

extensive effort seem unlikely. Finally, there is no indication that creators informed the 

narrative with their own experience as artists, as many Renaissance biographers of artists 

did, not least Vasari and van Mander. Comics workers and their individual contributions 

towards a narrative are generally not made explicit, with the publisher being the only 

exception. However, almost a quarter of the comic strips forming the First Boom, rising to 

more than 60% during the aftermath, are signed by the respective artist. Also, more than 

one-third of the comics name the individual writer during the aftermath. As various scholars 

have pointed out, one would usually expect the writer to be privileged over the artist, making 

these numbers remarkable.298 

While the First Boom focused very much on Europe, its aftermath (1950-1972)ð

consisting almost entirely of one publisher and magazineðshifted the attention toward US-

American artists and works, namely monuments and individuals living and working in the 

USA. Otherwise, the narrative patterns and tropes from the First Boom were continued. 

Looking at the biographical comic strips between 1942 and 1972, apparent parallels 

between the art-historical genre of the artistôs biography in Renaissance Italy and the new 

twentieth-century comics genre of the artistôs biography emerge: namely, the use of 

anecdotes, a similar narrative structure, focus on canonical artworks, and an autochthonic 

notion. 

 
298 Brienza and Johnston 2016, p.1; Gray and Wilkins 2016, p.116-117, 125-127; Jameel 2016, p.175-176.  
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Fig. 3.1: Annual numbers of comic books released in the United States 1933-1970, Jean-Paul Gabilliet, 

Of Comics and Men. A Cultural History of American Comic Books (2009, p.47), to help contextualise the 

releases during the First Boom (192-1949) © Jean-Paul Gabilliet. 

 

Fig. 3.2a: Annual numbers of comics about canonical visual artists in US-American educational youth 

magazines 1940-1975, visualising the First  Boom (1942-1949) and the Aftermath  (1950-1972)                          

© Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 
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Fig. 3.2b: Annual numbers of comics about canonical visual artists in US-American educational youth 

magazines 1940-1975 by magazines, showing the diversity of publishers during the First Boom (1942-

1949) in contrast to a relatively homogenous aftermath (1950-1975) © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

 

Fig. 3.2c: Magazines of the First Boom (1942-1949)  by publishers (n=26), indicating the share of each 

publisher with figures rounded to the nearest tenth:  

M. L. J. Magazines Inc. (Top-Notch Comics, Blue Ribbon Comics): 7.7%  

Street & Smith Publications Inc. (Pioneer Picture Stories): 3.8% 

Famous Funnies Inc. (Famous Funnies): 3.8%  

J. C. Penney Company, Inc. (48 Famous Americans): 3.8%  

The Parentsô Magazine Press (True Comics): 23.1%  

Visual Editions Inc. (Real Life Comics, It Really Happened): 30.8%  

Geo. A. Pflaum Publisher Inc. (Treasure Chest of Fun & Facts): 26.9%  

© Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 
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Fig. 3.3: Benvenuto Cellini in Top-Notch Comics (1942) and Errol Flynn in The Sea Hawk (1940), 

demonstrating a likeliness between both. 

 

Fig. 3.4: [Uncredited] (a & w), ñLeonardo Da Vinci.ò Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942), 

[p.1], showing an opening panel not contributing to the narrative but featuring canonical artworks, such 

as Self-Portrait (c1490-c.1517/18) and  La Gioconda (known as Mona Lisa) (c.1503ï1519), typical during 

the First Boom (1942-1949). 
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Fig. 3.5: Leonardo da Vinci, Self-

Portrait (c1490-c.1517/18), red and 

black chalk on paper (33.3 x 21.3 

cm), Royal Library, Royal Museum 

Turin: a canonical artwork often 

featured in opening panels as well as 

graphic narratives about the artist 

during the First Boom (1942-1949). 

 

Fig. 3.6: Leonardo da Vinci, La 

Gioconda (known as Mona Lisa) 

(c.1503ï1519), oil on poplar (77 x 

53 cm), Musée du Louvre: a 

canonical artwork often featured in 

opening panels as well as graphic 

narratives about the artist during the 

First Boom (1942-1949). 
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Fig. 3.7: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñLeonardo da Vinci: Painter and Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering.ò Real 

Life Comics Vol.3, No.2 [No.8] (November 1942), [p.1], showing an opening panel not contributing to 

the narrative but featuring canonical artworks, such as Self-Portrait (c1490-c.1517/18) and  La Gioconda 

(known as Mona Lisa) (c.1503ï1519),  typical during the First Boom (1942-1949). 

 

Fig. 3.8a: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.1], showing 

an opening panel not contributing to the narrative but featuring canonical artworks, such as Self-Portrait 

(c1490-c.1517/18),  typical during the First Boom (1942-1949). 
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Fig. 3.8b: True Comics No.58 (March 1947), cover, constituting the only example of a narrative about a 

canonical visual artist appearing on the cover of a comics anthology during the First Boom (1942-1949). 

Also, it exemplifies the genre-specific tropes of Genius, Obsession, and Taking Risks. 
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Fig. 3.9: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Top-Notch Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 1942), [p.1], 

showing an opening panel not contributing to the narrative, showing the artistic identity being 

overshadowed by the martial and legendary aspects of the artistôs life. 
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Fig. 3.10: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Real Life Comics No.26 (November 1945), [p.1], 

showing an opening panel not contributing to the narrative but showing the artistic identity being pushed 

to the back and the martial aspects foregrounded. 

 

Fig. 3.11: Benvenuto Cellini, 

Perseus with the Head of Medusa 

(1545-54), Bronze, Piazza della 

Signoria, Florence: a canonical 

artwork often featured in graphic 

narratives about the artist during the 

First Boom (1942-1949). 
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Fig. 3.12: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñMasterpiece In Bronze.ò True Comics No.64 (September 1947), [p.1], 

showing an opening panel with the narrativeôs peak. 

 

Fig. 3.13: [Uncredited] (a & w), ñLeonardo Da Vinci.ò Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942), 

[p.2], displaying a basic colour choice and lack of details typical for the First Boom (1942-1949). Also, it 

exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Artistic Destiny. 

 

Fig. 3.14: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Top-Notch Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 1942), [p.5], 

showing a rare example of an expressive drawing and a change from the usual very regular panel layout. 

Further, it exemplifies the genre-specific tropes of Taking Risks. 
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Fig. 3.15: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Story Of Painting [1].ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.4, 

No.13 (February 1949), p.24, showing a more refined art with better shading and details and more colours 

and the use of anecdotes already used by Pliny. 

 

Fig. 3.16: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.2], showing 

a more refined art with better shading and details and more colours. Also, it exemplifies the genre-specific 

tropes of Artistic Destiny and Obsession. 

 

Fig. 3.17: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Story Of Painting [1].ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.4, 

No.13 (February 1949), p.25, showing the use of anecdotes already used by Pliny. 
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Fig. 3.18: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Story Of Painting [1].ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.4, 

No.13 (February 1949), p.27, showing the use of anecdotes already used by Pliny. 

 

 

Fig. 3.19: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Story Of Painting [2].ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.4, 

No.14 (March 1949), pp.12-13, showing the use of anecdotes already used by Pliny. 

 

 

Fig. 3.20: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Story Of Painting [2].ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.4, 

No.14 (March 1949), pp.13-14, showing the use of anecdotes already used by Pliny. 

 

Fig. 3.21: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñVagabond: The Story Of Claude Lorraine.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and 

Fact Vol.4, No.3 (October 1948), p.23, constituting a rare example of detailed and colourful drawings. 
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Fig. 3.22: Matera, Fran (a) and [Uncredited] (w). ñThe Lady Is 152 Feet Tall.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and 

Fact Vol.13, No.17 (April 1958), p.6, showing an important US monument and celebrating its creator. 

Further, it features genre-specific tropes of Obsession, Taking Risks, Revolutionising an Art or Craft, and 

Powerful Clients and Friends. 
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Fig. 3.23: [Crandall, Reed] (a) and Frances E. Crandall (w). ñJohn Roebling. Artist In Steel And Granite.ò 

Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.23, No.9 (December 1967), p.3, showing an important US monument 

and celebrating its creator. Further, it features genre-specific tropes of Artistic Destiny, Obsession, Taking 

Risks, and Revolutionising an Art or Craft. 
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Fig. 3.24: Walsh, William A. ñBillò (a & w). ñSculptress Of The President.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and 

Fact Vol.22, No.12 (February 1967), p.8, showing an important US monument and celebrating its creator. 

Further, it features genre-specific tropes of Artistic Destiny, Obsession, Taking Risks, and Powerful 

Clients and Friends. 

 

Fig. 3.25: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñLeonardo da Vinci: Painter and Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering.ò Real 

Life Comics Vol.3, No.2 [No.8] (November 1942), [p.1]. It exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Artistic 

Destiny and features a famous anecdote already used twice by Vasari in Lives. 

 

Fig. 3.26: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Top-Notch Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 1942), [p.1]. 

It exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Artistic Destiny. 
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Fig. 3.27: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Real Life Comics No.26 (November 1945), [p.4]. It 

exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Artistic Destiny. 

 

Fig. 3.28a: [Uncredited] (a & w), ñLeonardo Da Vinci.ò Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942), 

[p.5]. It exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Genius. 

 

 

Fig. 3.28b: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñLeonardo da Vinci: Painter And Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering.ò 

Real Life Comics Vol.3, No.2 [No.8] (November 1942), [pp.2, 3]. It exemplifies the genre-specific trope 

of Genius. 
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Fig. 3.28c: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.4]. It 

exemplifies the genre-specific tropes of Genius and Obsession. 

 

Fig. 3.29: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Top-Notch Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 1942), [p.3]. 

Somewhat unexpected for an educational story and youth magazine, the artist is praised as a great lover. 

Further, it exemplifies the genre-specific trope of Taking Risks. 



~93~ 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.30a: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñLeonardo da Vinci: Painter And Scientist. Pioneer in Engineering.ò 

Real Life Comics Vol.3, No.2 [No.8] (November 1942), [pp.1, 4], showing the use of the genre-specific 

trope of Powerful Clients and Friends. 

 

Fig. 3.30b: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.8], 

showing the use of the genre-specific trope of Powerful Clients and Friends. 

 

 

Fig. 3.31a: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto 

Cellini.ò Real Life Comics No.26 (November 

1945), [p.5], showing the use of the genre-

specific trope of Powerful Clients and Friends. 

Fig. 3.31b: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñMasterpiece In 

Bronze.ò True Comics No.64 (September 1947), [p.2], 

showing the use of the genre-specific trope of 

Powerful Clients and Friends. 
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Fig. 3.32: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Real Life Comics No.26 (November 1945), [p.3], 

showing the use of the genre-specific trope of Taking Risks. 
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Fig. 3.33: [Uncredited] (a & w), ñLeonardo Da Vinci.ò Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942), 

[p.4]. It exemplifies the genre-specific tropes of Taking Risks and Obsession. 

 

Fig. 3.34a: [Uncredited] (a & w), ñLeonardo Da Vinci.ò Blue Ribbon Comics Vol.1, No.22 (March 1942), 

[p.3], showing the genre-specific trope of Obsession, inspired by numerous sketches and a brief passage 

in Vasariôs Lives. 

 

Fig. 3.34b: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.2], 

showing the genre-specific trope of Obsession, inspired by numerous sketches and a brief passage in 

Vasariôs Lives. 
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Fig. 3.35a: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñMasterpiece In Bronze.ò True Comics No.64 (September 1947), [p.2], 

demonstrating the almost identical wording of Celliniôs autobiography and the comics strip. 
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Fig. 3.35b: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñMasterpiece In Bronze.ò True Comics No.64 (September 1947), [p.3], 

demonstrating the almost identical wording of Celliniôs autobiography and the comics strip. 
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Fig. 3.36: [Uncredited] (a & w). 

ñBenvenuto Cellini.ò Top-Notch 

Comics Vol.1, No.26 (April 1942), 

[p.6], showing the use of the genre-

specific trope of Revolutionising an Art 

or Craft. 

 

Fig. 3.37: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñ500 Years Too Soon!ò True Comics No.58 (March 1947), [p.6], showing 

the use of the genre-specific tropes of Revolutionising an Art or Craft, Hermit-like lifestyle and Obsession. 
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Fig. 3.38: [Crandall, Reed] (a) and Frances S. Goulart (w). ñEiffelôs Tower.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and 

Fact Vol.24, No.16 (April 1969), [p.4], featuring the genre-specific tropes of Revolutionising an Art or 

Craft, Obsession, and Taking Risks. 
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Fig. 3.39: Cooper, [Sam] (a) and [Uncredited] (w). ñLouis Daguerre. Inventor Of Photography.ò Real Life 

Comics No.33 (July 1946), [p.2], featuring the genre-specific tropes of Obsession, a Hermit-like lifestyle, 

Revolutionising an Art or Craft. 

 

 

Fig. 3.40: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñSir Christopher Wren.ò Real Life Comics No.31 (May 1946), [p.4], 

featuring the genre-specific tropes of Genius, Artistic Destiney, Revolutionising an Art or Craft, 

Obsession, Taking Risks. 

 

Fig. 3.41a: Cooper, [Sam] (a) and [Uncredited] (w). ñJohn James Audubon.ò It Really Happened No.7 

(August 1947), p.3, featuring the genre-specific tropes of Obsession, Taking Risks, Revolutionising an 

Art or Craft, and Hermit-like lifestyle. 
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Fig. 3.41b: Ostendorf, Lloyd (a) and George Straley (w). ñThe Man Who Followed The Birds. The Story 

Of John James Audubon.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.22, No.20 (June 1967), p.23, featuring the 

use of the genre-specific tropes of Obsession, Taking Risks, Revolutionising an Art or Craft, and Hermit-

like lifestyle. 

 

Fig. 3.42: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñThe Shrine Of Democracy. The Story Of Mt. Rushmore [2].ò Treasure 

Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.19, No.9 (January 1964), p.23, featuring the use of the genre-specific tropes of 

Obsession, Taking Risks, Revolutionising an Art or Craft, and Powerful Clients or Friends. 
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Fig. 3.43: [Uncredited] (a & w). ñWinslow Homer, Rugged American Painter.ò Real Life Comics No.31 

(May 1946), [p.4], featuring the genre-specific tropes of Genius, Obsession, Revolutionising an Art or 

Craft, and Hermit-like lifestyle. 

 

Fig. 3.44: Crandall, Reed (a) and Rita G. Brady (w). ñArtist In Bronze And Stone. The Life Of Malvina 

Hoffman.ò Treasure Chest of Fun and Fact Vol.25, No.8 (January 1970), [p.5], featuring the genre-

specific tropes of Obsession, Taking Risks, Revolutionising an Art or Craft. 
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Chapter 4 ï The Evolution of the Artistôs Biography Comics Genre 

The artistôs biography comic seems to have been noticeably absent from the second half of 

the twentieth century. However, on close inspection, it becomes clear that, already since the 

late 1940s, it experienced some changes and developments. 299 This chapter traces and 

examines three significant steps in the evolution of the artistôs biography comics genre: 

proto-graphic novels, the Second Boom, and the Museum Boom. 

Once again, only biographical graphic narratives have been included in the following 

analysis. While all efforts have been taken to find and record every respective graphic 

narrative, due to limiting factors, this thesis cannot guarantee, thus does not argue for, the 

absoluteness but is aware of the possible incompleteness of the data. 

Between 1960 and 2000, few publications concerned themselves with the young 

genre of the artistôs biography comics. This thesis labels those publications that did proto-

graphic novels, due to their changing characteristics, such as more elaborate and complex 

narratives and a slow shift in the targeted readership resulting from more explicitly sexual 

and violent stories.300 In its context, proto-graphic novels are stand-alone narratives or part 

of an anthology that shared aspects from 1940s comic strips and twenty-first-century graphic 

novels yet did not clearly belong to either.  

After this evolutionary step, artistôs biography comics re-emerged on the twenty-

first-century high street book market in the form of a publishing boom of graphic novels 

about canonical visual artists, labelled the Second Boom in this thesis. This ongoing 

phenomenon is overwhelmingly European, consisting of almost 200 graphic novels, and 

strengthens the genreôs position on the comics and book market through institutionalisation. 

With a slight delay, another smaller publishing boom occurred when major European 

art museums started to co-commission graphic novels about their respective collections and 

canonical artists. This current, still ongoing phenomenon, titled the Museum Boom in this 

thesis, shows several similarities with the Second Boom, most notably an apparent European 

focus while being distinct enough to be treated as a separate occurrence.  

 

 
299 The data used for this section has been compiled over four years of mostly online research, with one 

discovery often leading to another. Thus, there is not one single database that can be cited as major source. 
300 See Appendix B for a list of these proto-graphic novels. Dates as given in the comic booksô indicia; As 

discussed in Chapter 1, the definition of the graphic novel, thus the proto-graphic novel too, is contested in 

scholarship. 
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4.1. Proto-Graphic Novels (1947-1999) 

One of the most significant changes in the artistôs biography comics genre during the second 

half of the twentieth century was a shift towards more extended, complex, and elaborated 

narratives. In contrast to the First Boom, it was an international phenomenon observed in 

South and North America, Western Europe, and Asia. With the First Boom still ongoing, the 

earliest examples of such extended comic stories appeared in the US and Italy: Classics 

Illustrated No.38 ï Adventures of Cellini (1947) and Albo dôoro [The Golden Book] No.166 

ï Le Advventure di Benvenuto Cellini [The Adventures of Benvenuto Cellini] (1949).301 The 

former is significantly longer than the latter, with fifty -two and thirty-two pages respectively. 

Nevertheless, both exceeded the average five-page narratives of the First Boom and were 

published as individual comic books. The cover designs of both mirror the typical opening 

panels of the First Boom, emphasising Celliniôs martial skills and moments of great triumph 

or despair (Fig. 4.1-4.2). Only in the 1960s and 1970s, the concept of the artistôs biography 

in proto-graphic novel form became widely popular. 

In 1961, a newly scripted and drawn, slightly shorter Classics Illustrated edition of 

Celliniôs life (Fig. 4.3)ðalbeit bearing the same title and issue numberðwas published in 

six countries, continuing to emphasise the martial arts skills of the goldsmith and sculptor.302 

While the life of Cellini remained singular in the publishing history of Classics Illustrated, 

two Spanish-language series on both sides of the Atlantic made significant contributions to 

the genre of the artistôs biography in proto-graphic novels. On the one hand, the Mexican 

series Vidas Ilustres [Illustrious Lives] included at least twenty-eight comic books about 

canonical visual artists between 1959 and 1974.303 As the thirty-two-page issues were 

apparently distributed in the Spanish-speaking countries of the Americas, they reached a 

sizable audience. On the other hand, the Spanish series Hombres Famosos [Famous Men] 

included multiple editions on canonical artists since the late 1960s.304 Earlier editions were 

sixty-eight pages in length, with later publications having page counts of about 170. 

Apparently, the earlier and shorter comic books were simply reprinted as part of the later 

and longer novels. Hombres Famosos Leonardo da Vinci (2003) shows the enduring success 

 
301 Froehlich and Katz 1947; Paparella and [Uncredited] 1949; The Classics Illustrated story was translated 

into Greek too: Froehlich and [Uncredited] 1951; The Greek edition and the Albo dôoro were both reprinted 

during the 1970s: Paparella and [Uncredited] 1949; Froehlich and [Uncredited] 1975-80. 
302 [Uncredited] 1961a-d; 1962; Initially published in the United States of America, United Kingdom, and 

Netherlands, and Sweden, Norway, and Denmark, translations appeared in Finland and Germany the 

following years. Interestingly, neither the French Classiques Illustrés series nor the Mexican Clásicos 

Ilustrados seriesðmost probably widely available throughout the Spanish-speaking countries of South 

Americaðincluded either of the two Cellini narratives. 
303 See Appendix B.4 for a list of relevant publications in the Vidas Ilustres series; This count includes five 

reprints. The series also includes a comic book each on the art historian Johann Joachim Winckelmann and 

the archaeologist Erich Schliemann. 
304 See Appendix B.3 for a list of relevant publications in the Hombres Famosos series. 
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of the series. Since the 1960s and 1970s, both publishers had branches in Spain, Mexico, and 

Argentina, and it seems very likely that they competed with each other on both sides of the 

Atlantic.305  

Also, Italy was active in keeping the artistôs biography genre in proto-graphic novel 

form alive. Messagero dei Ragazzi [Boysô Messenger] published twenty-page narratives 

over several issues on Cellini (1964) and Giotto (1966) (Fig. 4.4).306 Such publications partly 

returned to the First Boom traditions in their focus on the Italian Renaissance, not least 

Cellini and his eventful life, published in anthologies of educational nature. Just as Treasure 

Chest of Fun & Fact, Messagero dei Ragazzi is a Catholic youth magazine distributed via 

parishes, featuring stories of canonical Catholic Renaissance artists creating canonical art 

for the Catholic Church promoting a form of religious autochthony. 

There are also examples of proto-graphic novels from India.307 The Amar Chitra 

Katha series, teaching young readers about Indian mythology and folktales as well as history 

and literature, published Rabindranath Tagore. Indiaôs Gentle Torch-Bearer (1977), a 

thirty-one-page narrative about the Indian painter, poet, writer, philosopher. Further, the 

Publications Division of the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India 

released Rabindranath Tagore (1986) (Fig. 4.5), a thirty-page narrative accompanied by an 

introduction and a poem. Both narratives followed the model of Classics Illustrated, Albo 

dôOro, and Vidas Ilustres in length, targeted audiences, and the apparent educational nature.  

While those longer proto-graphic novels discussed so far still targeted a (pre-)teenage 

audience, Japanese manga of the 1970s and 1980s included far more extensive and complex 

biographical graphic narratives about canonical visual artists, aimed at adults this time.308 

Kyojin Kankei ( ) [Madman Relationship] (1973) by Kamimura Kazuo ( ) 

was a three-volume series about the private life and artistic work of Katsushika ǽi (

) and her father Katsushika Hokusai ( ). A decade later, another narrative about her, 

Sarasuberi ( ) [Hundred Flowers] by Sugiura Hinako ( ), was serialised in 

the manga magazine Weekly Manga Sunday ( ̘͈̆̈́) between November 1983 and 

August 1987. Over the same period, the publisher also released the thirty-chapter story as a 

 
305 With already two magazines featuring a strong focus on the biographical genre in general as well as the 

lives of various canonical visual artists, in particular during the 1960s and early 1970s, it becomes clear 

why the Mexican series Clásicos Ilustrados never published either of the Classics Illustrated Cellini 

narratives. 
306 See Appendix B.2 for a list of Italian proto-graphic novels; [Sciotto] and [Salvatico] January 1964a-d; 

February 1964a-d; [Mancini] and [Forina] April 1966a-e; For this section about Italian comics, Fondazione 

Franco Fosatti (FFF) (URL: http://www.lfb.it/fff/fumetto/index.htm) (accessed 02/11/2020) and Guida al 

Fumetto Italiano (URL: http://www.guidafumettoitaliano.com/) (accessed 02/11/2020) were used to verify 

respective publishing histories and content. 
307 See Appendix B.6. for a list of Indian proto-graphic novels. 
308 See Appendix C.1. for a list of Japanese manga about canonical Japanese artists. 
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three-volume series (1983, 1985, 1987).  Despite repeated and extensive efforts, the 

researcher could not determine the exact publishing details, such as the number and dates of 

issues of Weekly Manga Sunday featuring Sarasuberi ( ). Therefore, only the three 

volumes containing the entire narrative could be accurately counted for this thesis. 

Eventually, Sarasuberi ( ) was also made into the anime movie Miss Hokusai (2015) 

directed by Keiichi Hara (ѿ ). 

Towards the end of the 1980s, the three-volumes of Hokusai [ ] (1987) by Shotaro 

Ishinomori ( ̟ ) and the single-volume-narrative Unkei [ ] (1988) by Takao 

Saito ( ), celebrated two of the countryôs most canonical artists. The inclusion of sex 

and violence in the narratives made those Japanese series inappropriate and unsuitable for a 

young audience. Considering their length, they would be graphic novels by Western 

standards. However, such extensive stories are not uncommon for Japanese manga. Also, 

they have an international appeal, as Kamimuraôs manga is published not only in Chinese 

but in German, Italian, Spanish, and French too. Similarly, Ishinomoriôs books are translated 

into Spanish, Italian, and French, feeding into the artistôs biography comic's global evolution. 

Judging from the publications available to this research, at least some of the mangas feature 

common western tropes of artistsô biographies such as a hermit-like life, the sad and lonely 

artists, a competition between artists, and an obsession with art. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, the artistôs biography comics attracted broader interest 

from the comic communities and industry. The first issue of RAW (July 1980) featured The 

Two-Fisted Painters by Art Spiegelman as an insert. While the twelve-page story The 

Matisse Falcon does not teach readers about painter Henri Matisse's life, it explains and 

depicts colour separation and print. The comix magazines Love & Rockets and Blab! 

respectively included narratives about Frida Kahlo (Fig. 4.6), Robert George Irwin, and 

Caravaggio (Fig. 4.7).309 While the single-page story on Irwin is part of a longer one, the 

other two are relatively close to the original format of the First Boom by featuring shortð

twelve pagesðbiographical and educational narratives as part of an anthology comic book. 

The comic strip about Kahlo, comprised of panels heavily inspired by her artworks, 

foreshadowed the Second Boom in the use of artworks as a crucial part of a narrative and in 

picking Kahlo, a prevailing popular choice, as discussed below. Those comix publications 

differed from the First Boom in the audience they targeted. Due to their explicit depiction of 

 
309 See Appendix B.5 for the publication details; Several decades later, between 2012 and 2014, the Italian 

comix magazine Scorpio also published a sixty-six-issues narrative about Caravaggio counting almost 1000 

pages, see Appendix B.2 for the publication details. 
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sex and violence, they were not meant for a young readership. Indeed, Love & Rockets stated 

on the cover óRecommended for Mature Readers.ô310 

It may not have been coincidental that around the release of Maus: A Survivorôs Tale 

(1986), The Dark Knight Returns (1986), and Watchmen (1987) in graphic novel formatð

all of which had previously been serialisedð, the comics genre of the artistôs biography took 

the form of graphic novels too. In France, publications included La vie de Toulouse Lautrec 

(1985), La vie de Salvador Dali (1986) as well as Une Aventure de Julie Bristol (1990-1994), 

dealing with the lives of Camille Caudel and Artemisia Gentileschi.311 In the Netherlands, 

Gauguin en Van Gogh (1990) contributed to the new graphic novel genre. The features of 

those publications once again foreshadowed the approaching Second Boom, with France and 

the Netherlands being exceptionally productive, and artists, such as Vincent van Gogh, Paul 

Gauguin, Salvador Dali prevalent subjects. Finally, from the mid-1990s onwards, US-based 

Paradox Press, an imprint of DC Comics, published several short comic strips about different 

canonical artists in The Big Book of Weirdos (1995) and The Big Book of Bad (1998), and 

DC Vertigo released a ten-issue series about the all-time favourite Leonardo. Chiaroscuro. 

The Private Lives of Leonardo da Vinci (1995-96) was sexually explicit, violent, and 

certainly not aimed at an adolescent audience.312 Nevertheless, the series showed that the 

genre had reached the mainstream, further contributing to the development, which eventually 

led to the Second Boom and the Museum Boom. 

  

4.2. The Second Boom (2000-2019) 

The following section traces and assesses the artistôs biography comics genre's rediscovery, 

the Second Boom, after its evolution discussed above. It is justified to label the phenomenon 

a boom, as once more a sudden publishing activity occurred, fostered and shaped by the 

publishers, re-launching a largely neglected product on a massive scale, thus creating the 

right working conditions for an óexplosion of creativity,ô as Csicsery-Ronay describes a 

boom.313 While the Second Boom has been important for the artistôs biography comics genre, 

this research acknowledges that compared to the overall production of comics between 2000 

and 2019, the Second Boom has been relatively small. Furthermore, twenty-nine 

publications over the last three decades of the twentieth century (Fig. 4.8a-c) stand against 

 
310 Love & Rockets No.28 (December 1988), cover. 
311 The French sculptress Camille Claudel worked in bronze and marble in the workshop of Auguste Rodín, 

whose model, muse and lover she was. The Italian Baroque painter Artemisia Gentileschi was first female 

member of the academy in Florence and known for her naturalism in depicting women. She was raped as a 

young woman and successfully trialled her rapist Agostino Tassi. 
312 See Appendices B.5 and C.1 for the publication details. 
313 Csicsery-Ronay 2003. 
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at least 199 graphic narratives during the first two decades of the twenty-first century (Fig. 

4.9a-c).314 The Second Boom comprises two distinct episodes: Phase I (2000-2011) and 

Phase II (2012-2019). During the former, publishers re-discovered the genre, while the latter 

has seen the genre's potential being fully exploited. 

The statistics and assessments count separately any editions combining multiple 

previous issues, such as Joann Sfarôs Pascin Intégrale (2005) and Chagall in Russia (2011), 

Clement Oubrerieôs and Julie Birmantôs Pablo Lô Int®grale (2017), and Gina Sicilianoôs I 

Know What I Am. The Life and Times of Artemisia Gentileschi (2019). 

Phase I: 2000-2011 

 The 1990s had paved the ground for the Second Boom with occasional publications 

(Fig. 4.8a).315 With the dawn of the third millennium, the graphic novel biography of 

canonical visual artists emerged.316 The annual output fluctuated noticeably (Fig. 4.9a, 4.10) 

during the early 2000s. After those cautious years, the publishers gained some confidence in 

the re-discovered artistôs biography comics genre. The resulting higher numbers of 

publications in 2004 and 2005 demonstrate a growing level of faith in the product. During 

the second half of Phase I, the number of releases was relatively volatile, albeit at a higher 

level, edging towards more releases every other year. Altogether there were sixty-one 

graphic novels about canonical visual artists published in Phase I, which equals an annual 

average of five publications. Thus, it can accurately be described as a period of re-discovery 

and testing of the artistôs biography comics genre, soon establishing a relatively stable annual 

output and steady growth.  

When we look at the countries of Phase I production, several observations can be 

made (Fig. 4.11). Firstly, France and Germany together are responsible for 82% of the 

publications. Secondly, with 93% of publications coming from Europe, evidently, Phase I is 

primarily European, a trend that has continued, as discussed below. Thirdly, and maybe most 

surprising, the entire German output is the work of only one man: Willi Bloess. The Aachen-

based art teacher has started to self-publish his Künstlerbiografien [artistôs biographies] 

series in 2002. It is apparent that without the irregular publishing outbursts of Bloess, the 

publishing history would appear less volatile (Fig. 4.10).317 In France, the releases are not so 

 
314 See Appendix C for a list of these graphic novels. 
315 See Appendix C.1 for a list of these graphic novels. 
316 See Appendix C.2 for a list of the graphic novels from Phase I. 
317 In the rather conservative German comic market, still largely associating comics with childrenôs literature, 

and (possibly as a result) with no German art museums commissioning their own graphic novels, Willi 

Bloess is filling as well as bridging a gap in publishing his series. On the one hand, there is not much in 

Germany that can compare with the idea as such, except maybe for translations of foreign graphic novels, 

thus little competitionðcertainly at the price point of ú3 (about Ã2.70) per book. Furthermore, as Ludwig 

Forum Aachen, an art museum, is selling the books in its shop, there clearly is a market for graphic novel 
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focused but spread across thirteen publishers, with Delcourt, LôAssociation, and Gl®nat 

leading the field with respectively ten, seven and three publications, which equals 64.5% of 

the French production.  

In examining the translation practices of graphic novels, one can highlight the 

attractiveness of specific languages over others, as deemed by stakeholders such as 

publishers, and show and judge a boomôs level of internationalisation. Moreover, by 

comparing such practices for several languages, publishing and translation trends can be 

determined. An analysis of foreign-language editions from Phase I (Fig. 4.12) reveals that, 

in absolute numbers, Spanish, English and Italian are the most popular languages for a 

graphic novel to be translated into.318 This thus indicates that the corresponding comic book 

markets are favoured over others. This ranking is also mirrored in the translation rate: the 

number of titles available in a particular language in relation to a remaining total number of 

publications, once any original language editions in that specific language have been 

deducted (Fig. 4.12). Consequently, the translation rate shows how much has been translated 

into a particular language in contrast to how much has simply been published in the very 

same. The resulting figures highlight specific comic book markets' importance for the 

stakeholders, such as publishers, and indicate the intended audiences. For Phase I, the 

number of translations, as well as the translation rates, are relatively low. Therefore, the 

primarily targeted audiences must be speakers of the original editionsô languages. 

Consequently, either only small efforts were made to promote graphic novels internationally 

or at least such attempts were not exceptionally successful. 

Regarding the subjects of Phase I (Fig. 4.13), due to Joann Sfarôs French Pascin 

series (1999-2005), the Bulgarian-American Parisian painter Jules Pascin is most popular. 

He outranks the Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh, who appears in graphic novels from 

different countries. The third place is shared by the Renaissance artist Leonardo da Vinci, 

the nineteenth-century artist Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec most well-known for his posters, 

and the comic artist Winsor McCay, the last two being subjects of French four-issue series 

by Gradimir Smudja, and Thierry Smolderen and Jean-Philippe Bramanti respectively. 

Another shorter series by Smudja makes the Russian-French Cubist and Expressionist Marc 

 
biographies of canonical artists in the German museum world. On the other hand, the educational as well 

as entertaining approach can be a way to prove the potential of comics to a wider German audience and 

public as well as art institutions. The fact the series has run continuously since 2002 is indication of its 

success on the German comic market and beyond, as some publications now even available as foreign 

language editions.  
318 These figures do simply count the numbers of available translations for an individual book found through 

this research, while they do not hold any information regarding temporal proximity of foreign language 

edition and original. 
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Chagall the fourth most popular artist of Phase I, followed by Frida Kahlo, Salvador Dali, 

and Rembrandt van Rijn.  

Noticeably, painters are preferred (Fig. 4.14), with less than 10% of the narratives 

featuring an artist who does not paint at all. Also, with few exceptions, such as Hieronymus 

Bosch, Leonardo da Vinci, Rembrandt van Rijn, Jacques-Louis David, J. M. W. Turner and 

John Constable, the portrayed individuals are Modern and contemporary artists. 

The Americans Andy Warhol, Keith Haring, and Winsor McCay, the Korean-

American Nam June Paik, the Mexican Frida Kahlo, and the Japanese Chinpei Suzuki (

), pupil and successor of Utagawa Hiroshige ( ), are the only non-European 

artists, appearing in 16.4% of the graphic novels of Phase I. Kahlo is also the most popular 

female artist. Only five out of sixty-one (8.2%) graphic novels have a woman as the subject, 

two of which are about Kahlo. When only considering narratives about non-European artists, 

the gender ratio is 25% women and 75% men, significantly more balanced than the overall 

ratio of Phase I but still far from equilibrium. In its focus on modern and contemporary male 

artists from Europe, Phase I of the Second Boomðfocusing on paintersðproved to be a 

predominately European idea and endeavour, deeply rooted in the art-historical tradition and 

canon(s) of the continent. 

Phase II: 2012-2019 

 After a relative volatile Phase I (2000-2011), Phase II has been marked by rapidly 

increasing publications over several years, peaking in 2016, followed by stabilising numbers 

of releases at a pre-peak level (Fig. 4.9a, 4.15).319 While the average number of publications 

during Phase I was five books per annum, the average has increased to roughly seventeen 

books per annum during Phase II. Apparently, Phase II has represented the heyday of graphic 

novels about canonical visual artists. 

For 2012, the number of publications was in the double digits for the first time. After 

low numbers in 2013, 2014 set off a boom within the boom with new records for each of the 

following two years. After the 2016-peak, 2017 had still a respectable number of releases, 

but the figures for 2018 and 2019 are significantly lower. This development might indicate 

that the Second Boom has reached a stable plateau above the ten books per annum 

benchmark.  

Overall, at least 138 graphic novels have been released during Phase II, more than 

doubling the numbers of Phase I. Hence, Phase II has been a flourishing and fast growth 

period, culminating in an impressive peak, ending in a possibly stable plateau. 

 
319 See Appendix C.3 for a list of the graphic novels from Phase II. 
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 Such dramatic increases have only been possible because France has defended its 

position as the top producer and publisher, followed by Italy, and ex aequo Germany and 

Spain. The fourth rank has been shared by the Netherlands and Japan (Fig. 4.16). The figures 

also confirm a continued dominance of European publications. However, the Second Boom 

has become noticeably more diverse. More and different countries have contributed, 

increasing their absolute and relative share significantly, with only Germanyðrespectively 

Willi Bloessðdecreasing the output. Consequently, the proportion of non-European graphic 

novels has risen from 6.5% during Phase I to 12.3% in Phase II. 

 Naturally, the number of publishers has expanded too during Phase II.320 For 

example, twenty-four French publishers have released titles, led by Glénat with a total of 

twenty-one publicationsð33.3% of the French outputðthanks to its nineteen-issue Les 

Grands Peintres series (2015-2017). None of Gl®natôs competitors has released even 

remotely as many graphic novels, with Delcourt, Dargaud, and Casterman and 21g 

publishing respectively six, six, four and four albums. Willi Bloess Verlag has continued to 

publish all German contributions to Phase II, maintaining a consistent level of artistic output 

over two decades. The publishers releasing the most graphic novels in Italy and Spain have 

been Centauria and Astiberri, with five books respectively. Ranked first in their countries,  

have been Lecturis ex aequo with Nijgh & van Ditmar with two releases each in the 

Netherlands, and Poplar Publishing House [̨̮ ̺ ] with four releases in Japan during 

Phase II. 

When looking at the available translations from Phase II in absolute numbers, the 

Second Boom diversification is once again proven (Fig. 4.17). English tops the ranking, 

followed by Spanish and German.321 Since most graphic novels have initially been released 

in French, the language ranks only fourth in terms of translations, followed by Italian and 

Dutch. However, the order changes slightly when looking at the translation rates, with 

French now ranking before German. Once again, the diversification of Phase II becomes 

evident, with significantly more editions in non-European languages and different languages 

in general. Also, the data shows that during Stage II the publishers have no longer almost 

exclusively produced for a national audience, but have increasingly aimed for 

internationalisation and transnationalisation, trying to reach much broader and more global 

audiences.  

 Regarding the subjects of Phase II, Pablo Picasso has emerged as the most popular 

artist during Phase II (Fig. 4.18), followed ex aequo by Frida Kahlo, Salvador Dalí, Vincent 

 
320 See Appendix C.3 for a list of publishers. 
321 Els fantasmes de Gaudí (2015) by Juan El Torres and Jesús Alonso Iglesias was first published in Catalan. 

Consequently, while thirteen books were first released in Spain, only twelve were written in Spanish.  
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van Gogh, and Francisco de Goya.322 The third rank has been shared by Leonardo da Vinci, 

Artemisia Gentileschi, Paul Gauguin, and Gustave Courbet. 

These statistics reveal that specific trends have prevailed, although a general 

diversification is evident. While during Phase I, 14.8% of graphic narratives were about non-

modern or non-contemporary artists, this share has increased to 26.1% for Phase II. Similarly, 

there has been a trend towards more graphic novels about artists working in other media but 

painting, with non-painter narratives increasing from 8.2% during Phase I to 12.9% in Phase 

II (Fig. 4.19). Despite four women being among the top five artists in popularity, the gender 

ratio for Phase II has shown a stark imbalance of 12.5% women and 88.2% men.323 Only 

among the non-European artists of Phase II, male and female artists' ratio has been closer to 

an equilibrium, with 52.2% men and 47.8% women, and twelve and eleven respective 

releases. These graphic novels featuring non-Europeans also confirm the prevailing strong 

European focus of the Second Boom. For example, the percentage of narratives about non-

European artists has decreased from 18% during Phase I to 16.9% in Phase II. Thus, while 

Phase II has made for a more diverse picture in the details, the Second Boom's overall 

impression has remained the same. 

Summary 

The Second Boom (2000-2019) consists of at least 199 publications over twenty years (Fig. 

4.9a-c). Certain aspects, such as the strong European focus, in the portrayed artists as well 

as the publishing countries, and the emphasis on modern and contemporary male painters, 

display the influence of long-running art-historical traditions and canons (Fig. 4.20-4.21).  

The main difference between the First Boom (1942-1949) and the Second Boom 

(2000-2019) were the subjects. During the former, Renaissance artists, such as Cellini, 

Michelangelo, and da Vinci were of high importance and featured in multiple stories across 

various magazines, while for the latter modern and contemporary artists have been in focus. 

Also, the First Boom told the lives of artists from different disciplines, while the Second 

Boom has favoured painters disproportionally. Unfortunately, women artists' 

marginalisation has been one prevailing aspect, starting from the First Boom, through proto-

graphic novels, and further during the Second Boom. Katsushika ǽi () for the proto-

graphic novels of the 1970s and 1980s, and Frida Kahlo for the Second Boom, appeared to 

be token artists, ticking two boxes at once, in being non-European and women. 

 
322 This count considers Clement Oubrerieôs and Julie Birmantôs four-issue Pablo series (2012-2014), later re-

published in a collectorôs edition in 2017, as separate publications. 
323 This ratio is indeed correct and occurs because one graphic novel focusses on a artists-couple and is 

therefore counted once for each gender. 
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As it is still ongoing, predictions regarding the future of the Second Boom are 

difficult . However, in 2020 and 2021 and despite the global COVID-19 pandemic, Willi 

Bloess has added another five narratives to his Künstlerbiografien series (and will probably 

continue his work for the time being).324 Furthermore, there were at least three Italian 

publications and one American, one British, and one Mexican release.325 Indeed, there is a 

potential for more non-European publishers to join the Second Boom. 

 

4.3. The Museum Boom (2005-2019) 

A few years after the Second Boom had started, several international art museums began to 

engage with the medium of graphic novels as well. The reasons for this are diverse and not 

so much based on financial but public relations considerations, as discussed in Chapters 6 

and 7.  

Possibly, after becoming aware of Phase I of the Second Boom, art museums started 

to co-commission, co-edit, co-fund and co-publish graphic novels, triggering a parallel boom 

of museum graphic novels, which this thesis titles the Museum Boom (Fig. 4.22a-c).326 The 

following section investigates this choice of major art museums to commission their own 

graphic novel(s), scoping the size, tracing the development and determining the 

characteristics of this museum publishing phenomenon. 

With 120 publications over twenty years, the Museum Boomôs scale has been smaller, 

and its development more linear than that of the Second Boom. It qualifies as a boom for 

similar reasons as the Second Boom, yet there are differences. While it is a sudden publishing 

activity seeing a variety of creative approaches, it launched an already-tested product but did 

so in an entirely new marketðthe museum worldðtrying to reach a new public through 

exhibitions and series of graphic novels, discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. In addition, the 

stakeholders behind the Museum Boom were numerous, including not only publishers but 

museums, independent funding bodies and advisors, discussed in Chapter 5 and 7, who to 

varying degrees were actively involved in the creation, editing, marketing as well as the sale 

of the graphic novel. While the Museum Boom has also been important for the genre of the 

artistôs biography comics genre, although significantly less than the Second Boom, this 

research acknowledges that in comparison to the overall number of comics as well as 

museum publications between 2005 and 2019, the Museum Boom has been relatively small. 

 
324 See Appendix C.4 for a list of these graphic novels. 
325 Ibid. 
326 See Appendix D for a list of these graphic novels. 
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The Museum Boom consists of two distinct periods, Stage I (2005-2011) and Stage 

II (2012-2019), which continued to focus on European art-historical traditions and canons. 

The majority of publications have been about a respective museumôs collection, while the 

twenty-five biographical titles have formed a minority. Museum graphic novels about a 

canonical artist constitute a small overlap, in having been part of the Second Boom as well 

as the Museum Boom. However, these publications represent just 12.6% of the Second 

Boom. 

Stage I (2005-2011) 

In 2005, the very first graphic novel commissioned by an art museum was released 

on the market, Nicolas de Cr®cyôs Période Glaciaire [Glacial Period] for Musée du Louvre 

and Futuropolis, which inaugurated a joint venture that became known as Louvre Éditions 

series. After a short period of discovery of the medium for the museum purpose, a testing 

period with a stable annual output occurred between 2008 and 2011 (Fig. 4.22a, 4.23a). 

During this period, other European museums in France, Italy, Switzerland, the 

Netherlands, and the United Kingdom started publishing graphic novels too. In 2008, 

Zentrum Paul Klee published the first biographical graphic novel about a canonical painter, 

Paul Klee, commissioned by an art museum. Italian museums were the first to try the 

anthology format, such as Museo di Capodimonte publishing Fumetto al Museo. La Nona 

Arte a Capodimonte [Comics at the Museum. The Ninth Art in Capodimonte] (2008), and 

Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia in Rome releasing Viaggio Etrusco. Sei Affreschi 

a Fumetti [Etruscan Journey. Six Comic Frescoes] (2009), accompanying respective 

exhibitions and projects. With Matisse Manga (2010), Rohan au Louvre [Rohan at the 

Louvre] (2010) and Professor Munakataôs British Museum Adventure (2011), commissioned 

by the Matisse Museum in Nice, Musée du Louvre and British Museum respectively, 

multiple European museums published titles by Japanese comic artists.  

During Stage I, nine museums from five European countries released fourteen 

graphic narratives (Fig. 4.23a-b, 4.24). Similar to Phase I of the Second Boom, France 

dominated the scene. The majority of the publications explored a museumôs collection or an 

exhibition, with only four biographical graphic novels about a canonical painterðand none 

about a woman artist. While fourteen is a small data set, their characteristics indicate the 

overall trends of the Museum Boom. 

Stage II (2012-2019) 

The years between 2012 and 2017 (Fig. 4.22a, 4.25a) have seen a relatively stable 

annual output, while the figures for 2018 and 2019 show a massive increase in publications 

due to a national comic project in Italy, the Fumetti nei Musei [Comics in Museums] series 
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(2018-2019). Consequently, Italy has suddenly been the country with the most publications, 

and the annual releases of 2018 and 2019 of the Museum Boom have exceeded those of the 

Second Boom. Stage II has marked a period of wider use and exploitation of the graphic 

novel medium and its potential. Different museums and countries have contributed, with 

non-European institutions joining (Fig. 4.25b). 

The Italian Fumetti nei Musei series (2018-2019) was co-commissioned by the Italian 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism in cooperation with fifty-one individual national museums. 

In contrast, French museums, led by Musée du Louvre, have been the most active 

commissioners in Stage II (Fig. 4.26). The idea of commissioning a series of graphic novels 

for the museum has been adopted by Mus®e dôOrsay, Centre Georges Pompidou, 

Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza, and Museo Nacional del Prado. With Musée du 

Louvre, Rijksmuseum, British Museum and Nacional Museo del Prado, already four national 

museums in Europe have commissioned a graphic novel, two of them even a series: Louvre 

Éditions and the Editorial Museo Nacional del Prado. 

In Stage II, seventy-four art institutions have commissioned and published 106 

graphic novels, of which twenty-one were biographical, constituting a drop from 28.6% to 

19.8%ðjust one graphic novel was about a female artist. However, the ratio would have 

gone up without the Italian publishing burst. Somewhat against the overall trend, Centre 

Pompidou has published four graphic novel biographies of canonical visual artists, making 

it the museum with the most biographical graphic novels of the entire Museum Boom. 

The data for 2018 and 2019 is exceptional. It includes two massive and 

unprecedented Italian outbursts that are unlikely to repeat themselves as the Fumetti nei 

Musei series is finished, making further developments hard to predict. Excluding the Italian 

publications, 2018 and 2019 have four and eleven publications respectively, and while the 

former is relatively low, the latter is quite high for the Museum Boom. Therefore, the data 

is inconclusive in terms of future developments. 

Summary 

During the Museum Boom (2005-2019), a total of eighty museums have commissioned 120 

graphic novels. The Fumetti nei Musei series (2018-2019) resulted in Italy becoming the 

country with the most publications, pushing France, the most consistent commissioner and 

publisher of graphic novels throughout the entire Museum Boom, to the second rank (Fig. 

4.22b-c, 4.27). 

Overall, 20.8% of the Museum Boom have been biographical graphic novels about 

canonical visual artists. Interestingly, Dutch art institutions have only ever commissioned 

biographical graphic narratives, respectively seven, making the Netherlands the second 
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largest publisher of such graphic novels, after France with twelve releases. At the same time, 

the entire Italian output has been concerned with the respective commissioning museumsô 

collections. Of twenty-five biographical stories, just one has been about a female artist, 

Sonny Liewôs Warm Night, Deathless Days: The Life of Georgette Chen (2014) for the 

National Gallery Singapore, equalling just 4% of the biographical releases and less than 1% 

of the entire Museum Boom. It also constitutes the only narrative about the life of a non-

European artist. In comparison, the biographical graphic novels about male artists have 

formed 20% of the Museum Boom. Twenty-one of twenty-five biographical graphic 

narratives have been about painters, once again demonstrating an apparent preference 

already observed for the Second Boom. 

Considering the figures, one realises that, with few exceptions, such as Musée du 

Louvre (Fig. 4.28), for most museums, the commissioning of a graphic novel has been a one-

off endeavour. Interestingly, the idea seems not to have found much support outside of 

Europe (Fig. 4.22b-c, 4.27). Especially for the American market, both in comics and museum 

terms, it has been surprising that none of the large museums in New York (Metropolitan 

Museum of Art (MET), Museums of Modern Art) or the Smithsonian Institution has 

commissioned a graphic novelðalthough the MET shop does sell Gina Sicilianoôs graphic 

novel I Know What I Am. The Life and Times of Artemisia Gentileschi (2019).327 However, 

the National Museum of American History, Washington D.C., part of the Smithsonian 

Institution, prominently exhibits a Comic Art collection and sells comic books in its shop.328 

Due to the small number of publications during Stage I, a cumulative analysis of the 

entire Museum Boom's foreign-language editions is most effective. The translation rates 

have been, once more, strongly influenced by the Italian publishing outburst of 2018-2019, 

giving a slightly distorted impression of low rates and thus a relatively small degree of 

internationalisation. This distortion results from the fact that none of the respective fifty-one 

comic books have been translated. However, if the Fumetti nei Musei series is excluded from 

the data, the picture regarding translations represents the overall trend more accurately (Fig. 

4.29). Those figures indicate that the Museum Boom commissioners have considered 

internationalisation and transnationalisation crucial, while favouring English over other 

major languages, such as French and Spanish. 

The future of the Museum Boom is uncertain. Based on the number of publications 

and commissioning museums between 2005 and 2019, it is plausible to assume that there 

will be further French and Spanish publications, while the Italian production will likely 

 
327 This observation of the museum shop was made in situ, in early November 2019. 
328 This observation of the museum shop was made in situ, in early November 2019. 
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return to a lower pre-2018 level. The global COVID-19 pandemic may have brought some 

publication projects to a halt, as museums might be waiting for visitors and, in particular, 

tourists to return in more significant numbers before launching a new graphic novel. Also, 

whether the series of Mus®e du Louvre, Mus®e dôOrsay, Centre Pompidou, Museo Nacional 

del Prado, and Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza will be continued will  partly decide 

the fate of the Museum Boom.329 At least for the Louvre Éditions series, a new release is 

confirmed for 2021. Finally, there exists a sizable potential of new museums choosing to 

commission a graphic novel. After all, this research has found no Scandinavian, Baltic, 

Central or Eastern European, and few American and British museums have contributed to 

the Museum Boom yet. 

 

4.4. Conclusion 

Already since the late 1940s, the still young genre of the artistôs biography comic had slowly 

evolved. Over the second half of the twentieth century, it experienced a silent 

internationalisation, with released in Italy, Spain, Mexico, Argentina, India and the USA, 

and the Classic Illustrated series bringing the life story of Benvenuto Cellini to large parts 

of Europe. Those publications became increasingly longer but less frequent over time. 

Simultaneously, the narratives maturations included more explicitly sexual and violent 

language and references and resulted in a shift of the targeted readership from teenagers to 

young adults. Thus, gradually, the 1940s comic strips have grown into proto-graphic novels. 

 Finally, at the dawn of the third millennium, the artistôs biography comics genre was 

rediscovered. The Second Boom of almost 200 graphic novels has grown over twenty years 

and remained an overwhelmingly European phenomenon regarding the portrayed artists, 

creators, and publishers. France has released nearly half of the Second Boom, followed by 

Germany, Italy and Spain, contributing about a quarter of publications. 

Labarre argues that genres are constantly changing and are not as stable a category 

as they are often considered.330 Several changes are noticeable since the First Boom when 

re-examining the genre conventions, explained and discussed in Chapter 3. The genreôs 

character types have largely remained unchanged yet shifted somewhat. Naturally, a 

canonical artist continues as a protagonist, but while the First Boom had included artists and 

individuals working in various media, the Second Boom favours painters. Also, the 

secondary character of the artistic mentor seems to appear less regularly, while the powerful 

 
329 While 2020 marked the fifteenth anniversary of the Louvre Éditions series, the COVID-19 pandemic likely 

foiled any possible plans for special releases as well as exhibitions. 
330 Labarre 2020, pp.9-10. 
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client type continues to feature. Since its birth, the genre has continuously marginalised 

women and non-white artists.  

The settingðmainly the Italian Renaissance during the First Boomðfrequently 

features the French and Parisian art scene of the nineteenth and twentieth century during the 

Second Boom. This shift might not be overly surprising, considering that almost half of the 

publications of the Second Boom have been French. Furthermore, the narrative structure has 

shifted too, as an artistôs childhood, training, and youth rarely form part of a narrative during 

the Second Boom. However, the genre's themes have not changed, as the Second Boom still 

features the same genre-specific tropes, further discussed in the following chapter. Also, the 

visual convention of the genre is unaltered by the Second Boom. 

Importantly, in contrast to the First Boom and its aftermath, the Second Boom 

managed to achieve institutionalisation, a crucial step for architexts to become a genre.331 

As Labarre explains, ó[b]y bringing to the fore specific architexts, singling them out and 

making them meaningful, [communities and institutions] constantly create the genres.ô332 In 

the case of the Second Boom, several publishers have started a series of graphic novels 

dedicated to the genre of the artistôs biography comic, such as Willi Bloess Verlag (Künstler-

Comic-Biografien), Glénat (Les Grands Peintres), Laurence King Publishing (Graphic 

Lives), and SelfMadeHero (Art Masters). At the same time, multiple comics creators have 

decided to specialise in the new genre to some extent, producing more than just one 

biographical graphic narrative about canonical visual artists, such as Willi Bloess, Joann Sfar, 

Gradimir Smudja, Tyto Alba, Barbara Stok, Typex, Vanna Vinci, Otto Gabos, Steffen 

Kverneland, Lars Fiske, Giuseppe De Nardo, Thomas Campi, Julian Voloj, Eddy Simon, 

Joël Alessandra, Andre Houot, Jocelyne Charrance, Li -An, and Laurence Croix. This 

institutionalisation by publishers and creators has, for the first time in its history, fully  

acknowledged the genre of the artistôs biography as distinct and important, strengthening 

and confirming its position as part of the catalogue of comics genres. 

 A few years after the Second Boom, a partly overlapping yet distinct publishing 

boom occurred when major art museums started co-commissioning graphic novels for their 

institutions. The Museum Boom has mirrored many Second Boom elements, such as a focus 

on Europe in content, commissioners, and creators. However, only a fifth of the Museum 

Boom has been biographical, with the remaining publications being about a respective 

museumôs collection. French and Italian art museums are exceptionally active in 

commissioning graphic narratives in general. However, France and the Netherlands have 

 
331 Ibid. 
332 Ibid., p.9. 
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been the countries with the most biographical titles released so far. The data shows that most 

art institutions have considered the commissioning of a graphic novel a one-off endeavour. 

Regardless, several museums have started a respective series of graphic novels, especially 

in France and Spain. In commissioning graphic novels, those stakeholders acknowledge the 

comics medium and its potential for museums and the delivery of art historical information 

to a broader audience, further discussed in Chapters 5 to 7. At the same time, with their 

biographical graphic novels, the art museums join the publishers and creators in 

institutionalising the artistôs biography comics genre. Importantly, they have the opportunity 

to do so even outside of comics communities. 

 The future of the artistôs biography comics genre is uncertain, with the Second Boom 

and the Museum Boom still ongoing and thus the respective end of Phase II and Stage II yet 

undetermined. However, there were several publications registered for 2020 and 2021. 

Furthermore, the potential for further publications in the genre is significant. Many non-

European publishers and art museums have yet to decide whether the artistôs biography 

comic has a future in their eyes. Csicsery-Ronay argues a Boom that does not end turns into 

an Age.333 Thus, if either the Second Boom or the Museum Boom were to continue, this 

thesis might be documenting the beginning of the Artistôs Biography Comic Age or the start 

of the comics mediumôs Museum Age. 

 

  

 
333 Csicsery-Ronay 2003. 



~120~ 

 

 

Fig. 4.1: ñAdventures of Cellini.ò Classics Illustrated No.38 (June 1947), cover, showing Celliniôs 

banishment from his home town of Florence after defending his brother in a violent street fight, mirroring 

the First Boomôs focus on moments of triumph and despair.  

 

Fig. 4.2: ñLe avventure di Benvenuto Cellini.ò Reprint. July 1949. Albo dôore No.166 (August 1974), 

cover, foregrounding martial and adventurous aspects of Celliniôs life while also showing his best-known 

sculpture Perseus with the Head of Medusa, mirroring the opening panels and narratives from the First 

Boom. 
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Fig. 4.3: ñAdventures of Cellini.ò Classics Illustrated No.38 (October 1961), cover, foregrounding martial 

and adventurous aspects of Celliniôs life, mirroring the opening panels and narratives from the First Boom. 

 

Fig. 4.4: Messaggero dei Ragazzi No.8 (April 1966), cover, showing the discovery of the artist by 

Verrocchio, an anecdote already used by Vasari, and the genre-specific trope of Artistic Destiny. 
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Fig. 4.5: H. C. Jayal, Rabindranath Tagore (1986), cover, emphasising the artistôs poetic work. 

 

Fig. 4.6: Beto, ñFrida.ò Love and Rockets No.28 (December 1988), p.13, featuring a narrative no longer 

aimed at adolescents but mature readers. 



~123~ 

 

 

Fig. 4.7: Frank Stack. ñNo Hope. No Fear. The Unraveling of Caravaggioôs Career.ò Blab! No.8 (Summer 

1995), p.73, featuring a narrative no longer aimed at adolescents but mature readers. 

 

Fig. 4.8a: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists (1970-1999) (n=32), 

visualising the situation during the runup to the Second Boom (2000-2019) © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

 

Fig. 4.8b: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists (1970-1999) divided 

by countries (n=32), indicating when and to what extent those regions were involved in publishing 

respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 
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Fig. 4.8c: Numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists (1970-1999) divided by 

countries (n=32), indicating their share of comics publications © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

 

Fig. 4.9a: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Second 

Boom (2000-2019) (n=199), visualising the situation during Phase I  (2000-2011) and Phase II  (2012-

2019) © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

 

Fig. 4.9b: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Second 

Boom (2000-2019) divided by countries (n=199), indicating when and to what extent those regions were 

involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 
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Fig. 4.9c: Numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Second Boom 

(2000-2019) divided by countries (n=199), indicating their share of comics publications © Tobias J. Yu-

Kiener. 

 

Fig. 4.10: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during Phase I 

(2000-2011) of the Second Boom divided by countries (n=61), indicating when and to what extent those 

regions were involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage of 

the Second 

Boom Phase I 

France 31 50.8% 

Germany 19 31.2% 

USA 3 4.9% 

Spain 2 3.3% 

The Netherlands 2 3.3% 

Italy  1 1.6% 

Japan  1 1.6% 

Norway  1 1.6% 

Switzerland 1 1.6% 
 

Fig. 4.11: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novels about canonical visual artists during Phase I 

(2000-2011) of the Second Boom (100% = 61), indicating their share of comics publications, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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 Phase I 

Language 
Translation 

rate 

Number of 

translations 

into the 

respective 

language 

Spanish  18.6% 11 

English  15.5% 9 

Italian 11.6% 7 

French  10% 3 

German 7.1% 3 

Chinese 3.3% 2 

Czech  1.6% 1 

Dutch 1.6% 1 

Finnish 1.6% 1 

Portuguese 1.6% 1 

Slovenian 1.6% 1 

Swedish 1.6% 1 
 

Fig. 4.12: Translation Ranking of Phase I (2000-2011) of the Second Boom by languages, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth. 

The translation practices of graphic novels have been examined to show and judge the attractiveness of 

specific languages over others and the level of internationalisation for the various booms. Moreover, 

publishing and translation trends can be determined by comparing the results for several languages. 

The translation rate (R) indicates how popular (with a high translation rate) or niche (with a low translation 

rate) specific languages and comic book markets are considered by stakeholders. When considering the 

translations rate for several different languages, they suggest whether the publications aim for domestic 

(overall low translation rates) or international (overall high translation rates) audiences. 

The translation rate (R) is calculated for each language individually but follows the same formula. 

For example, there might have been 100 publications (P), of which 75 (X) are published in French, but 

only 50 (Y) are original French editions.  

P = 100 (number of publications) 

X = 75 (number of publications in French) 

Y = 50 (number of original French editions)  

To determine the number of translations into French (Z), the number of original French editions (Y) is 

subtracted from the number of publications available in French (X). The result is 25 publications. 

75 (X) ï 50 (Y) = 25 (Z) (number of French translations) 

To remove original French editions (Y) from the equation, as only translations are relevant, any original 

French editions (Y) are deducted from the total number of publications (P). The result is 50 publications.  

100 (P) - 50 (Y) = 50 (number of non-French original editions) 

Subsequently, the number of French translations (Z) is divided by the number of non-French original 

editions (P ï Y).  

25 (Z) / 50 (P - Y) = 50 % (R) 

The resulting translation rate (R) shows the percentage of non-French original editions translated into 

French. i.e. 50% in the example. It indicates the attractiveness of the Franco-Belgian comic book market 

to stakeholders, such as publishers, and whether and how hard they were trying to push into it. Further, it 

allows putting the number of publications in French and the number of original French editions into 

perspective. © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Artist  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Phase I 

Jules Pascin 7 11.5% 

Vincent van Gogh 5 8.2% 

Leonardo da Vinci  
 

4 6.6% 

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec  4 6.6% 

Winsor McCay 4 6.6% 

Marc Chagall 3 4.9% 

Frida Kahlo 2 3.3% 

Rembrandt van Rijn 2 3.3% 

Salvador Dali 2 3.3% 
 

Fig. 4.13: Ranking of the most popular individuals portrayed in graphic novel publications about canonical 

visual artists during Phase I (2000-2011) of the Second Boom (100% = 61), indicating the greater appeal 

of certain artists over others, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

Medium 
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Phase I 

painting 42 68.9% 

painting, prints 7 11.5% 

drawing 4 6.6% 

painting, drawing, sculpture 4 6.6% 

painting, sculpture 1 1.6% 

painting, sculpture, drawing 1 1.6% 

architecture 1 1.6% 

painting, drawing 1 1.6% 
 

Fig. 4.14: Ranking of individualsô media usage in graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists 

during Phase I (2000-2011) of the Second Boom (100% = 61), indicating the greater appeal of certain 

media over others, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Fig. 4.15: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during Phase II 

(2012-2019) of the Second Boom divided by countries (n=138), indicating when and to what extent those 

regions were involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Phase II 

France 63 45.7% 

Italy 18 13.0% 

Germany 13 9.4% 

Spain 13 9.4% 

The Netherlands 8 5.8% 

Japan 8 5.8% 

USA 7 5.1% 

Norway 4 2.9% 

Austria 1 0.7% 

Belgium 1 0.7% 

Singapore 1 0.7% 

UK 1 0.7% 
 

Fig. 4.16: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novels about canonical visual artists during Phase II 

(2012-2019) of the Second Boom (100% = 138), indicating their share of comics publications, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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 Phase II 

Language 
Translation 

rate 

Number of 

translations 

into the 

respective 

language 

English  29.5% 38 

Spanish 23.8% 30 

French  24.0% 18 

German 20.0% 25 

Italian 10.0% 12 

Dutch  9.5% 12 

Polish  4.3% 6 

Turkish 4.3% 6 

Chinese 3.6% 5 

Russia  2.9% 4 

Serbian 2.2% 3 

Japanese 1.5% 2 

Catalan 1.4% 2 

Danish 1.4% 2 

Greek  1.4% 2 

Korean  1.4% 2 

Portuguese 1.4% 2 

Albanian 0.7% 1 

Arabic  0.7% 1 

Croatian 0.7% 1 

Czech  0.7% 1 

Hungarian 0.7% 1 
 

Fig. 4.17: Translation Ranking of Phase II (2012-2019) of the Second Boom by language, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth.  

The translation practices of graphic novels have been examined to show and judge the attractiveness of 

specific languages over others and the level of internationalisation for the various booms. Moreover, 

publishing and translation trends can be determined by comparing the results for several languages. 

The translation rate (R) indicates how popular (with a high translation rate) or niche (with a low translation 

rate) specific languages and comic book markets are considered by stakeholders. When considering the 

translations rate for several different languages, they suggest whether the publications aim for domestic 

(overall low translation rates) or international (overall high translation rates) audiences. 

For an example of how the translation rate is calculated, please see Fig. 4.12. © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Artist  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Phase II 

Pablo Picasso 8 5.8% 

Francisco de Goya 
 

5 3.6% 

Frida Kahlo 5 3.6% 

Salvador Dali 5 3.6% 

Vincent van Gogh 5 3.6% 

Artemisia Gentileschi 4 2.9% 

Gustave Courbet 4 2.9% 

Leonardo da Vinci 4 2.9% 

Paul Gauguin 4 2.9% 

Andy Warhol 3 2.2% 

Caravaggio di Meresi 3 2.2% 

Claude Monet 3 2.2% 

Edward Munch 3 2.2% 

Egon Schiele 3 2.2% 

Gustav Klimt 3 2.2% 

Katsushika ǽi ( ) 3 2.2% 

Henri Magritte 2 1.4% 

Hieronymus Bosch 2 1.4% 

Jean-Michel Basquiat 2 1.4% 

Peter Paul Rubens 2 1.4% 

Pierre-Auguste Renoir 2 1.4% 

Piet Mondrian 2 1.4% 

Rembrandt van Rijn 2 1.4% 

Robert Capa 2 1.4% 

Tamara de Lempicka 2 1.4% 
 

Fig. 4.18: Ranking of the most popular individuals portrayed in graphic novel publications about canonical 

visual artists during Phase II (2012-2019) of the Second Boom, indicating the greater appeal of certain 

artists over others, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth (100% = 138) © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 



~131~ 

 

Medium 
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Phase II 

painting 90 65.2% 

painting, prints 12 8.7% 

painting, drawing 8 5.8% 

drawing 6 4.3% 

architecture 5 3.6% 

sculpture 5 3.6% 

painting, drawing, sculpture 4 2.9% 

painting, sculpture 4 2.9% 

painting, street art 2 1.4% 

photography 1 0.7% 

prints 1 0.7% 
 

Fig. 4.19: Ranking of individualsô media usage in graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists 

during Phase II (2012-2019) of the Second Boom by artistsô media usage (100% = 138), indicating the 

greater appeal of certain media over others, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-

Kiener 

Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

France 94 47.2% 

Germany 32 16.1% 

Italy 19 9.5% 

Spain 15 7.5% 

The Netherlands 10 5.0% 

USA 10 5.0% 

Japan 9 4.5% 

Norway 5 2.5% 

Austria 1 0.5% 

Belgium 1 0.5% 

Singapore  1 0.5% 

Switzerland 1 0.5% 

UK 1 0.5% 
 

Fig. 4.20: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during 

the Second Boom (2000-2019) (100% = 199), indicating their share of comics publications, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Artist  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Second 

Boom 

Vincent van Gogh 10 5.0% 

Pablo Picasso 9 4.5% 

Leonardo da Vinci 8 4.0% 

Frida Kahlo 7 3.5% 

Jules Pascin, 7 3.5% 

Salvador Dali 7 3.5% 

Francisco de Goya  5 2.5% 

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec  5 2.5% 

Paul Gauguin  
 

5 2.5% 

Winsor McCay 5 2.5% 

Andy Warhol 4 2.0% 

Artemisia Gentileschi  4 2.0% 

Egon Schiele 4 2.0% 

Gustave Courbet  4 2.0% 

Rembrandt van Rijn 4 2.0% 

Caravaggio di Meresi 3 1.5% 

Claude Monet 3 1.5% 

Edward Munch 3 1.5% 

Gustav Klimt 3 1.5% 

Hieronymus Bosch 3 1.5% 

Katsushika ǽi ( ) 3 1.5% 

Marc Chagall 3 1.5% 
 

Fig. 4.21: Ranking of the most popular individuals portrayed in graphic novel publications about canonical 

visual artists during the Second Boom (2000-2019) (100% = 199), indicating the greater appeal of certain 

artists over others, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth© Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Fig. 4.22a: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Museum 

Boom (2005-2019) (n=120), visualising the situation during Stage I  (2005-2011) and Stage II  (2012-

2019) © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 

 

Fig. 4.22b: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Museum 

Boom (2005-2019) divided by countries (n=120), indicating when and to what extent those regions were 

involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener. 
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Fig. 4.22c: Numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during the Museum Boom 

(2005-2019) divided by countries (n=120), indicating their share in the comics production © Tobias J. Yu-

Kiener. 

 

Fig. 4.23a: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during Stage I 

(2005-2011) of the Museum Boom divided by countries, indicating when and to what extent those regions 

were involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom 

Stage I 

France 9 64.3% 

Italy 2 14.3% 

Switzerland  1 7.1% 

The Netherlands 1 7.1% 

United Kingdom 1 7.1% 
 

Fig. 4.23b: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novels about canonical visual artists during Stage I 

(2005-2011) of the Museum Boom (100% = 14), indicating their share of comics publications, with figures 

rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Museum 
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom Stage 

I  

Musée du Louvre 6 42.9% 

British Museum 1 7.1% 

Musée Bourdelle  1 7.1% 

Musée de Cluny - Musée du Moyen-Age 1 7.1% 

Museo di Capodimonte (Napoli) 1 7.1% 

Matisse Museum (Nice) 1 7.1% 

Museo Nazionale Etrusco di Villa Giulia & Museo 

Cerveteri, Museo di Tarquinia 
1 7.1% 

Van Gogh Museum  1 7.1% 

Zentrum Paul Klee 1 7.1% 
 

Fig. 4.24: Ranking of museums co-commissioning graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists 

during Stage I (2005-2011) of the Museum Boom (100% = 14), indicating their share of comics 

publications, with figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

 

Fig. 4.25a: Annual numbers of graphic novel publications about canonical visual artists during Stage II 

(2012-2019) of the Museum Boom divided by countries (100% = 106), indicating when and to what extent 

those regions were involved in publishing respective graphic narratives © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom 

Stage II 

Italy 51 48.1% 

France 38 35.8% 

Spain 8 7.5% 

The Netherlands 6 5.7% 

USA 2 1.9% 

Singapore 1 0.9% 
 

Fig. 4.25b: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novels about canonical visual artists during Stage II 

(2012-2019) of the Museum Boom (100% = 106), indicating their share of comics publications, with 

figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

Museum 
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom 

Stage II 

Musée du Louvre 15 14.2% 

Mus®e dôOrsay 7 6.6% 

Centre Pompidou 5 4.7% 

El Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza 4 3.8% 

Museo Nacional del Prado 4 3.8% 

Musée des Arts et Métiers 3 2.8% 

Château de Versailles 2 1.9% 
 

Fig. 4.26: Ranking of museums co-commissioning multiple graphic novel publications during Stage II 

(2012-2019) of the Museum Boom (100%= 106), indicating their share of comics publications, with 

figures rounded to the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 

Country  
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom 

Italy 53 44.2% 

France 47 39.2% 

Spain 8 6.7% 

The Netherlands 7 5.8% 

USA 2 1.7% 

Singapore  1 0.8% 

Switzerland  1 0.8% 

United Kingdom 1 0.8% 
 

Fig. 4.27: Ranking of countries publishing graphic novels about canonical visual artists during the Museum 

Boom (2005-2019) (100% = 120), indicating their share of comics publications,  with figures rounded to 

the nearest tenth © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Museum 
number of 

publications 

percentage 

of the 

Museum 

Boom 

Musée du Louvre 21 17.5% 

Mus®e dôOrsay 7 5.8% 

Centre Pompidou  5 4.2% 

El Museo Nacional Thyssen-Bornemisza  4 3.3% 

Museo Nacional del Prado 4 3.3% 

Musée des Arts et Métiers 3 2.5% 

Van Gogh Museum 2 1.7% 
 

Fig. 4.28: Ranking of museums co-commissioning multiple graphic novel publications during the Museum 

Boom (2005-2019) (100%= 120), indicating their share of comics publications, with figures rounded to 

the nearest tenth  © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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 Museum Boom 

Language 
Translation 

rate 

Number of 

translations 

into the 

respective 

language 

English 30.8% 20 

French  18.2% 4 

Italian  11.9% 8 

Spanish 11.5% 7 

German 8.9% 6 

Chinese 5.8% 4 

Japanese 4.3% 3 

Danish 2.9% 2 

Greek 2.9% 2 

Korean 2.9% 2 

Turkish 2.9% 2 

Dutch  1.6% 1 

Albanian 1.4% 1 

Arabic 1.4% 1 

Catalan 1.4% 1 

Croatian 1.4% 1 

Czech 1.4% 1 

Hungarian 1.4% 1 

Polish 1.4% 1 

Portuguese 1.4% 1 

Russian 1.4% 1 
 

Fig. 4.29: Translation ranking of The Museum Boom (2005-2019) by languages, excluding Fumetti nei 

Musei series (2018-2019), with figures rounded to the nearest tenth. 

The translation practices of graphic novels have been examined to show and judge the attractiveness of 

specific languages over others and the level of internationalisation for the various booms. Moreover, 

publishing and translation trends can be determined by comparing the results for several languages. 

The translation rate (R) indicates how popular (with a high translation rate) or niche (with a low translation 

rate) specific languages and comic book markets are considered by stakeholders. When considering the 

translations rate for several different languages, they suggest whether the publications aim for domestic 

(overall low translation rates) or international (overall high translation rates) audiences. 

For an example of how the translation rate is calculated, please see Fig. 4.12.  © Tobias J. Yu-Kiener 
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Chapter 5 ï Museum Comics: Analysing the Corpus 

The Second Boom, with almost 200 publications between 2000 and 2019, would be too 

extensive to analyse in detail over just one PhD. Also, its publishers are generally not art-

historical institutions. Therefore, the Second Boom would constitute an unsuitable corpus. 

To answer the research aims regarding art-historical institutionsô context and agendas, 

the corpus of case studies can only include publications from the Museum Boom. 

Additionally, questions about art-historical traditions in biographical graphic novels 

naturally demanded the choice to contain biographies exclusively, thereby excluding works 

about a museumôs collections. A final criterion for selecting the corpus was the availability 

in either English or German to allow for a close reading and subsequent in-depth analysis. 

The case studies are analysed in this chapter, while Chapter 6 investigates their related 

exhibitionsðjust one graphic novel was not displayed. 

Despite arguing for more inclusive art-historical canon(s), as the existing 

biographical graphic narratives about visual artists almost exclusively feature canonical 

individuals in a traditional sense, this thesis inevitably analyses writings about canonical 

artists using Western art-historical tools, such as established periodisations and academic 

standards regarding referencing. It thus might unintentionally repeat established tropes or 

contribute to the canonisation of individuals. However, this is no conscious choice but a 

result of the research material available to the researcher. 

 

5.1. The Research Corpus 

The final corpus provides answers to the research aims and depicts the general characteristics 

of the biographical part of the Museum Boom. It consists of six biographical graphic novels 

about European canonical male painters co-commissioned, co-edited, co-funded and co-

published by different art museums in Europe between 2008 and 2013 (Fig. 1.1).  

Klee (2008) was created by Christophe Badoux for the Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern, 

Switzerland. It was the very first graphic novel biography of a canonical painter co-

commissioned by an art museum.  

Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre (2009) was drawn by Bernar Yslaire and written 

together with Jean-Claude Carrière for the Musée du Louvre, Paris, France. It is part of the 

first and longest-running graphic novel series by an art museum, the Éditions Louvre series.  

 Dali (2012) was created by Edmond Baudoin for the Centre Pompidou, Paris, France. 

It inaugurated the institutionôs series, exclusively containing biographical graphic novels.  
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Vincent (2012) was created by Barbara Stok for the Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam, 

Netherlands. It constituted the very first Dutch graphic novel about a canonical painter. It is 

by far the most successful graphic novel of the entire Museum Boom (and the Second Boom), 

released in at least eighteen languages, made possible by the Dutch Comics Network 

discussed in Chapter 7.  

Rembrandt (2013)ðwith some exceptions discussed belowðwas created by Typex 

(Raymond Koot) for the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, Netherlands. Thanks to support from 

the Dutch Comics Network, the monumental narrative has been released in at least ten 

languages.  

Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 (2013) was drawn by Paul Teng and written by 

Jan Paul Schutten for the Centraal Museum Utrecht, Utrecht, Netherlands. It received advice 

from the Dutch Comics Network. 

Therefore, the corpus is a balanced mix and capable of answering the research aims 

while also demonstrating and discussing the main aspects of the Museum Boom. It consists 

of publications taken from series and one-shots, commissioned by national and municipal 

museums, and art institutions focusing on a single individual. The inclusion of the respective 

portrayed artistsô styles in the graphic novels and the blending with the comic artistsô one 

allows a detailed analysis of the role of original artworks and the translation into and 

interpretation in the comics medium. Some books focus on a critical period in an artistôs 

biography, while others depict a whole lifespan. Some titles have an apparent (or declared) 

educational aim and include appendices, while others focus more on an artist's emotional 

portrait. The different formats and approaches reveal the advantages and disadvantages of 

each method. 

The artists portrayed in the corpus, taken from Western, European as well as national 

and local canons, showcase the dominance and importance of such canons of art history in 

the Museum Boom. In choosing canonical individuals and their art as subjects of graphic 

novels, the publications reproduce, reconfirm, and strengthen the canons and the subjectsô 

position, creating a canonical feedback loop.  

Although not used for the analysis, it is nevertheless necessary to point out that Pierre 

Bourdieu theorised about the networks active in the construction of objects and individuals 

in the literary and artistic fields.334 According to his theories, social agents, holding differing 

amounts of cultural as well as social capital, occupy and manipulate the social positions of 

artworks and artists in an everchanging struggle, what Bourdieu calls óartistic position 

 
334 See Bourdieu 1993; 1983. 
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taking.ô335 Everyone involved in the inception, creation, distribution, consumption, and 

perception of cultural products, such as biographical graphic novels, including creators, 

editors, publishers, audiences, and critics, can become such a social agent. Art museums, as 

institutions holding significant cultural and social power, thus probably one of the most 

powerful and influential social agents in such a network, contribute considerably to the 

canonisation of artworks and their creators through acquisitions, exhibitions, collections, and, 

not least, book releases. Therefore, such art institutions play a crucial role in the creation of 

canonical feedback loops. This research shows that since 2005 several major (mainly) 

European art museums, supported by a network of stakeholders, have used their cultural 

power to enshrine various established canons of art history in yet another medium, in co-

commissioning, co-funding, co-editing, and co-publishing respective graphic novels.  

The corpus is analysed, following the same patterns and criteria for each case study. 

A brief introductory part gives the basic facts, names the utilised sources, including many 

interviews and questionnaires conducted for this research, and ends with the plotôs synopsis. 

The anecdotes in the narrative and any similarities to art-historical traditions of the artistôs 

biography and monograph are examined, such as using the life-and-work model and 

presenting (parts of) an artistôs oeuvre. Furthermore, parallels to artistôs biography comics 

and the First Boom, such as genre-specific tropes, are highlighted. Where applicable, 

resemblances with the modern painterôs novel are pointed out.  

The analysis then traces the whole project from its inception, looking at the timeline 

and the various levels of engagement of the different stakeholders throughout the creation 

process, and at aspects of comics work. In particular, the roles of the respective museums 

and publishers is of interest, such as in facilitating and aiding creatorsô preparatory research, 

in their role as editors and the hence part of the wider authorship shaping the content, and as 

subsequent promoters and seller of their product. Also, the research is determined to identify 

as many comics workers as possible, whose contributions are often overlooked, such as 

colourists and designers.  

Furthermore, the thesis looks at the narratological, research, and artistic approaches 

and formal devices used by the respective creator(s). One focus is on whether they inspected 

original art in situ and subsequently followed the life-and-work model in their research, like 

authors of traditional art-historical monographs. The commissionersô demands, limiting the 

possible content, are also researched in this context. Moreover, the thesis examines if artists 

blended their personal style with the portrayed artistôs one, and if their experience as artists 

 
335 Bourdieu 1983, p.312. 
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informed the narrative as it did for Renaissance-biographies, such as by Vasari and van 

Mander. 

Naturally, the research analyses the inclusion and citation of, and response to original 

museum art, if and how an artistôs oeuvre is shown and whether it is separated from or 

embedded in the narrative. Further, the study asks if and how the comics medium and its 

advantages for visual storytelling are exploited, including the word-image relationship, 

different artistic styles, page and panel layouts, and colouring to enhance the reading 

experience. A focus lies on the use of tools such as infographics, braiding and rhyming.  

Afterwards follows a critique of the graphic novel, focussing on inconsistencies, 

mistakes, errors, and missed opportunities that affect the reading experience, on the 

distinguishability and citation of original museum art, and a clear fact-fiction division. As 

this research considers biographical graphic novels about canonical painters co-

commissioned and co-published by art institutions adult museum publications, it applies the 

same respective criteria regarding quality, art-historical and historical accuracy, and correct 

and complete referencing in its discussion and analysis.   

Finally, a brief consideration of the targeted as well as the likely audiences, and a 

determination of the different perceived levels of success and satisfaction among the various 

stakeholders, is included. While great effort is taken to ensure a balanced and unbiased 

description and discussion of each case study, the varying levels of available sources do not 

always allow for an equally in-depth analysis of all publications. 

To investigate the corpus, the researcher has collected new primary sources. Only 

due to more than twenty semi-structured interviews and questionnaires, conducted with the 

respective artists, museums, domestic and foreign publishers, and funding bodies he has 

gained an inside view of the graphic novel projects. These interviews were complemented 

with institutional documentation in the public domain, such as annual and managerial reports, 

press releases, and guidelines, as well as by scrutinising social media and online appearances, 

providing additional information on how the various stakeholders perceived the graphic 

novels artistically, economically and strategically. These new materials draw a 

comprehensive picture of the graphic novel projects and their stakeholders, analysed below. 

 

5.2. Switzerland: Klee 

The Zentrum Paul Klee in Bern co-commissioned Klee for the use in a museum-pedagogical 

context, subsequently drawn and written by the well-known Swiss comic artist, illustrator, 

and graphic novel creator Christophe Badoux (1964-2016), aided by colourist Nora 
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Weyermann, it was published by Edition Moderne in spring 2008. As part of the Swiss comic 

festival Fumetto 2008, the book was launched at Sammlung Rosengart in Lucerne, 

Switzerland, where it also featured in a small exhibition. The sixty-seven pages of Klee, 

excluding three pages of endnotes, are structured into eleven unnumbered chapters of five 

to seven pages, mostly episodes taken from Paul Klee's life. However, the book also features 

stories without the artist himself appearing. The content reveals a noticeable educational 

interest, an approach that constitutes one part of the bookôs significance for this research, in 

addition to the fact that Klee was the very first biographical graphic novel about a canonical 

painter ever co-published by an art museum. As the only Swiss example, it stands alone in 

the corpus, allowing for analysis and comparison with French and Dutch approaches. 

Gaining first-hand information from Badoux was not an option in the case of Klee.336 

Attempts to talk to someone involved in the project at the Zentrum Paul Klee were only 

temporarily successful.337 The publishing director at Edition Moderne, David Basler, was 

willing to share some basic information about the project. The Museum Sammlung 

Rosengart, where Klee was launched and a corresponding short exhibition hosted, provided 

the most substantial help and support for the research in sharing large amounts of original 

material, including Badouxôs sketches and drawings.338 Additionally, archival materials, 

such as annual reports, newspaper articles and interviews, were used. 

The narrative starts in Bern in 1898 when Klee is eighteen years old. The young artist 

moves to Munich. There, he meets his future wife, makes contact with the artistsô group 

Blauer Reiter [Blue Rider], which he will later join, and is noticed by the gallerist Hans 

Goltz, who will organise Kleeôs first solo exhibition. Two important journeys help Klee to 

define himself artistically: during a two-week trip to the Musée du Louvre, he completes his 

art-historical studies, while a short visit to Tunisia allows Klee to make the step from a 

draughtsman to a painter. Klee is drafted for WWI but continues his artistic work. During 

the 1920s, Klee teaches at the Bauhaus in Weimar and Dessau, holding the position of 

Meister [Master]. In 1931, Klee moves again to teach at the Kunstakademie Düsseldorf 

[Düsseldorf Academy of Art]. The rise of the National Socialists to power results in Klee 

losing his job and his art being confiscated and displayed at the 1937 show óEntartete Kunstô 

 
336 Christophe Badoux died from a heart attack aged fifty-two in 2016, before Klee was chosen for this research 

and he could have been interviewed about the project.  
337 The shop manager at the Zentrum Paul Klee at the time of the commission and execution, Helen Moser, had 

left the company. While an initial contact was established, it was soon discontinued by Ms Moser. 
338 The researcher wishes to express his immense gratitude to Museum Sammlung Rosengart in sharing their 

documents, which became extremely important in understanding the artist Christophe Badoux and his work 

on Klee and enabled much of the research. 
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[óDegenerate Artô].339 Klee emigrates to Bern and continues to paint. Klee ends where it 

started, in Bern, in May 1939, a year before the artistôs death. 

 Klee follows the traditional art-historical artistôs monographôs approach in presenting 

part of the portrayed artistôs oeuvre, within as well as parallel to the narrative, redrawn by 

Badoux. As the artworks are cited on the page or in the endnotes, readers can familiarise 

themselves with the compositions and subjects of Paul Kleeôs art. Furthermore, the artistôs 

monographôs tradition is present in several anecdotes about the artistôs life, tracing the 

creation of particular famous artworks and partly following a life-and-work model in trying 

to link the two. However, it does so in a strictly historical sense, as the book does not indicate 

an emotional link between the artistôs life and art. On the one hand, with eleven self-

contained episodes or chapters, the book is anecdotal and could be interpreted as a collection 

of short stories based on individual anecdotesðtheir lengths resembling artistôs biography 

comics from the 1940s. On the other hand, the graphic novel also features specific anecdotes 

and tropes well-known from art-historical writings and the First Boom. 

For example, in telling the reader that óalready as a pupil, he [Paul Klee] decides to 

become an artist,ô being óa talented violin player and draughtsmanô and showing him 

executing drawings, paintings and sculptures, Klee features anecdotes-turned-tropes of 

artistic destiny and genius.340 Also, Paul Klee is depicted as revolutionising drawing and 

painting on several occasions. He develops new artistic techniques, such as finding pre-

existing figures in the lines on pebbles or a marble table (Fig. 5.1) and projecting his 

drawings on a glass plate onto a paper to distort them (Fig. 5.2). Generally, he moves towards 

a higher level of intuition and abstraction in his art. There are also aspects of a hermit-like 

life, in working in a darkened room on a sunny day (Fig. 5.3), reminiscent of stories of a 

hermitôs retreat such as St. Jerome in his Studyðfrequently depicted in art history, most 

prominently by Albrecht Dürer (Fig. 5.4). The trope of obsession appears too, when Paul 

Klee paints excessively in his late years, even risking his health. In this context, in the last 

scene, taking place a year before Kleeôs death, Fritz Lotmar, the artistôs friend and doctor, 

tells him, ósoon you will have painted everything that is there to paint,ô receiving the reply 

ódo you really think so?ô (Fig. 5.5).341 This ideaða great artistôs many artistic visions cannot 

be realised and expressed within his lifetimeðalready appeared during the First Boom in 

stories about Leonardo da Vinci, Augustus St Gaudens, and Winslow Homer.342 Finally, the 

 
339 óEntartete Kunstô [Degenerated Art] (19 July to 30 November 1937) at the Hofgarten [Court Garden] in 

Munich. 
340 Badoux 2008, p.1; Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the author. 
341 Ibid., p.66. 
342 [Uncredited] November 1942; March 1947; May 1946; Griffiths and [Uncredited] June 1946. 
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narrative frequently features aspects of competition among fellow artists, such as the various 

members of the Blauer Reiter group as well as the Bauhaus. 

Details about how the Klee project started are not available. A pamphlet, produced 

for the launch of the graphic novel, seems to explain what the Zentrum Paul Klee had in 

mind when approaching Badoux:  

óBecause the childrenôs and youth literature of museum pedagogy has been missing a 

narrative publication about the life and work of Paul Klee, the Zentrum Paul Klee 

commissioned the Zurich-based comic artist and illustrator Christophe Badoux to tell the life 

of Paul Klee in a comic.ô343  

The fact that Badoux previously illustrated schoolbooks and created Fatmas Fantastische 

Reise [Fatmas fantastic journey] (2006)ðblending (medical) facts and educational content 

with an exciting (fictional) narrative, targeting the same age group as Kleeðundoubtedly 

increased his chances of receiving the commission.344 Possibly, Badoux was approached 

directly by the museum and the publisher without making a pitch, and he and the publisher 

came as a package, as discussed below. According to the concept, óthe graphic expressions 

should resemble the Bauhaus style,ô which made Badouxôs ligne claire [clear line] drawings 

particularly well-suited to support such a clean and sober form as well as the 

abovementioned educational approach of the graphic novel.345 Finally, in his home country, 

Badoux was already a well-established and successful comic artist who had already 

published several graphic novels, and a well-known illustrator for Swiss newspapers and 

magazines, such as Neue Züricher Zeitung, Die Weltwoche, Die Wochenzeitung, Velojournal, 

Bolero, and CASH, and the Swiss comic magazine Strapazin.  

Badoux had his studio at the headquarters of Strapazin. So does David Basler, one 

of the co-publishers of Strapazin as well as a founder and the publishing director of Edition 

Moderne, the publisher of Klee, which is based at the Strapazin office. Basler claims he was 

not involved in the commissioning of Klee, having no restrictions or demands and not 

providing any editing support but merely ódistribut[ing] the book.ô346 These accounts picture 

a publishing house strangely passive and uninvolved in its own business to the degree of 

indifference, satisfied with not having any agency in the decisions made during the creations 

 
343 Fumetto 2008. 
344 Fatmas Fantastische Reise, a collaboration with Prof. Dr. med. Nadia Khan, explaining the cerebral vascular 

disorder Moyamoya Agiopathy to young patients to be read before receiving brain surgery. Moyamoya 

Center - International Competence Center for Treatment of Moyamoya Children at the childrenôs hospital 

in Zurich, led by Prof. Dr. med. Nadia Khan, does cite the comic as one of two óbooks for explaining 

Moyamoya to your children.ô URL: http://www.moyamoya.net/the-disease/moyamoya-childrens-

books_176-en.html (Accessed 11/08/2020). 
345 Badoux 2007a, p.1. 
346 Basler 2017. 
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of its product. It is happily reduced to receiving a complete manuscript, unedited by anyone 

at the company, performing the mere mechanical tasks of printing, binding, and transporting 

the book to stores. Indeed, according to the publication itself, there was no editor from 

Edition Moderne.347  

Such an arrangement would certainly be unusual, as publishers carry the most 

significant financial risk of all the stakeholders in a book project, as Pascal Lefèvre argues 

in the context of publishersô role in comics work.348 Even when sharing the financial risks 

with the museum, the publisher would still be interested in guaranteeing success by ensuring 

quality content targeting their audiences. Further, Lefèvre explains that publishers usually 

have informal structures about which people do not want or cannot talk freely, including for 

editing, existing parallel to formal ones.349 Considering this and that Basler and Badoux 

shared the office throughout the entire project, the researcher thinks it quite possible that a 

constant level of exchange between Badoux and Basler occurred about the shaping and 

progress of the project. Therefore, ongoing editing, possibly unregistered by Basler himself, 

could have taken place while there were no official meetings between publisher and artist.  

Baslerôs account also suggests that Klee's publisher was chosen mainly for practical 

and personal reasons: Basler and Badoux had known each other for more than a decade, 

collaborating on Strapazin and graphic novel projects for twelve years. Also, publishers will 

try to commit talents to their own company, preventing them from working for others.350 

Consequently, it would be plausible that either Badoux brought along his own publisher or 

the publisher, when approached, suggested Badoux. Regardless, it should be considered 

possible they came as a package. The Zentrum Paul Klee probably appreciated the move, 

since Edition Moderne was well-connected on the comics market and could provide 

established domestic and international distribution networks, in contrast to the museum. This 

arrangement also facilitated the translation of the German original into French and Italian, 

covering three main languages of Switzerland. 

Exactly when the Zentrum Paul Klee co-commissioned Klee remains unestablished, 

regardless, Helen Moser, shop manager at the time, initiated and supervised the project. The 

museumôs annual report for 2007 mentions the start of the project, while the following yearôs 

report states the release and the accompanying exhibition.351 A concept, dating from March 

2007, is already rather detailed, sketching out the content and captions, revealing the results 

 
347 Badoux 2008, back endpapers. 
348 Lefèvre 2016, p.205. 
349 Ibid., p.211. 
350 Ibid. p. 210.  
351 Zentrum Paul Klee 2008, p.28; 2009, p.29. 
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of apparently meticulous (art) historical and biographical research by Badoux, referencing 

Kleeôs letters, diaries, and specific artworks.352 It remains unclear whether this document 

constitutes the first draft. The second concept, from November 2007, keeps the previous 

structure but contains additions, such as an extra chapter.353 The finished bookôs content 

differs again in various aspects. These findings prove that in early 2007 Badoux must have 

had a relatively complete draft, editing it over the year prior to the publication. Basler states 

the project took óalmost two years.ô354 Thus, the project's estimated start was between spring 

and summer 2006, with Badoux spending about a year researching Paul Klee and his life 

and creating a complete concept. At that point, he seems to have received the official 

commissionðand very possibly the moneyðas mentioned in the museumôs report. 

On 13 April 2008, Klee was launched at the Sammlung Rosengart (now Museum 

Sammlung Rosengart) in Lucerne.355 The event also marked the private view of a themed 

exhibition, as part of the seventeenth annual Fumetto ï Internationales Comix-Festival 

Luzern (12 April ï 20 April 2008), one of the largest and best known Swiss comic festivals.356 

Curiously, while the Zentrum Paul Klee describes the launch and exhibition as óone of the 

highlights of the year,ô its archive did not record a respective press release.357 Indeed, no 

explicit publicising efforts for Klee has been confirmed for Sammlung Rosengart, Edition 

Moderne or Fumetto 2008, possibly due to their lack of online appearances at the time.358  

Badoux read through and subsequently built his narrative on Paul Kleeôs letters, 

diaries, theoretical writings, and lectures. Thus, there is no indication Badoux informed the 

narrative with his own experience as an artist. For each episode of Klee, there are 

corresponding references in the endnotes giving the exact source, once more stressing the 

publication's educational mission.359 Badoux aimed to follow a biographical and cultural-

historical approach, providing an opportunity to engage with Paul Klee and his work at a 

deeper level, explicitly targeting a juvenile audience.360  The extensive research and 

meticulous citation effort, and the fact that all three editors are also employees of the 

Zentrum Paul Klee, suggests Badoux received significant support from the museum during 

 
352 Badoux 2007a. 
353 Badoux 2007b. 
354 Basler 2017. 
355 The gallery is known for its substantial collection of 125 works by Paul Klee. 
356 For this exhibition, see Chapter 6. 
357 Zentrum Paul Klee 2009, p.29. 
358 The Zentrum Paul Klee started its online social media appearance only in late 2011, as did Fumetto. Edition 

Moderne has a Facebook account since late 2010, and the Sammlung Rosengart has started online and 

social media activities in the late 2010s. 
359 Badoux 2008, back endpapers. 
360 Badoux 2007b, p.3. 
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the process of creation. Helen Moser, also credited with óideaô and ócoordinationô, Michael 

Baumgartner and Osamu Okuda are named as editors.361Through these staff members, the 

museum became an active part of the wider authorship, shaping the project as it went along. 

While the book is not clear about the exact roles, Moser (Shop Manager) seems to 

have overseen the project, including the financial aspects, Baumgartner (Director Collection 

and Art) and Okuda (Research Staff), authors of several publications on Paul Klee and his 

work, were likely providing research support in terms of literature and visuals. Also, they 

possibly gave Badoux access to the museumôs collection, allowing the creator to inspect 

artworks in situðpart of a traditional artistôs monographôs authorôs preparatory research. 

Furthermore, the book thanks Angela Rosengart and Martina Kral from the Sammlung 

Rosengart, Lynn Kost from Fumetto, Ateliers Strapazin, and Basler.362 Thus, while no 

explicit publicising efforts can be confirmed, the book suggests that there might have been 

more involvement from these people and organisations, either during the research or editing 

process or indeed the marketing of Klee. One of the few clearly identifiable individuals in 

the context of often overlooked comics workers is the colourist Nora Weyermann, yet no 

further details about her contribution could be established.363 

The bookôs educational approach becomes immediately evident. The opening page 

contains a caption, stating the date and place of birth of Paul Klee, his primary and secondary 

schools, the names, origins, and occupations of his parents, Kleeôs citizenship and finally, 

his talent as a violin player and draughtsman. Such captions, representing the main narrator's 

voice and providing a large amount of extra information, constitute an essential element of 

Badouxôs narrative style. Throughout the book, they continue to appear, effectively forming 

a parallel narrative, which was Badouxôs explicit intention.364 There are several types of such 

captions: temporal and geographical indicators, openings as well as the conclusions of 

episodes (Fig. 5.6-5.7), elaborations of scenes, and basic profiles of people at their first 

appearance (Fig. 5.8).365 In some cases, Klee's fellow artists take over the main narratorôs 

role, talking to the reader directly and about future events. On other occasions, thoughts and 

quotes from Kleeôs diaries and letters replace the main narrator (Fig. 5.7). The yellow-

coloured captions of the various narrators contrast with the white speech bubbles. 

 
361 Badoux 2008, back endpapers. 
362 Ibid. 
363 Ibid. 
364 Badoux 2007b, p.4. 
365 A personôs profile always states the name, year of birth - year of death, and occupation if the main text does 

not mention it. 
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Badouxôs characteristic ligne claire style had earned him the name Hergé der 

Schweiz [Hergé of Switzerland].366 Indeed, he considered Hergé one of his artistic role 

models, alongside other famous comics creators in the same tradition, such as René 

Goscinny.367 Scott McCloud, as well as Jan Baetens and Steven Surdiacourt, argue for the 

benefits of easy identification with and of characters due to such clean drawings with reduced 

details.368 Baetens and Surdiacourt think of it as óefficient storytelling [device]ô capable of 

attracting a global audience of different ages through dynamic images.369 In Klee's case, 

Badouxôs ligne claire corresponds and blends perfectly with Paul Kleeôs art and the 

importance of the line in it, which is a crucial idea frequently referred to, such as when the 

artist takes water-polished pebbles from riverbeds or draws on a marble table (Fig. 5.1). Klee 

describes their random pattern of tangled lines as a ómaze [that] contains so many figures,ô 

matching his later conviction: óArt does not depict the visible, art makes visible.ô370 The 

bookôs endpapers show those marbled patterns of tangled lines, reinforcing its significance 

for Klee and Badoux, for whom the line was essential and at the base of their art. 

Interestingly, Badoux used these endpapers when signing copies, in the same way Paul Klee 

does in the narrative, finding and tracing figures within the tangled lines (Fig. 5.9). 

Throughout his career and again when drawing Klee, Badoux used infographics to 

explain complex ideas, such as Kleeôs theoretical approach towards the line in his art, and 

as a metaphor to picture artistic and philosophical differences.371 In an episode, talking to 

 
366 Badoux (2015) explains: óWhile working in a small advertisement-studio in Paris in the late 80ies I had to 

do illustrations in the only admitted style in advertisement at this time: ligne claire. Back in Zurich, it turned 

out that this fancy style earned me a lot of jobs and so I never really got away from it.ô; L¿thi 2014, p.672, 

Badoux, thought of his own drawings as ówoodcuts é worlds apartô from Herg®ôs ófiligree technique.ô 
367 Badoux 2015; Typographische Gesellschaft München 2016; Badoux featured in The Adventures of the Ligne 

claire. The Herr G. & Co. Affair (26 October 2013ꞈðꞈ9 March 2014) at the Cartoonmuseum Basel, 

exploring Herg®ôs heritage, the ligne claire (URL: https://www.cartoonmuseum.ch/en/ausstellungen/die-

abenteuer-der-ligne-claire-der-fall-herr-g-co, accessed 14/10/2021); Duncan, Smith and Levitz 2015, 

pp.362-363, Sabin 2002, pp.217-220, The Belgian cartoonist Hergé (Georges Remi, 1907-1983) created 

Les Aventures de Tintin [The Adventures of Tintin] as a newspaper supplement series between 1929 and 

1940, which was later collected and re-published as albums. His precise but radically reduced drawing style 

with drastically minimized shadows, yet detailed backgrounds, became known as ligne claire [clear line] 

and heavily influenced the Franco-Belgian tradition of bande dessinée and European comics as such. 

Among the followers of Herg®ôs ligne claire, though more cartoony in style, were French comics artist 

René Goscinny (1926-1977) and his Italian partner Alberto Uderzo (1927-2020), who created the hugely 

successful and influentialðsecond only to Herg®ôs Tintinðseries Astérix le Gaulois [Asterix the Gaul] 

(1959-present). Since the retirement of Uderzo in 2011, Jean-Yves Ferri and Didier Conrad took over the 

series and the use of ligne claire; It continues to be a popular drawing style choice for creators of educational 

comics, such as Will Eisner (2008a; b), Scott McCloud (1994) and John Swogger (2019; 2015; Hunt and 

Swogger 2017; 2016). 
368 McCloud 1994, pp.31-37; Baetens and Surdiacourt 2013, p.354. 
369 Baetens and Surdiacourt 2013, p.354. 
370 Badoux 2008, pp.6, 43. 
371 Ibid., pp.43-46; The term infographic refers to the graphic visual representation of information, data, and 

knowledge with the aim to make the content easily and readily comprehensible for an audience. It is used 

in graphic and information design, data analysis and visualisation, graphic communication and facilitation, 

as well as informational comics and graphic narratives in general, frequently termed applied comics. For 
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his students at the Bauhaus, Klee's character demonstrates the level of activity of different 

types of lines, when they are drawn, create a surface, and thereby become passive. While he 

does so, he exits the academy setting and enters the realm of his own drawings (Fig. 5.10), 

where space and object are only gradually defined by those very same lines he creates. In 

this new realm, the three-dimensional avatar Klee balances, walks and follows his own two-

dimensional lines, which eventually outline two isosceles triangles, one on top of the other 

and touching at their right-angled tips. By filling those shapes black, they turn into one active 

surface, resembling an hourglass, rendering the line invisible and passive, while also leaving 

Klee hovering in an undefined space next to it. In the following panel, the fellow Bauhaus 

artists Walter Gropius, Oskar Schlemmer, Johannes Itten and Lyonel Feininger, each 

representing a different artistic approach and expertise, have joined Klee inside his drawn 

realm, who stands in the middle of the group. While the starting point of the scene is a 

classroom, as soon as Klee enters the realm of his drawing, that setting vanishesðhe leaves 

itðgiving the readers the impression that Klee is talking directly to them while wandering 

his lines. 

Badouxôs use of the comics medium is extraordinary in this episode, as indeed 

depicting Kleeôs thoughts and theories make his concepts far more straightforwardly 

understandable. Combining two-dimensional and three-dimensional aspects in the same 

panel and even allowing them to interact follows a show-and-tell approach that would not 

work as well using an exclusively literary medium. At the same time, it is a powerful 

demonstration of cognitive as well as artistic abstraction, which Badoux uses again in the 

continuation of the scene: a quarrel between Gropius and Itten (Fig. 5.11). Over the course 

of a page, the two artists' heads morph into icons, expressing their fundamentally different 

artistic and philosophical approaches that regularly clash at the Bauhaus. Scott McCloud 

uses a similar way to visualise abstraction in Understanding Comics (Fig. 5.12).372 However, 

 
example, the archaeologist and comic artist John G. Swogger (2019; 2015; Hunt and Swogger 2017; 2016), 

who deliberately choses ligne claire for his informational narratives, uses infographics extensively in his 

applied comics, to explore local histories, explain archaeological procedures and scientific methods, and 

present research, speaking to diverse audiencesðexisting as well as newðin an engaging and accessible 

manner, communicating complex information easily, quickly and successfully, and giving the discipline 

more visibility and new public outreach opportunities. Live visual recording practices, such as graphic 

facilitation and sketchnoting, representing the content of events, processes, meetings, conferences and 

discussions, frequently feature infographics as well. Graphic facilitator and comics scholar Penelope 

Mendonça (2016; 2021) discusses the raising popularity of live visual recordings for academic and non-

academic purposes and uses infographic element in her work. Also, following the recent conference 

Transitions 9. New Directions in Comics Studies (8 ï 10 April 2021) at Birkbeck, University of London, 

the organisers decided to publish Transitions 9. New Directions in Conference Proceedings (Haug, Miers 

and Yu-Kiener 2021), exclusively consisting of sketchnotes, including several infographics, documenting 

the entire event.  Furthermore, Scott McCloud uses infographics in Understanding Comics (1994) to explain 

and exemplify comics histories and theories. Also, already Will Eisnerôs (2008a, pp.151-155) work, such 

as PS-The Preventive Maintenance Monthly (1951-1972) and the Job Scene series (1967) for the U.S. 

Departments of Defense and of Labor respectively, regularly feature infographics. 
372 McCloud 1994, pp.50-51. 
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the juxtaposition employed by Badoux gives the example of abstraction additional meaning 

and effect beyond the apparent mere rendering of shape.  

The graphic novelist uses visual storytelling also to add extra expression to the 

spoken words on other occasions. For example, Wassily Kandinsky, when first meeting Klee, 

talks about óremembering the spiritual in the arts! A type of art that points the way, carrying 

the seed of the future withinô. His speech bubble is not connected to his character in the usual 

straight way. Instead, extra swirls and spins visualise the words' eccentric and slightly 

esoteric nature (Fig. 5.13). In addition, the scene is somewhat removed from the narrative, 

as the panel background no longer shows the interior of a café but becomes monochromous 

blue, highlighting those speech bubbles. 

Further, Badoux employs braiding in Klee to enforce the significance of particular 

moments and actions.373 The opening and the closing scenes feature several aspects of 

braiding. To begin with, the first and the last panel of Kleeðthe establishing and closing 

shotsð each occupying a whole page, show a cityscape of Bern from the exact same angle 

(Fig. 5.6): from the middle ground, the river Aare bends and flows towards the readers and 

over a barrage in the foreground, the Old City with the Cathedral of Bern, on the left, and 

the unblocked riverbank, on the right, are connected by the iron Kirchenfeldbrücke 

[Kirchenfeld Bridge].374 The rhyming effect is enhanced by the fact that both panels appear 

on odd pages.375 Furthermore, as the first scene continues, young Paul Klee stands in the 

Aare, his trousers rolled up, picking pebbles from the river and chatting with his friends on 

the bank.376 One of them, Fritz Lotmar, helps Klee out of the water and over the fencing (Fig. 

5.8), while another friend, Herman Haller, reads to the group from a newspaper with the 

Kirchenfeldbrücke in the background. In the last scene, the roles are swapped, as Lotmar 

stands in the Aare, picking up pebbles for his friend at the exact same spot and with a similar 

 
373 Comics Scholar Thierry Groensteen explains the concept of tressage in Systéme de la bande dessinée (1999), 

translated as braiding in the English translation (Groensteen 2007) used for this research, and ñThe Art of 

Braiding. A Clarificationò (2016). Groensteen (2007, pp.144-158; 2016) argues that images and icons 

within a narrative, can communicate with each other within the linearity of a sequence of a single strip or 

page (a dialogue in praesentia) as well as beyond (a dialogue in absentia), linking panels (or multi-panel 

sequences) which can be divided by several pages or even appear in a different publication; a particular 

type of repetition, braiding focusses on the appearance and disappearance of an iconic motif, in praesentia 

and in absentia, creating dramatic potential, in bridging resurgences which then may create a series or 

network; Groensteen (2016, pp.89, 93, 94) insists ñbraiding is a supplementary, contingent procedure, 

which is never necessary to the structuring and intelligibility of the narrative,ò yet if it goes unnoticed the 

narrative can only be ñunderstood on a simpler, more naµve levelò, while the enhancement, layering, and 

deepening of meaning created by braiding, ñmust have a structuring effect and amount to a gain for the 

narrative, and for the work.ò 
374 Badoux 2008, pp.1, 67. 
375 Groensteen (2007, pp.148-149) defines rhyming, a ódistant repetitionô that raises the memory of previous 

occurrences in the reader, as a particular type of braiding. 
376 Ibid., pp.2-3. 
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posture to that of Klee at the beginning, who is now standing at the bank.377 Now it is the 

artist who assists his friend to climb out of the river. When they two talk, the readers see the 

Kirchenfeldbrücke in the background from the exact same angle as before (Fig. 5.5). 

Here the braiding, a quotation, welcomes the readers in the narrativeôs world and 

releases them back into reality at the end. Maybe more importantly, it also emphasises the 

importance of Bern and Switzerland more generally, for Paul Klee. He was born in Germany 

but grew up and was schooled in Bern, meeting his life-long friend Lotmar, and returned to 

the city when the National Socialists took over Germany. Further, Klee died in Italy just 

days before the city council of Bern could award him the Swiss citizenship, and is often 

perceived as Swiss, including by Badoux, as mentioned below.378 Also, it is where the co-

commissioner Zentrum Paul Klee is located. 

Finally, there is another example of braiding in the first scene, focusing on the artistic 

aspect of Kleeôs practice. The artistôs action of picking a pebble from the river is depicted in 

a sequence of four panels over two tiers (Fig. 5.14).379 Over the first three panels, gradually 

ózooming outô, black lines on grey ground reveal themselves to be patterned pebbles in, and 

ripples on the water. The fourth panel shows Kleeôs hand holding a stone, still dripping from 

the water, between his thumb and index finger. The fifth panel explains the previous four 

images, showing Klee standing in the river, already discussed above. Halfway through the 

book, the sequence repeats itself with minor alterations: the pebbles are blackða reference 

to the deaths of August Macke and Franz Marc during the WW Iðwhile the grey patterns 

only become visible in the fourth panel, when Klee holds one in exact the same manner as 

before.380 The reader has to turn the page to see Klee standing in the river Lech, in Germany, 

yet this panel's size, composition, and angle are different from the opening scene. As 

mentioned, the closing scene depicts Lotmar in the Aare back in Bern.  

In these cases, the braiding emphasises the importance of the line in Paul Kleeôs 

artistic practice and his habit of finding figures in the randomly entangled lines of pieces of 

marble and pebbles (Fig. 5.1), discussed above.  

Naturally, a biographical graphic novel about a canonical painter contains artworks. 

Deliberately, Badoux reproduces Kleeôs pieces of art and documents in his ligne claire.381 

Some appear on a separate page and are cited in the captions, including the respective title, 

date, and what seems to be the item's inventory number in the Zentrum Paul Kleeôs collection. 

 
377 Ibid., p.66. 
378 Badoux 2008, p.70; Badoux in Hangartner 2008, p.39. 
379 Badoux 2007, p.2. 
380 Ibid., p.37. 
381 Badoux 2007b, p.4. 
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Other works by Klee appear in the narrative and are referenced in the detailed endnotes. 

Thus, all of Kleeôs artworks in Klee are clearly identifiable and can easily be traced to the 

original. Unfortunately, Badoux was less diligent regarding works by artists other than Paul 

Klee, as discussed below. 

Except for the very first chapter, all the episodes in Klee are inaugurated by one of 

the artistôs works, óexemplary for the corresponding periodsô and in some cases seemingly 

summarising or commenting on the following chapter and occasionally reappearing.382 

Those artworks have dedicated to them a space to be admired and studied, and they could 

form another parallel and purely artistic narrative, in addition to the mixed graphic-literary 

one in the panels and the purely literary one in the captions. However, Badoux does not 

completely seize this opportunity as he reproduces Kleeôs artworks relatively small, usually 

about one-sixth of a page (Fig. 5.15). In one case, he even only dedicates about one-ninth of 

the page to a copied drawing, and only the very last chapter shows a reproduction of a 

painting the size of half a page.383 Consequently, those copied artworks, and hence the 

originals too, may go unnoticed and thus unappreciated when flipping the pages. This 

situation is particularly unfortunate, as the artworksô titles could be read like chapter 

headings, complementing and commenting on the following episode.  

On four occasions, the narrative lingers with a particular work of art in including 

close-ups of it, of which only three are by Klee, the last one being by Wassily Kandinsky.384 

In such cases, the reader becomes a character looking at the artwork, literally adopting their 

perspective and thus becoming a part of the graphic narrative. It is noticeable that such close-

up encounters with artworks appear in a standardised format starting with three panels over 

two tiers (Fig. 5.16). A fourth panel shows the person whose view the reader just adopted, 

who comments on the piece of art. In two cases, the three close-up panels show one image 

that occupies several panelsða triptych.385 

While the detailed endnotes, including citations for Paul Kleeôs art, allow for a clear 

and easy fact-fiction division and tracing of sourcesðexcept for works not by Kleeðsome 

other aspects of Klee draw criticism. Maybe most apparent is the inconsistency in the 

captions' colouring: Except for Kleeôs letters, the yellow captions reveal additional and 

purely factual information to the reader, while the main narrative tells the story of Kleeôs life 

from a more emotional perspective in white captions and speech bubbles. However, Kleeôs 

 
382 Ibid. 
383 Badoux 2008, pp.14, 64. 
384 Ibid, pp.24, 32, 41, 63, During Kleeôs visit to the Mus®e du Louvre (p.16), three close-ups of canonical 

works by Leonardo, Rembrandt and Goya are depicted. 
385 Ibid., pp.24, 32. 
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letters and diary entries, clearly expressing personal thoughts and emotions, appear in 

yellow-coloured captions, usually reserved for the narrator. Such and other similar examples 

of inconsistent colouring coupled with the changing narrators lead to some potentially 

confusing panels when it remains unclear who is talking.  

For example, a cited National-Socialist propaganda flyer (Fig. 5.17) and two 

occasions of additional factual information about a personôs death appear in white captions 

and, therefore, seemingly as quotes by Klee.386 While the cited flyer would essentially ask 

for a third, entirely new caption category, the death information should be coded as yellow. 

Another inconsistency in the caption occurs when Pablo Picasso visits Paul Klee, 

constituting the only time an artist Klee meets in the narrative has no introductory profile.387 

It is unclear whether this exception is a mistake or Picasso's name is deemed so well-known 

that its mere mentioning suffices. It certainly would be an odd choice for a publication 

explicitly targeting a young audience, aiming to be as educational as possible, and trying to 

convey a biographical and a broader cultural-historical context. 

Another point of critique is that often the graphic novel reads like a very factual 

skimming through the highlights of Paul Kleeôs life, reduced to showing when and why he 

is where as well as what he does there. Since the episodes are all closed in themselves, the 

narrative feels regularly interrupted, lacking coherency. Significant changes occurring in the 

characters' lives between episodes go unnoticed and can, at best, be briefly mentioned in the 

captions. The two concepts, from March and November 2007 respectively, reveal a repeated 

slimming down of complexity, background, and detail in the narrative.388 While it remains 

unclear how the decision to do so were reached, it is very possible that it was done on the 

commissionersô request to reduce the costs or target a specific younger age group.  

Further, Badouxôs ligne claire draws criticism as well, occasionally revealing its 

shortcomings, as characters, landscapes and depicted artworks appear somewhat flat. Hence, 

the characters seem to age very little, as the lack of details masks the passage of time usually 

seen in a personôs face. The changes in fashion and receding hairlines become the indicators 

of a characterôs stages in life. Here, the line does not make visible.  

Indeed, the reduced ligne claire also fails to capture and depict the penetrating gaze 

of Paul Klee, so often seen on photographs of the artist (Fig. 5.18). Similarly, the style paints 

a far too clean and clear picture of WWI (Fig. 5.18) and the rise of National Socialism in 

Germany, further enhanced by the fact that Badoux does not use any sound symbolic words 

 
386 Ibid., pp.37, 57. 
387 Badoux 2008, pp.59-63. 
388 Badoux 2007a; b. 
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or other equivalents. Consequently, unless someone is talking, Klee's world is a silent one, 

giving it a quiet, almost peaceful, impression that ultimately fails to capture the hectic hustle 

of cities and the brutalities and horrors of war and fascism. Badoux wishes to ócapture the 

rational romanticism, dominant in Kleeôs workô, but it would seem that his style is slightly 

too rational for some episodes and scenes.389 

Finally, while all of Kleeôs art used and reproduced is cited in the endnotes, this 

scrutiny does not extend to works by other artists reproduced in Klee. Neither First Abstract 

Watercolour (1910) by Kandinsky, featuring in close-ups, nor any of the works by 

nineteenth-century French painters or Old Masters, hanging in the Musée du Louvre, or the 

photographs on which whole or partial panels are based, are cited.390 On the one hand, it 

might be a deliberate choice to encourage the reader to find out more and identify those 

anonymous works. On the other hand, it is inconsistent with the meticulous citing of Paul 

Kleeôs oeuvre and in stark contrast to the publication's very educational character. 

 The targeted audience for Klee consists of young readers, starting with pre-teenagers. 

The bookôs very educational approach, the cartoony drawing style, and the reference to 

ójuvenile audienceô in Badouxôs concepts make this evident.391 The museum too aims at 

óyoung as well as young at heartô readers while locating the publication in the field of 

óchildrenôs and youth literature of museum pedagogy.ô392 Basler confirms this when 

declaring Klee was meant for óadolescents up to adults.ô393 In having been published in 

threeðGerman, French, and Italianðof the four official languages of Switzerland and 

having a small print run, Klee was mainly focusing on a national audience.  

A Swiss museum and publisher commissioning a Swiss comic artist, who writes for 

a mainly Swiss audience, about an artist often perceived as Swiss (not least by Badoux 

himself) recalls the Renaissance Tuscan biographies and their autochthonic notions, 

discussed in Chapter 2.394 However, Paul Klee was not Swiss, and the graphic novel does 

not aim to claim Switzerland's cultural or artistic superiority, as the Renaissance biographers 

did for Tuscany. 

The various stakeholdersô perceived levels of success and satisfaction are hard to 

determine in the case of Klee. Edition Moderneôs satisfactory level is described as ógood,ô 

 
389 Badaoux 2007b, p.4. 
390 Ibid, pp.15-16, 23-24, 31, 57. 
391 Badoux 2007a, p.1; 2007b, p.3. 
392 Fumetto 2008. 
393 Basler 2017. 
394 Badoux in Hangartner 2008, p.39. 
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as the two print runs totalling 3000 copies have sold out.395 Strategically, the book was a 

óvery goodô fit with the publisherôs long-term plans for the simple reason that Badoux had 

óalready [been] edited by Edition Moderneô before the cooperation with the Zentrum Paul 

Klee.396 Basler never comments on the content as he claims he was not involved in its 

creation, a most unusual situation discussed above. As no lasting contact was successfully 

established with the museum, whether or not the institution has been satisfied remains 

unclear. However, CREAVIVA, the childrenôs museum attached to Zentrum Paul Klee, has 

used some of Badouxôs drawings as part of Paul Klee ï Bewegung im Atelier [Paul Klee ï 

Movement in the Studio] (13 September 2008 ï 18 January 2009), indicating that the 

museum was at least not particularly unsatisfied and saw the book as handy for museum 

education purposes. Klee did not enjoy an overwhelming reception by the commissioners, 

as it would seem from the lack of publicising efforts. However, one has to keep in mind that 

at the time of its publications, the Museum Boom was still young, and it was still a novelty 

for an art museum to commission a graphic novel. 

One can assume Badoux was satisfied with Klee, as its aftermath created new 

opportunities for the graphic novelist. During the decade before the biographical graphic 

novel for the Zentrum Paul Klee, Edition Moderne had released only two books by Badoux, 

while after the Klee project, there has been a new release every two years, altogether four 

more books.397  Also, during the Solothurner Literaturtage 2013 [Solothurn Days of 

Literature], the exhibition Graphic Novels - Narrative Comics (9 May ð 1 June 2013) at 

Künstlerhaus S11 featured four artists who had published with Edition Moderne: Christophe 

Badoux as well as Daniel Bosshard, Matthias Gnehm and Isabelle Pralong. Badouxôs 

contribution to the show were several black-and-white drawings from Klee. All four artists 

were invited to join a panel discussion as part of the programme. Interestingly, this event 

that Edition Moderne posted on Facebook to publicise and advertise it.398  

 Christophe Badouxôs Klee was a unique and new type of book at the time of its 

publication, possibly even a bit daring, launched at a comics festival. It was the first time 

that a canonical artistôs life became the subject of a modern, twenty-first-century graphic 

novel. The Zentrum Paul Klee in Bern co-commissioned it to target a young audience and 

fill a gap in museum education literature. From the available information, the image emerges 

 
395 Basler 2017; However, in January 2021, the publisher still sells copies via its homepage, contradicting 

Baslerôs claim. 
396 Ibid. 
397 Edition Moderne published six books by Christophe Badoux: BUPO SCHOCH - OPERATION "ROTER 

ZIPFEL" (1999), Fatmas Fantastische Reise (2006), Klee (2008), Die Fünfte Variable (2010), Per Fahrrad 

durch die Galaxis (2012), Stan the Hooligan (2014), Krank Geschrieben (2016). 
398 Edition Moderne 2013. 
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that the museum was the main driving as well as editing force behind Klee, while the 

publisher Edition Moderne was allegedly reduced to the more mechanical and logistical 

tasksðan unusual comics work arrangement which the researcher considers unlikely. Sadly, 

none of the available sources revealed further details about the work of colourist Nora 

Weyermann other than her name. 

 The book is distinguished by its apparent educational approach, Badouxôs 

characteristically ligne claire and his occasional use of infographics. Also, the graphic 

novelist employs braiding to emphasise the importance of Bern and Switzerland as well as 

aspects of Paul Kleeôs artistic practice. Well-researched and based on the life writings by 

Paul Klee himself, the book includes endnotes revealing the sources. With the artworks 

pushed slightly to the back, Klee is more about Paul Kleeôs life than his art, yet it presents 

several key works from his oeuvre. It features several specific art-historical anecdotes and 

comics genre-specific tropes but does not follow the life-and-work model.   

 

5.3. France: Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre 

In November 2009, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre [The Sky Over The Louvre] by the Belgian 

comic artist Bernar Yslaire and the French screenwriter Jean-Claude Carrière (1931-2020), 

aided by French comic artist and colourist Vincent Mézil as documentation assistant, was 

released. This research mainly references the English edition by NBM Publishing from 2011. 

The graphic novel was co-commissioned, co-funded and co-published by Fabrice Douar, 

from the Musée du Louvre, and Sébastian Gnaedig, from the publishing house Futuropolis, 

as part of the Louvre Éditions series, running since 2005.399 The sixty-six-page narrative of 

historic fiction is set during the Reign of Terror in the First French Republic and structured 

into nineteen chapters, each between two and five pages long and usually depicting one scene 

or episode, and two appendices succeeding the story.400 The book focuses on the relationship 

between neoclassical painter Jacques-Louis David and politician Maximilien Robespierre, 

covering precisely the year before the fall and subsequent execution of Robespierre on 8th 

Thermidor, Year II (26 July 1794 CE).401 The significance of this graphic novel for the 

 
399 See Appendix D for a full list of Louvre Éditions publications from 2005 until 2019; The series, initiated by 

Douar and Gnaedig, currently includes more than twenty titles. Recently, Delcourt and the Musée du 

Louvre released a title under the Louvre Éditions label too. 
400 Linton 2006, pp.23-25; Gouch 2010, pp.65-66, 101-103, The Reign of Terror, lasted from June 1793 to July 

1794, when the Jacobin Government made terror their official policy, resulting in estimated 250,000 deaths 

in France. 
401 David was a loyal supporter of Robespierre and held several political posts in the Jacobin Government, yet 

avoiding execution in July 1794; Edelstein 2009, pp.231-248, Maximilien Robespierre successfully 

proposed The Cult of the Supreme Being: a combination of Rosseauôs theories and idealised perceptions 

of ancient Greek and Roman civic virtues, providing a much-needed socio-ethical-religious structure after 
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corpus lies in the early publication date as well as the inclusion in a long-running series by 

the Musée du Louvre, the very first art museum to commission a graphic novel, while also 

being a major national museum. Also, the entire narrative has been drawn digitally. 

Unfortunately, a lack of academic ethos and rigour in the albumôs production and 

presentation is all too apparent. Thus, the book also showcases a problematic relationship 

between comic art and museum art as well as potential risks for art institutions engaging in 

similar publications. A version of this case study has been developed into a book chapter, 

investigating several discrepancies between the graphic novelôs message and corporate 

brand and the neoliberalism agenda of the Musée du Louvre.402 

 Unfortunately, neither creator was available to facilitate the research, despite the 

repeated effort to contact both. Interviews with the creators, available online, were used to 

counterbalance this. In contrast, Gnaedig, Editorial Director publisher Futuropolis, and 

Douar, Editorial Manager at the Interpretation and Cultural Programming Department at the 

Musée du Louvre, were kind enough to answer a short questionnaire.403 Additionally, their 

institutionôs online appearances, press releases and annual reports were scrutinised.  

The narrative begins at the Mus®e du Louvre, at Davidôs studio, when he and 

Robespierre discuss The Death of Marat (1793) (Fig. 5.19). During the opening of the 

Louvre as a public museum, both men hold speeches, and Jules Stern, a foreign, Slavic, 

orphaned teenage boy looking for the painter, is introduced. Robespierre orders David to 

paint the Supreme Beingðalbeit admitting the impossibility of the task. Against the explicit 

wish and order of Robespierre, David chooses Stern as the model. When Stern is denounced, 

arrested, and subsequently guillotined, the painter tracks down the body and head and 

reassembles his model. Robespierre officially proposes the Cult of the Supreme Being, and 

the Festival of the Supreme Being is held, with the painting still unfinished. During the 

denunciation, arrest and execution of Robespierre, David continues working on Death of 

Joseph Bara (1794) (Fig. 5.20), soon after he is arrested too.  

 The graphic novel features some traditional art-historical anecdotes and comics 

genre-specific tropes, such as the artistôs powerful clients and friends, most obvious 

Robespierre and Napoleon, Davidôs obsession with his art in general, particularly the 

painting of Bara and the character of Stern, and the artist taking significant risks in opposing 

 
the nationôs de-Christianisation; for a further discussion of his and Robespierreôs role during the Reign of 

Terror, see Linton 2013, pp.251, 264; 2006, p.25; Gouch 2010, pp.73-74, 99-101; Smyth 2008, pp.309-310, 

316-317; Lajer-Burcharth 1999, pp.8-10; Clark 1973, p.30.  
402 Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñMus®e du Louvre: When The Picture Does Not Fit The Frame. Multiple Problems 

With The Graphic Novel Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvreò in Framing [in] Comics: Essays on Aesthetics, 

History, and Mediality edited by Johannes C. P. Schmid. Berlin: Ch. A. Bachmann, 2021. 
403 Douar 2018; Gnaedig 2018b. 
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Robespierre in his artistic choices. In being historic fiction created around a made-up 

painting, the album does not refer to the art-historical tradition of the life-and-work model. 

At the same time, it misses the opportunity to present the artistôs oeuvre to the reader in a 

meaningful way, as a large proportion of the features artworks lack citations. Interestingly, 

in moving away from historical accuracy, claiming authenticity through a historic setting, 

and showing the artist in a secondary role onlyðshared with Robespierreðthere are several 

surprising parallels to the modern painterôs novel, discussed in Chapter 2.  

The Louvre Éditions series was initiated by Douar, in 2004, when the Musée du 

Louvre and Futuropolis signed a contract over a series of four graphic novels to be co-

commissioned, co-funded, co-edited and co-published, inaugurating the project in 2005.404 

After separately shortlisting him, the two commissioners approached Yslaire.405 Already the 

museumôs annual report for 2005 confirms Yslaire as the third contributor to this series with 

a provisional title LôAtelier de David [Davidôs Studio].406 Yslaire asked to bring in Carrière 

as co-writer after deciding on David as the subject and the revolutionary setting. He based 

his choice on seeing the movie Danton (1983), which Carrière co-wrote, convinced he knows 

the French Revolution and his views on spirituality can benefit the project.407 Similarly, the 

Mus®e du Louvre accepted Yslaireôs request because of Carri¯reôs long career in the film 

industry and his alleged expertise regarding the French Revolution.408 Hence, only the 2006 

report mentions Carri¯reôs participation for the first time.409 In the following years, the 

reports merely state an ongoing collaboration between the artists and the screenwriter, and 

an expected release for 2008, which eventually is repeatedly postponed.410 This information 

matches the one given by Douar, who recalls there were ó[a]bout four years between the 

proposal to Yslaire and the release.ô411  

In October 2006, Douar mentions that the narrative would be advanced enough for 

Yslaire to start drawing.412 Regardless, the two creators did not manage to meet the initial 

publishing deadline of late 2008, nor the updated ones for January 2009 or May the same 

year.413 Eventually, the book was only published as the fourth book in the series in 

 
404 Douar 2018; Musée du Louvre 2006; Douar 2006  
405 Douar 2018; Gnaedig 2018b. 
406 Musée du Louvre 2006, p.103. 
407 Yslaire and Carriére 2013. 
408 Douar 2018. 
409 Musée du Louvre 2007, p.109. 
410 Musée du Louvre 2008, p.116; 2009b, p.98; 2010, p.127. 
411 Douar 2018. 
412 Douar 2006. 
413 Musée du Louvre 2008, p.116, The annual report 2007 mentions a planned release for 2008; 2010, pp.48-

49, 127, The annual report 2009 mentions a planned release for late January 2009, yet clearly states the 

actual release in November 2009; Douar (2009) confirms the planned publication for late January 2009. 
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November 2009 under the updated title Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre. The museums and the 

publisher suggest different reasons for this delay. Gnaedig remembers  

ó[t]he collaboration between Bernar Yslaire and Jean-Claude Carrière was more complicated 

than expected. Because Jean-Claude Carrière had never written for comics and he thought it 

would be close to writing a movie script. It is not at all the same thing!ô414 

In contrast, Douar recalls Yslaire getting delayed with his drawings, who was working at a 

different (remarkably similarly titled) series at the same time, discussed below.415 

Douar also states that each new publication in the series is accompanied by óan 

exhibition of the original drawings,ô usually in the museumôs book shop.416 After an initial 

postponement, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre was expected to be ready for Le Petit Dessein ï 

Le Louvre invite la bande dessinée (22 January ï 13 April 2009) [The Small Design - The 

Louvre Invites The Comic] but was once again delayed.417 Thus, the show included only a 

few of Yslaireôs drawings as a preview.418 For the actual release in autumn 2009, both 

commissioning institutions posted updates on their social media accounts, the publisher six 

times on Twitter in November 2009, the museum twice on Facebook on 9 December 2009.419 

The YouTube channels of both organisations did not contain any related videos. Beyond this, 

there were no further promotional or marketing actions. 

According to the museum and the publisher, their restrictions and demands for 

Yslaire and Carri¯re were minimal. Douar claims that all creators receive an initial ócarte 

blanche,ô including usually publisher-controlled aspects, such as page counts and format.420 

However, the stakeholders ódiscuss the scenarioðnot to censorô though, according to 

Douar.421 Gnaedig remembers the partition in chapters and the format, were the results of 

such discussions.422 Also, Douar admits to requesting that óa work, an object, a room, the 

public, the building, [or] the history [of the Mus®e du Louvre] é is an integral part of the 

scenarioô and the museum setting not just decorative.423 Thus, the stakeholders contradict 

their claims of a carte blanche, as evidently, they have still exercised significant control over 

the various aspects of the book, including the content. Also, it becomes clear that with 

 
414 Gnaedig 2018b. 
415 Douar 2009. 
416 Douar 2006.  
417 Douar 2009.  
418 Musee du Louvre 2009a, p.2; For the exhibition, see Chapter 6. 
419 Les éditions Futuropolis 2009a-f; Musée du Louvre 2009c-f. 
420 Douar 2018 
421 Douar 2018. 
422 Gnaedig 2018b. 
423 Douar 2018. 
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sharing the financial risks, the publisher had to share part of its gatekeeping powers and 

influence regarding the editing process.424  

To facilitate their work, Doaur remembers, óthe authors met the specialists of the 

museum, specialists for the time of [Jacques-Louis] David, of the French Revolution, and é 

saw Davidôs original drawings in the Drawings Cabinet.ô425 This in situ inspection of the 

original art mirrors a crucial element of the authorial practice of traditional art-historical 

monographers, who examined original artworks to become connoisseurs of an individualôs 

oeuvre as part of following the life-and-work model. However, as mentioned, neither the 

oeuvre nor the life-and-work model feature in the graphic novel.  

Yslaire and Carriére were aided in their work by Vincent Mézil, who took the role of 

Documentation Assistant.426 Mézil, a comics artist and colourist, had worked with Yslaire 

before, drawing and colouring the trilogy La Guerre Des Sambre. Hugo & Iris (2007, 2008, 

2009) and Jean Bastide, as part of Yslaireôs Sambre series and using a script by him. As the 

museum provided research assistance and access to sources and original art, Yslaire is 

credited with the idea, script, text, dialogue, production, drawing, colouring, and layout for 

Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre, and Ortho is credited with lettering, it remains unclear what 

Mézilðanother comic artist in the projectðwas precisely documenting or contributing. As 

he was still working with Yslaire on another similar project at the time, he understood his 

ideas and style. Thus, he might have drawn (less prominent) parts of Le Ciel au-dessus du 

Louvre, such as architectures and backgrounds, while only Yslaire, the workshop leader, got 

creditedða possible arrangement not unique for comics work.427 

Yslaire led the project in deciding on David and Robespierre as the subjects.428 

Carri¯re recalls being asked to respect Yslaireôs requirements.429This power relation is 

somewhat unusual, as the artist frequently receives less credit in comics work 

 
424 Lefèvre (2016, pp.205, 207, 210), who argues for more gatekeeping research within comics studies, explains 

that publishers, who usually carry the largest financial risk in a new publication project, act as gatekeepers 

in deciding who, what, when, and how to publish, a decision resulting from many individual choices. As 

editorial guidelines are often unarticulated and opaque, involving and following formal as well as informal 

structures, and are usually a company secret, this gatekeeping process is difficult to uncover while have a 

huge influence on the comics production and market. 
425 Douar 2018; Gnaedig 2018b. 
426 Yslaire & Carrière 2011, title page. 
427 Comics work researchers, such as Brienza and Johnston (2016, pp.1-3), Gray and Wilkins (2016, pp.116, 

125-127), and Jameel (2016, pp.175-176), point out, while the authors of comics are credited with creating 

a comic and sometimes ócanonisedô, many less visible roles, such as letterer and colourists, are frequently 

overlooked and unmentioned. Thus, as those comic workers are often invisible, Brienza and Johnston (2016, 

p.3) suggest looking for and interpreting signs of cooperation and collaboration to get a more accurate 

impression of a publicationôs comics workers and their contributions. 
428 Gnaedig 2018b. 
429 Yslaire and Carriére 2013. 
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collaborations.430 Even in partnerships, the writer is often perceived as being óòcompletedò 

by the artist.ô431 To counter the idea of a ñmainò creator and express the collaborative nature 

of a partnership, comics scholar and creator Ahmed Jameel suggests óthinking of the creative 

team as a whole identity,ô resulting in Yslaire-Carriére or Carriére-Yslaire in the case of Le 

Ciel au-dessus du Louvreðif not considering Mézil a part of the team.432 However, the 

partnership between Carriére and Yslaire unfolded within the parameters established by the 

latter before inviting the former, who was asked to respect these parameters, putting the artist 

in a stronger position. 

At the same time, the creators were also responding to the commissionersô demands. 

While the earliest title LôAtelier de David suggests a plot focused on the painter and his 

workshop, the final idea is meant as a (visual) representation of the Revolution.433 However, 

the book is about The Terror, a period after the French Revolution, and a brief close-up of 

two men. Interestingly, the Musée du Louvre hosted Gérard, Girodet, Gros ï LôAtelier de 

David (22 September 2005 - 16 January 2006) [Gérard, Girodet, Gros ï Davidôs 

Workshop].434 Considering that it was around the same period that the project was 

mentioned first, it was most likely inspired by the exhibition. Some aspects of the initial 

focus on the workshopôs functioning are still traceable in the book: readers experience 

picking the model (Fig. 5.21), the preparation of preliminary sketches and a drawing grid 

(Fig. 5.22) for advanced sketches. Subsequently, the motive is transferred to the canvas by 

assistants, leading to an under-drawing, which eventually gets developed into a fully-fledged 

painting with final touches of colours and shadows added by the masterôs hand (Fig. 5.23). 

Observant readers can even piece together the entire studio, shown repeatedly and from 

different angles (Fig. 5.24a-b). Here, the book missed the opportunity to be educational in 

not explaining what is displayed. 

In its final version, the narrative focuses more on the Musée du Louvre as an 

institution and location. Firstly, as the narrativeôs key location, with eleven out of the 

nineteen chapters, including opening and closing scenes, featuring the museum and its 

 
430 Gray and Wilkins (2016, pp.116-127) argue that the world of comics celebrates the genius of the writer 

while the artist is assigned a subaltern status and seen as an extension of the writerôs brain. The authors 

trace this idea back to Romantic expressionist theory, stressing the genius of narrative conception over the 

ñcraftò of materialising the very same. 
431 Ibid., p.120, However, the authors also claim that, in a true partnership, the typically perceived roles of 

ñwriterò and ñartistò are disrupted and thus the artist receives proper credit. They argue for the negotiation 

between the creators to be the actual ñauthorò of any collaboratively created comic. 
432 Jameel 2016, pp.186-187. 
433 Yslaire in Yslaire and Carriére 2009c; Yslaire in Yslaire and Carriére 2009b; Gnaedig 2018b; Musée du 

Louvre 2006, p.103; 2007, p.109. 
434 François Pascal Simon Gérard (1770-1837), Anne-Louis Girodet de Roucy-Trioson (1767-1824), and 

Antoine-Jean Gros (1771-1835) were pupils of David. 
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surroundings. Secondly, as a physical and cultural space for David to create his canonical 

artworksðhere, LôAtelier de David is still present. Thirdly, as a timeless physical and 

cultural link between the post-revolutionary plot and contemporary audiences. Fourthly, as 

an invitation to readers to revisit the art, spaces and places from Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre, 

as an appendix of some of the reproduced works from the Louvre collection, including their 

locations, follows the story. While Yslaire and Carri¯re were following the commissionersô 

demands in focusing heavily on the museum, the new title was probably based on economic 

considerations. 

Yslaire and Futuropolis very openly used the commission to promote the artistôs two-

volume graphic novel Le Ciel au-dessus de Bruxelles [The Sky over Brussels] (2006-2007). 

The two projects bear a remarkably similar title, were both published by Futuropolis and 

feature the same main character: Jules Engell Stern from Le Ciel au-dessus de Bruxelles 

becomes Jules Stern in Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre. They look almost identical, share the 

backstory of originating from the far-away country of Khazaria, are looking for a family 

member, and have their speech uniquely lettered as a metaphor for their foreign accent (Fig. 

5.25).435 The two creators commented on Jules Stern's repurposing by framing him as a self-

portrait of Yslaire.436 While Stern vaguely resembles a younger version of Yslaire, the 

explanation seems more than odd, knowing the namesðJules means óyouthfulô in French, 

while Engel and Stern translate from German óangelô and óstarôðhint at the character being 

an angelic or divine existence. This cameo aside, there is no indication that Yslaireôs 

experience as an artist informed the narrative in any way, as it often did with authors of 

traditional artistsô monographs. On the one hand, the title and character were possibly simply 

chosen to attract Yslaireôs usual readership, familiar with Le Ciel au-dessus de Bruxelles, 

and trick online search algorithms, in a thinly veiled attempt to reach an audience usually 

not attending the Musée du Louvre. On the other hand, it is possible to interpret the title and 

character as references to the notion of the Supreme Being introduced after Christianity had 

been abandoned. 

Deciding against blending his own style with David's, Yslaire drew and coloured Le 

Ciel au-dessus du Louvre entirely digitally. While the latter is quite usual nowadays, the 

former singles the book out and allows quick changes to drawings and facilitates placing 

photographic images into a scene, as discussed below. Several panels appear overly flat and 

lack depth, and some are barely developed, which might be the desired effect, giving it the 

appearance of an unfinished sketchbook (Fig. 5.26). On the one hand, this very rudimentary 

 
435 Stampfer 2013, p.1, The Khazar Empire existed from the mid-seventh until the tenth century CE between 

the Caspian and the Black Seas.  
436 Yslaire and Carriére 2009b. 
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style brings the artistic aspect of a graphic narrative into the foreground, allowing the reader 

to understand the process of drawing in actually reading the artistôs line, furthered by the 

frequent use of hatching and cross-hatching. On the other hand, when lines and characters 

exceed their panel and when characters consist of hardly more than a few linesðand 

considering the repeated delays during the bookôs creationðthe impression of an unfinished 

and partially very rushed album emerges. It is also possible that in overexposing his line, 

Yslaire wants to prove that his digital work is still art and equally valuable and worthy of 

the same level of attention and appreciation as a traditional drawing of pen or ink on paper. 

Colour is deployed very scarcely throughout the narrative, mainly taking place in a 

very sombre atmosphere of black lines on mute grey and yellow pages, with occasional red, 

blue, and white highlightsðthe French Tricolore. Those colourful highlights are used to 

channel the readersô attention towards important aspects of a scene or panel. In contrast, the 

page layout is very orderly, often a simple three-by-three-squares grid and a splash page for 

each new chapter, with relatively wide and clean guttersðexcept when the lines spill 

everywhere. Considering this juxtaposition of drawing style, deliberate use of colours, and 

traditional design, it might be a metaphorical representation of the Terror's messy and chaotic 

reality and the clear-cut and idealised interpretation history gives of the French Revolution 

and its consequences. It would thus be a comment on the ambiguity of the own narrative and 

established histories as such. However, while this interpretation is possible, the book as a 

whole does not convey such a nuanced, self-reflexive, and critical impression. 

Yslaire exploits the comics mediumôs potential for visual storytelling only very 

moderately. Regularly, the visual narrative stops and continues as text, leaving one or two-

thirds of the page empty and evoking the impression of an illustrated novel (Fig. 5.26). The 

scenes showing the creation of the fictional painting of the Supreme Being do depict the 

creative processes better than a purely literary description. Yet, as an explanation is lacking, 

the effect is limited. There are several diptychs and triptychs, but they carry no apparent 

special meaning and would have worked equally well as one larger panel. Possibly, they 

were chosen to maintain the mostly relatively regular page layout. Groensteen argues that 

the regular layout allows for sudden changes to the norm and striking effects.437Indeed, 

occasionally the rhythm is disrupted by a variation in the layout and panel size. Certainly, 

many of the chapter openings leave an impression on the reader, as each is a splash page, 

offering considerably more space to the scene. 

There are also two examples of braiding in Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre. Similar to 

Klee, the opening and the closing scenes rhyme: on the right of a panel, David is shown in 

 
437 Groensteen 2017, p.97. 
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his studio at the Musée du Louvre in front of an easel on the left, of the painting on it the 

readers can only see part of the back; the artist talks to someone standing behind him, yet he 

looks straight at the readers (Fig. 5.19)ðthe reason for this is that both panels are based on 

uncited self-portraits; in the closing scene David holds brush and palette.438 In both cases, 

turning the page reveals the painting on the easel to the reader. Once again, the braiding 

welcomes and waves goodbye to the readers while emphasising a location, in this the place 

of work. Also, the braiding puts the finger on the opportunistic nature of David, who in the 

opening scene paints Death of Marat (1793) and General Bonaparte (1797-98) in the closing 

scene, as well as the meaninglessness of the Terror, as everything is as it was at the startð

at least for David. 

The other braiding concerns Robespierre, who feels weakened and collapses on his 

bed, where he looks out of the windows and sees a raven, covering his eyes subsequently.439 

Later, Robespierre is once again tied to the bed due to his illness, this time being tended to 

by his landlady and her daughter, and sees butterflies through his windowða 

hallucinationðbefore closing his eyes.440 Here, the braiding shows Robespierre slowly 

losing his mind, progressing from a dark omen to hallucinations, and quite literally closing 

his eyes from the Terror, suffering and chaos he is causing. 

Despite its occasional political notions, the narrative offers plenty of space to 

museum art. The Palais du Louvreôs opening as a public museum features a large number of 

original artworks (Fig. 5.27), some even multiple times. For the rest of the story, the works 

appear mostly in the panel background. Naturally, Jacques-Louis Davidôs art is woven into 

the plot and shown prominently. A few paintings receive the privilege of a splash-page: The 

Death of Marat (1793), The Death of Joseph Bara (1794) (Fig. 5.20) and General Bonaparte 

(1797-98) (Fig. 5.28). The first two and Madame Charles-Louis Trudaine (1791-92) are 

exclusively honoured with multiple close-ups. Sketches of politicians (Fig. 5.29), the 

Festival of the Supreme Being, and uniform designs for parades are remaining traces of the 

idea of representing the Revolution. Gradually, the story of the First Republic becomes a 

narrative told through Jacques-Louis Davidôs art. 

Usually, those artworks are photographs inserted into the digitally drawn panels, 

sometimes still including their picture frames. Contrasting the sketchy drawings of reduced 

colour, the museum art is fully coloured and detailed enough to see cracks in the paint, except 

when an image becomes pixelated. This difference in colour, texture and materiality 

 
438 Yslaire and Carriére 2011, pp.3, 65. 
439 Ibid., pp.22-23. 
440 Ibid., pp.53-54. 
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emphasises the museum art and makes its appearance and experience fuller and richer.441 

Consequently, characters and artworks inhabit two distinct realities. However, not all 

original artworks are identifiable straightaway, as Yslaire simply copies several prints, 

sketches and paintings into the comics medium, appearing as (part of) a panel, discussed 

below. 

Unfortunately, there are several aspects of the publication that draw mild criticism 

for missing opportunities. For example, occasionally, the graphic novel becomes an 

illustrated book, with large blocks of texts telling the story instead of drawings (Fig. 5.26), 

avoiding depicting the brutal, bloody, and dramatic cruelty of The Terror. In such cases, 

Yslaire loses narrative power and makes little use of the comics medium's potential. His 

sketchy style and reduced use of colour would allow for a swift and yet not necessarily overly 

explicit execution. A graphic narrative about The Terror that avoids depicting the subject 

makes for an odd combination. 

On other aspects, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre invites far more severe criticism: 

Firstly, for misleading readers in not declaring it is historic fiction; secondly, there are 

several inconsistencies, mistakes and grave errors in the narrative, revealing a lack of 

rigorous research; and thirdly, a very questionable artistic ethos in the treatment of artworks.  

Yslaire suggested bringing in Carrière due to his alleged knowledge of the times and 

calls the graphic novel a óBD historiqueô [historical comic].442 However, the screenwriterôs 

alleged expertise was based on co-scripting the movie Danton (1983) a quarter of a century 

earlier.443 The creators insist that the project is well-researched, with Yslaire claiming 

historians and original documents were consulted.444 However, the appendices do not 

include any references. Thus, the sourcesô origins remain unclear, as does the fact-fiction 

divide. Finally, a Documentation Assistant does evoke the impression of the projectôs 

accuracy, and faithfulness being considered somewhat important. With its named research 

staff and appendices, the album appears very evidence-based, giving the impression of a 

faithful graphic novel adaption of non-fictional events by two famous authors, at least one 

of them knowledgeable in the topic. Accordingly, Futuropolis advertises the book as óune 

page dôhistoireô [a page of history] reviewed, corrected, interpreted, and seasoned by the 

 
441 Yslaire was not the first one to do so in the series. Nicolas de Crécy, Enki Bilal, Marc-Antoine Mathieu, 

Éric Liberge and Christian Durieux set apart narrative and museum art in their albums visually too. 
442 Yslaire in Yslaire and Carriére 2013. 
443 Gnaedig 2018b; Douar 2018; Yslaire and Carriére 2013; Yslaire and Carriére 2009c; Yslaire and Carrière 

2009a, second appendix; According to the International Movie Database (URL: https://www.imdb.com 

/name/nm0140643/?ref_=nmbio_bio_nm, accessed 02/09/2018) Jean-Claude Carrière also contributed to 

War in the Highlands (1999) and Marie-Antoinette (2006) set during the French Revolution. 
444 Yslaire in Yslaire and Carriére 2009b; Yslaire in Yslaire and Carriére 2013; Yslaire and Carriére 2009c.  
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authors.445Therefore, even if not officially labelled as a well-researched non-fiction 

publication, the graphic novel is marketed as such.  

The claims of research and expertise, coupled with the museumôs brand, trigger 

certain expectations of quality and accuracy, presenting and promoting a historic fiction 

publication as non-fictional. As Jameel remarks quite rightfully, óreception shapes meaning; 

a work may take on different meanings depending on when and where it appears, and in 

what form. So authorship is only relevant if it is relevant to the way a viewer or reader 

chooses to look.ô446 Here authorship should be understood in the context of comics work, as 

defined by Brienza and Johnston, including óany labour within the field of the cultural 

production of comics that contributes or informs a comicsô production.ô447 Such a definition 

incorporates the Musée du Louvre as co-commissioner, who does not just lend its name to, 

but also very actively shapes and edits, the project, thus carrying significant responsibility 

for the final product. 

Also, from a graphic novel inspired by actual historic events and marketed as well-

researched, readers expect the highest degree of academic rigour as well as a noticeable 

distinction between facts and fiction. In reality, however, the line is invisible. Consequently, 

not surprising but highly problematic, at least some readers take the album as authentic and 

accurate, as the reviews on the US Publisherôs homepage show: The Huffington Post review 

thought  

óñThe Sky Over The Louvreò provokes é [u]nderstanding - even mastery - of a fascinating 

historical/art episode, é [d]id I get a better sense of David and Robespierre? Yes, and 

quickly. Was I grateful for the art history lesson? Yes, and also for the way the paintings in 

this book are accurately copied and for two pages of artistic references,ô  

while Andrew Smith from Scripps Howard is convinced ó[b]oth [authors] demonstrate the 

surefootedness of their experience in both quality and content.ô448 Clearly, the fact that Le 

Ciel au-dessus du Louvre is a museum publication shapes how it is perceived, read and 

judged by its audience, and thus its meaning. 

In addition to (successfully) marketing it with the wrong label, the publicationôs 

image is further tainted by frequent mistakes, errors and inconsistencies. For example, 

repeatedly design and colour of the charactersô waistcoats, trousers and footwear change 

 
445  Futuropolis homepage available URL: http://www.futuropolis.fr/fiche_titre.php?id_article=717120 

(Accessed 10/08/2019). 
446 Jameel 2016, p.182-183. 
447 Brienza and Johnston 2016, p.3. 
448  The Huffington Post and Andrew Smith cited after NBM Publishing, available at URL: 

https://www.nbmpub.com/comicslit/sky/skyhome.html (Accessed 02/09/2018). 
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within a single scene.449  The counting of chapters and yearsðin the revolutionary 

calendarðswitches between Arabic and Roman numbers, from óChapter 1ô and óYear 1ô to 

Chapters óIIô and óYear IIô.450 During a single scene, the paintings, sculptures and sketches 

on Davidôs studio walls repeatedly change: seemingly magically moving, appearing and 

disappearing. At least one painting at the Louvreôs Grand Gallery is shown twice in the same 

panel, later appearing at different corners of the painterôs studio.451  When such 

inconsistencies occur repeatedly, they give the impression none of the various stakeholders 

was paying any attention to details. 

At an entirely different level of inaccuracy are the actual factual errors in the narrative. 

Indeed most embarrassing, two chapters showing the Musée du Louvre's inauguration 

display a wrong date (Fig. 5.27).452 Similarly, the Festival of the Supreme Being is dated 

wronglyðby a whole decade.453 Unfortunately, there are more incorrect dates. All chapter 

headings give a Republican date, with a few having a Georgian one too. However, they do 

not always match. Some Republican dates were never actually usedðincluding the Louvre 

opening dateðas the republican calendar was only introduced in late 1793, Year II of the 

Republic.454 Another grave error concerns Davidôs role in the Jacobin Government: While 

he was a member of the Committee of General Security and the Committee of Public 

Instruction, the literature never mentions him as a member of the Committee of Public Safety, 

as suggested by Yslaire and Carrière in their publications and explicitly mentioned in 

interviews.455 Mingling the three separate committees, responsible for entirely different 

tasks, shows a lack of knowledge, understanding and care. This exceeding deficiency of 

academic thoroughness was further exemplified in depicting David executing François 

G®rardôs drawing Maximilien de Robespierre (undated) (Fig. 5.29), and implying him as the 

artist of several other sketches in his studio, such as Anatole Devosgeôs Lepeletier de Saint-

Fargeau (undated) (Fig. 5.24b).456  

Yslaire and Carri¯re see their collaboration as óune interpr®tation de lôhistoireô [an 

interpretation of history], suggesting that history is óune r®invention du pass®ô [a reinvention 

 
449 Yslaire and Carrière 2009a, pp.9-16, 36-37, 44-45. 
450 Ibid, pp.3, 9, 12, 17, 20, 24, 27, 30, 33, 38, 40, 42, 46, 49, 52, 55, 59, 62, 64. 
451 Ibid, pp.14, 33-37, 42-45,  
452 Ibid, p.12; The album gives 8 August 1793 as opening day, while the Musée du Louvre was actually 

inaugurated on 10 August 1793. 
453 Ibid, p.59; The album gives 8 June 1784 as Festival of the Supreme Being, while the year should be 1794. 
454 Gouch 2010, p.55. 
455 Yslaire and Carrière 2009a, p.17; Carrière in Yslaire and Carrière 2009c; Yslaire in Yslaire and Carrière 

2009b. 
456 Yslaire and Carrière 2009a, pp.21-22, 33, 36. 
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of the past] by historians.457 Instead, the book is a misinterpretation of history, despite the 

alleged research, academic assistance and expertise provided by the museum, and Carri¯reôs 

claimed expertise. Respectable historians never invent but interpret the past following a 

specific work and research ethos. Such working standards exclude the fabrication of suitable 

histories but include a critical assessment of any new source material. Since the album lacks 

any references to support the creatorsô depiction of events, their version remains doubtful at 

best, and their attempts to appear credible fruitless. When characters change several times 

per scene, when artworks are repeatedly rearranged and moved while a character is 

simultaneously painting, when established Georgian dates are wrong, and Republican dates 

do not match, when information on historic characters and their artistic production is 

evidently incorrect, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre stretched the definition of historic fiction 

to the breaking point. 

The worst of the graphic novel's many problems concerns the citation of artworks 

reproduced as or within a panel. Such works are either photos distinguishable in colour and 

texture or indistinguishable copies transferred into the comics medium: In the former case, 

the appendices list only a fraction of the artworks; in the latter case, the artworks are 

appropriated and used without accreditation.  

Photographic images are distinguishableðtheir qualities mark them as obviously not 

drawnðbut readers cannot always find a matching reference in the appendix. There are 

more than seventy such cases of uncited artworks. Some of those paintings, prints, sketches, 

and statues are depicted relatively small, while others occupy (almost) an entire panel. 

Chapters II and III, showing the Louvre's inauguration (Fig. 5.27), constitute an extreme 

example of inclusion of uncited works: Of at least seventy-three artworks (some appearing 

multiple times), only twenty-nine are creditedðthat is less than 40%.458 The appendix 

contains a ólist of works chosen by the author,ô admitting to cite selected works only but 

failing to explain the underlying rationale.459 Given the apparent difference in colour, texture 

and materiality and efforts to quote some artworks, employing anðironically namedð

Documentation Assistant, the situation remains very puzzling. In the end, at least half of the 

photographically reproduced art is refused a citation. 

Several prints, paintings and drawings are simply copied into the comics medium, 

appropriating compositions and content but remaining uncited once again. Such (parts of) 

panels blend into the narrative seamlessly, indistinguishable in colour or texture. In not 

 
457 Yslaire and Carrière 2013. 
458 Yslaire and Carrière 2009a, pp.9-16, 68-69. 
459 Yslaire and Carrière 2011, p.68. 
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declaring their origins, those panels appear and claim to be Yslaireôs genuine and original 

creations, while their uncited status made each a case of appropriation. Once more, the 

museumôs inauguration provides striking examples of this practice: The opening panel of 

Chapter III (Fig. 5.27) is a mere copy of Gabriel Jacques de Saint-Aubinôs Salon at the 

Louvre in 1753 (1753) (Fig. 5.30). A panel showing Stern wandering through the museum 

is a simple reproduction of Hubert Robertôs The Grande Galerie of the Louvre (1794-1796) 

with a slightly changed architecture. At least six chaptersðmore than a thirdðopen with 

such an appropriated and uncredited artwork. The whole album features at least fourteen 

examples of such artistic sources being used without accreditation. 

Yslaireôs practice of appropriation without citation shows disrespect for artists and 

their works, exemplifies a questionable moral stance and, thus, taints the publication and the 

people and institutions involved. Naturally, even if no longer copyright protected, not citing 

artworks is a legal issue. However, one has to consider the bookôs institutional backing and 

the label it is marketed with: it is against any academic and museological ethos not to give 

oneôs sources.460 It goes against any artistic ethos to claim false credits for somebody elseôs 

intellectual property, depriving the original artists of their rightful position as creators. 

The commissioners might not be aware of any of the above actionsðalthough they 

really shouldð, regardless, their endorsement of the album approves of the involved 

working practices. In a comics work definition, they participate in the albumôs wider 

authorship and thus carry part of the responsibility for its quality, artistic practice and ethos, 

and treatment of original artworks and their creators. Margaret Flinn suggests the Louvre 

Éditions series wants to prove the comics medium as an art form equal to museum art and 

worthy of museumsô attention.461 Factual errors in the narrative, incomplete appendices, 

artistic appropriation in Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre will most certainly not help to achieve 

this goal. 

 The stakeholders are not worried about such issues, possibly because they consider 

them unimportant for the targeted audience. The Musée du Louvre aims to cross-fertilise the 

worlds of comics fans and museum visitors, but other considerations are also involved.462 

óThe [Mus®e du] Louvre is one of the largest museums in the world with exceptional 

collections for the history of art, but which attracts less the young population because it does 

not understand the works or finds that the museum is ñdustyò. Inviting the comic strip gives 

 
460 The tradition to cite works, ideas and information one draws from goes already back to Pliny the Elder and 

Giorgio Vasari. 
461 Flinn 2013, pp.77, 89, 92. 
462 Douar 2009. 
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a more ñyoungò image of the Louvre and can make a young audience want to come and 

discover the Louvre.ô463 

This stance assumes an existing distinction between comic readers and museum visitors and 

shows an enormous, and no longer sustainable, bias against both. However, the museum 

does think of comics audiences as young, unfamiliar with museums, and unable to engage 

or even understand (museum) art. In that case, the stakeholders might consider 

comprehensive appendices, including a complete list of references and an appropriate 

working ethos, a waste of time. For Futuropolis, ó[t]he imagined audience was that of the 

authors themselves,ô and it tried óto reach a wider audience, interested in the historical period 

and of course the museum.ô464 Both institutions target comics fans, the museum in general 

and the publisher those of Yslaire, as suggested by the recycling of Le Ciel au-dessus de 

Bruxelles. Evidently, no one seems to consider that the quality of a product influences its 

success. Individuals fascinated by the museum, collection or comic artist would not just buy 

anything regardless of quality, even less so if they consider themselves interested in history. 

Therefore, Flinnôs assessment óthe Louvre albums seem to be better serving the purpose of 

introducing an elite, museum-going, ñhigh cultureò public to the bande desinee than they are 

at attracting the bande desinee public to the museumô comes not as a surprise.465 However, 

in particular, people still critical and sceptical of the comics medium and its qualities will 

not be convinced by an erroneous product that shows little to no respect to artworks and 

artists in appropriating them. 

 Consequently, regarding the publisherôs satisfaction, Gnaedig has to admit,  

ó[h]onestly we hoped the book would work better. Because it was also the first cartoon 

scenario of Jean-Claude Carrière, who is a famous author. And then Bernar Yslaire, with his 

historical series Sambre had a large audience who did not follow this book completely é 

[b]ut otherwise the book could reach a new audience despite everything.ô466  

Nevertheless, the French print run was an astonishing 35,000 copies, of which the museum 

sold around 2,000 and the publisher 20,000 copies.467 The Musée du Louvre does not judge 

the satisfaction of Yslaireôs and Carri¯reôs collaboration individually but sees the entire 

series as a success. Indeed, 2019 marked the fifteenth anniversary of the Louvre Éditions 

series. 

 
463 Douar 2018. 
464 Gnaedig 2018b. 
465 Flinn 2013, p.72. 
466 Gnaedig 2018b. 
467 Musée du Louvre (2010, p.53) states a print run of 35,000 copies; Gnaedig (2018a) states ówe sold 20,000 

copies.ô; Douar (2018) recalls French sales were óaround 30,000 copies,ô including óaround 2000 copiesô 

sold by the museum; Douar 2009.  
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Both commissioners did not pay much attention to the single publication. Hence, as 

an individual graphic novel, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre does not have any particular 

afterlife, except for occasionally appearing in exhibitions about the series. For example, for 

the tenth anniversary of the Louvre Éditions in 2015, the museum compiled a touring 

exhibition, visiting two museums in Taiwan followed by four locations in Japan over almost 

two years.468 For Douar, the series, including Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre, has undoubtedly 

helped his career: he rose from Assistant Head of Publishing to Editorial Manager at the 

Interpretation and Cultural Programming Department. Seemingly, neither for Carrière nor 

Yslaire, the commission has had any noticeable influence on their respective careers. 

As but one single album in the Louvre Éditions series, and due to being released one 

year behind schedule, missing out on the exhibition, Yslaireôs and Carri¯reôs work did not 

receive special attention. Interestingly, in their partnership, the artist set the parameters 

which the writer had to respect. Yet, the creators made little use of the potential of the comics 

medium, as occasionally the graphic novel relies exclusively on paragraphs of text to 

advance the story. Coupled with Yslaireôs sketchy drawings, it leaves the impression of an 

unfinished or rushed book and misses the opportunity to present Davidôs oeuvre to the 

readers. While it features a few art-historical anecdotes and comics genre-specific tropes, 

the main focus lies neither with Davidôs life nor his work, mirroring a modern painterôs novel, 

but with the museum as institutions and location.  

The Musée du Louvre co-commissions the graphic novel to attract comic readers, 

which it considers different from museum visitors. At the same time, Yslaire and the 

publisher Futuropolis use the publications to promote other works by the comic artist. None 

of the stakeholders seems to have been particularly concerned about the productôs quality, 

which is questionable at least and can easily constitute a cautioning example of mistakes, 

errors, and approaches to avoid.   

Firstly, the piece of historic fiction is marketed as historically well-researched and 

accurate while displaying a considerable number of grave and embarrassing mistakes and 

 
468 See URL: https://natalie. mu/comic/news/195285 (Accessed 02/09/2018); URL: https://www.louvre.fr 

/expositions/du-louvre-tokyo-les-bd-du-louvre-s-exposent-au-japon?ltype=archives (Accessed 

22/08/2018); Referring to Bande Dessinée as the Ninth Art, LôOUVRE 9 ᵫ ẋỵ  [LôOUVRE 9 

ï The Louvre Palace Opens to No. 9] toured two Taiwanese cities: Taipei (Museum of National Taipei 

University of Education (MoNTUE) (28 November 2015 ï 28 February 2016) (URL: 

http://montue.ntue.edu.tw/exhibit/show/16, accessed 18/02/2020), and Tainan (Tainan Cultural Centre, 30 

April ï 22 May 2016) (URL: http://digitalarchives.artcenter.ncku.edu.tw/arts/single?id=843, accessed 

02/09/2018); Subsequently̼ ͈̼ͅ No.9 ɹ9 ˈ  [Louvre No. 9 - Manga, the Ninth Art] 

was shown in Tokyo (Mori Arts Centre, 22 July - 25 September 2016), Osaka (Granfront Osaka Kitaiban 

Knowledge Capital Event Laboratory, 1 December 2016 ï 29 January 2017), Fukuoka (Fukuoka Art 

Museum, 15 April ï 28 May 2017), and Nagoya (Matsuzakaya Art Museum, 15 July ï 3 September 2017); 

The exhibition has a separate Facebook account, available at URL: https://www.facebook.com/manga9art/ 

(accessed 05/08/2019). 
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errors but leaving the impression of an art history lesson. As no references are included, 

readers are left in the dark about where to draw the facts-fiction divide. Secondly, there is a 

disproportion of artworks being reproduced and cited, with at least half of the artworks 

without reference. Thirdly, in multiple cases, Yslaire appropriates paintings, prints and 

drawings by simply copying the artworks into the comics medium but refusing them a 

citation. Even though such practices show a lack of academic rigour and artistic ethos as 

well as disrespect for the original artists and their works, the Musée du Louvre and 

Futuropolis cannot deny responsibility for their product. As commissioners and editors, thus 

part of the wider authorship, actively involved in shaping the project, they have endorsed the 

final product's practices and quality, now standing on bookshelves and sales tables. 

 

5.4. France: Dalí 

In November 2012, the graphic novel biography Dalí, co-commissioned by Jeanne 

Alechinsky, for Centre Pompidou, Paris, and José-Louis Bocquet, for Éditions Dupuis, was 

released. The 136-page narrative about the life and art of Spanish painter Salvador Dalí, 

created by the seasoned French graphic novelist Edmond Baudoin in only eighteen months 

with the aid of graphic designer Philippe Ghielmetti, features a twenty-page appendix 

including a biography and bibliography by Alechinsky. It was one of several publications 

accompanying the large retrospective Dalí (21 November 2012 ï 25 March 2013) held at the 

Mus®e National dôArt Moderne. Parallel, Dalí par Baudoin [Dalí by Baudoin] (21 November 

2012 ï 24 March 2013) was hosted at Musée de la Bande Dessinée in Angoulême.469 Dalí 

inaugurated a series of at least five graphic novels about canonical artists co-published by 

the museum.470 However, Dalí is mainly seen as an individual graphic novel rather than a 

part of a seriesðin contrast to Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre.  

Unlike most examples in the corpus, Dalí is a full biography, covering an artistôs life 

from childhood to death. In contrast, the narrativeôs focus on the painterôs personality behind 

his public persona is more common. Baudoin worked in ink and brush, creating a mainly 

black-and-white narrative with carefully employed coloured highlights, making Dalí 

exceptionally artistic within the Museum Boom. Finally, the visual distinction of the 

different narratorsô and commentatorsô voices, the interchange and juxtaposition of nested 

images and open drawings, and the rendering and interpretation of Salvador Dal²ôs most 

canonical artworks makes Dalí essential for this research.  

 
469 This exhibition is discussed in Chapter 6. 
470 See Appendix D.2 for a full list of graphic novel publications by Centre Pompidou. 
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 Very fortunately, Baudoin kindly made himself available for a face-to-face interview 

during his residency at Institut français du Royaume-Uni in London in November 2017.471 

Unfortunately, the two commissioners were not available for an interview or questionnaire. 

Alechinsky left Centre Pompidou, resulting in a lack of first-hand information on the 

museum's part, while the publisher never responded to attempt to establish a contact. To 

compensate for lacking primary sources, the commissionersô online appearances and social 

media channels, and annual reports were consulted, as were interviews in the public domain. 

 Reminiscent of the subject of The Three Ages, well-explored in art history (Fig. 5.31), 

the narrative is preceded by three portraits of Dalí at three different ages, each occupying a 

whole page (Fig. 5.32a-c). Dalí, bearing his dead younger brother's name, grows up a lonely, 

violent, deeply troubled boy, aged twelve he starts painting. His mother dies when he is 

seventeen. Soon afterwards, he moves to Madrid to attend art school. After his first 

exhibition in Madrid, Dalí moves to Paris aged twenty-two. He gets more and more 

immersed in Surrealism, painting famous works, such as Honey Is Sweeter Than Blood (1927) 

and The Lugubrious Game (1929). He shoots the movie Un Chien Andalou (1929) with Luis 

Buñuel and meets other Surrealists. Dalí meets his later wife, Gala, but his father disapproves 

of the relationship, leading to a fallout. The artist goes on several trips to America, holding 

lectures, having exhibitions, fleeing the Spanish Civil War (1936-139), painting some of his 

best-known works, such as Premonition of Civil War (1935), Metamorphosis of 

Narcissus (1937) and The Burning Giraffe (1937). In 1948, the artist reconciles with his 

father and publishes a manifesto on how to ósave art.ô472 Two years later, his sister Anna 

Maria publishes Salvador Dalí as seen by his Sister. In revenge, Dalí paints Young Virgin 

Self-Sodomised by The Horns Of Her Own Chastity (1954) and disowns her. With the death 

of Gala in 1982, Dalíôs energy seems to die too. He paints his final painting in 1983, dying 

in 1989. 

Dalí is very similar to the traditional art-historical artistôs monograph in its approach, 

relying on anecdotes to tell the artist's life, including his artistic training, and trace the 

creation of particular artworks. While not depicting any original museum art, it names and 

discusses major works and features drawings inspired by them, allowing the readers to 

familiarise themselves with the artistôs subjects and symbolism and thus large parts of the 

artistôs oeuvre. The narrative establishes not just a historical but also an emotional link 

between the two, thus following a life-and-work model. Indeed, as Salvador Dal²ôs art was 

autobiographical and full of personal references, the approach seems natural. For example, 

 
471 A special thanks goes to Ms. Laetitia Forst for interpreting during the interview. 
472 Baudoin 2012, p.107. 
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Young Virgin Auto-Sodomized by the Horns of Her Own Chastity (1954) was a response 

Dal²ôs on his sister Anna Maria publishing a book on their shared childhood. Dalí uses 

several traditional anecdotes from art history, such as the constant competition between Dalí, 

Lorca and Buñuel, conflict with clients, and the development of a certain eccentricity due to 

fame and wealth.473 Furthermore, it shows Salvador Dalí placing himself in the lineage of 

canonical painters (Fig. 5.33), an essential element of the canon of art history: Referring to 

previous canonical predecessors and their art, trying to gain status as their canonical 

successor. 

Also, the graphic novel contains some of the comics genre-specific tropes, such as 

artistic destinyðDalí draws and paints at a young ageð, powerful clients and supportersð

Dalí meets Pope Pious XIIð, obsession and taking financial, artistic, and personal risksð

he almost suffocates when giving a lecture wearing a diving helmet. Unsurprisingly, the 

graphic novel depicts Dalí obsessed with his art and his wife Gala, and himself and his 

immortality. Finally, in showing Salvador Dal²ôs moments of triumph and despair, the 

publication also mirrors an essential aspect of the First Boom. 

Alechinsky believes that many museum visitors must feel confused and alone in front 

of artworks and wall texts.474 She mentions being fascinated by the easy accessibility of the 

comics medium, seemingly hoping to use it to make the museum, in general, and the Dalí 

retrospective at Centre Pompidou, in particular, more approachable.475 According to her, the 

graphic novel project was proposed, based on the idea to see one great artist (Dalí) through 

the eyes of another (Baudoin), from one human to another and linked by the artistic 

process.476 She considers Baudoin the lôauteur id®al [the ideal author] due to his experience 

in (auto)biography, drawing style, and his ability to withstand the óatmosph¯re Dal²nienneô 

[Dalínian atmosphere].477  

When Centre Pompidou approached Baudoin, in late 2010 or early 2011, it already 

had ódecided he would be the best and [therefore] he could not say no,ô the artist recalls.478 

Constituting óa great opportunityô for Baudoin, Dalí took him óabout one and a half yearsô 

to complete.479 Baudoin and the museum confirm both that research support was provided 

to Baudoin, who recalls having access to the catalogue during its creation, as well as óthree 

 
473 Already Pliny (1968, pp.106-107, 114-115) records the eccentricity of Zeuxis and Parrhasios, and Vasari 

(1998, pp.288, 296, 427, 438, 466) does so for Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo Buonarotti. 
474 Aleckinsly in La Cité 2012, p.2. 
475 Ibid. 
476 Ibid. 
477 Ibid. 
478 Baudoin 2017. 
479 Ibid. 
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specialists, initially working on the exhibition [at Centre Pompidou]ô making themselves 

available.480 As the Centre Pompidou owns only a hand full of works by Dalí as well as a 

few photographs of him by Man Ray, it remains unclear to what extent Baudoin was given 

the opportunity to examine Dal²ôs art in situ, an essential step in an authorôs research for a 

traditional artistôs monograph.481 Baudoin also remembers hardly any restrictions for the 

project, calling it ócarte blanche.ô482 Only on a single occasion, Baudoinôs initial idea was 

rejectedðwhen he ódrew skulls into Dalíôs eyesôðwhich he agreed to change. However, the 

demand did not come from the French commissioners but the Spanish Gala-Salvador Dalí 

Foundation, which guards Dal²ôs óartistic, cultural and intellectual oeuvreô globally, and 

apparently held a strong editorial role in the project too while staying otherwise in the 

background.483 

 The Dalí retrospective at Centre Pompidou, accompanied by many publications, such 

as an exhibition catalogue, illustrated exhibition guide, a monograph, a DVD, a smartphone 

application as well as the graphic novel, received the usual publicity, while the individual 

products were not separately promoted. Consequently, Baudoinôs Dalí was hardly publicised 

on its own. It was mentioned on the museumôs homepage as one of many show-related books. 

However, the art institution did not mention it on Facebook and tweeted about it just three 

times around the release date.484 Alechinsky tweeted a picture of herself holding the book, 

promoting its upcoming release.485 Similarly, Éditions Dupuis did not write about Baudoinôs 

graphic novel on Facebook, and mentioned it only twice on Twitter but never on their 

YouTube channel.486 

 The most attention and publicity, certainly within the comics community, was 

provided by the Musée de la Bande Dessinée in Angoulême. While it did not post on 

Facebook or Twitter, it uploaded an interview with Baudoin and a flip through his notebook 

for Dalí on YouTube, respectively in January and February 2013.487 It also featured eleven 

separate entries on its homepage, partly forming the press release, including contributions 

from Alechinsky and Jean-Hubert Martin, the Dalí retrospectiveôs head curator, and an 

interview with Baudoin, while also promoting several related events. It is remarkable that 

 
480 Ibid.; Baudoin in Furino 2016; Alechinsky in La Cité 2012, p.2; Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.3. 
481 The Centre Pompidou online collection (URL: https://www.centrepompidou.fr/en/recherche/oeuvres? 

terms=Salvador%20Dal%C3%AD&display=Grid, accessed 23/10/2021). 
482 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin in Baudoin and Vargas 2012. 
483 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin 2013; For its mission, see Fundació Gala-Salvador Dalí (URL: https://www. 

salvador-dali.org/en/dali-foundation/the-dali-foundation/missio-fundacional/, accessed 06/02/2020). 
484 Centre Pompidou 2012b-d; Centre Pompidouôs YouTube channel was only started in 2017. 
485 Alechinsky 2012. 
486 Éditions Dupuis 2012a; b. 
487 La Cité 2013a; b. 
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the two comics workers with the most financial risks and editing efforts involved, the 

museum and the publisher, seem to have done little to mitigate their risks and promote the 

product they have helped to create, in trying to provide maximum publicity to guarantee a 

successful reception of the graphic novel. Equally interesting, it was a party uninvolved in 

the production and sale of the comics product, that appears to have put the most effort into 

promoting it. However, as a museum specialised in comics, it mainly provided exposure to 

a particular segment of society, comics readers. 

  Baudoin frequently states he neither liked Salvador Dalí nor his art particularly and 

just knew basic art-historical facts about the artist before receiving the commission.488 As he 

does not believe in the concept of genius, actually detesting it, but did not want to turn down 

the commission, he had óto find the Dal² he likes!ô489 Baudoin óresearch[ed] the [artistôs] art 

and life,ô óread a lot and watch[ed] some moviesô and óstud[ied] paintingsô in preparation for 

Dalí.490 Thus, Baudoin was following the life-and-work model in his research as well as in 

the graphic novel. In search of the ófragile, non-geniusô, Baudoin tried óto make the human 

visible,ô hidden under the myths, performances and persona of the Spanish Surrealist.491 An 

autobiographical artist himself, Baudoin óput himself into Dal²ôs shoes,ô using his own 

artistic experience to draw the artistôs portrait while remaining cautious of being absorbed 

by him.492 

In the publication, Baudoin initially ódistanc[es] himself from Dal²,ô using ants, a 

young couple and talking rocks as parallel narrators comment on the Spanish Surrealistôs 

life of and art (Fig. 5.34)ðlabelling those proxies óentrancesôðfor the first two-thirds of the 

narrative.493  He distinguishes the various narratorsô voices by different typefaces. 494 

Subsequently, having established Dalí sufficiently as person and character, Baudoin himself 

narrates the story in conversation with the woman from the aforementioned young couple, 

becoming autobiographical at times in comparing Dal²ôs and his own private and artistic 

lives (Fig. 5.35). In órestricting himselfô to this distance and identifying and exploring his 

weaknesses, problems and fears, Baudoin brought óDal² back as a fragile, human being,ô 

thus, learned to like, even love Salvador Dalí.495 

 
488 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin in Furino 2016; Baudoin 2013; Baudoin in Delrieux 2013; Baudoin in Baudoin and 

Vargas 2012. 
489 Baudoin 2017. 
490 Ibid.  
491 Ibid. 
492 Ibid.; Baudoin 2013. 
493 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin 2013; Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.3. 
494 Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.3. 
495 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin in Furino 2016; Baudoin 2013. 
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Whether intended or not, Dalí is educational, displaying and critically discussing the 

life of Salvador Dalí, mentioning his most essential works, and pointing out their symbols 

and meaning. In its exact chronology of events and artworksðfacilitated by the appendix 

containing a biography and bibliographyðit provides a good overview of both, and invites 

readers to explore the world of Dalí further. Dalí decodes the artist Salvador Dalí in naming, 

explaining and tracing the origins, meanings, and resurgences of the symbols in his art, such 

as the Tower, the Crutches, the Fish, the Egg, the Angelus (1857-1859) by Jean-François 

Millet and others. However, it is also a testimonial to Baudoinôs approach, as he explains his 

steps and rationale in the creative process, such as the need and measures to achieve distance 

between Dalí and himself.496 Thus, Dalí is an autobiographical account of its creation, a 

prevailing feature of Baudoinôs oeuvre.497 

Baudoinôs narrative is strong and convincing, digging deep into the psyche of 

Salvador Dalí, brought to life through the combination with the unique graphic style and the 

high command of the comics medium and visual storytelling. Mainly working with ink and 

brushðonly occasionally using pencil or penðBaudoin produced ink drawings for Dalí, 

resulting in very powerful and dramatic black and white aesthetics, with sporadic acrylic and 

aquarelle colours reserved for Dal²ôs encounters with Gala (Fig. 5.37).498 Baudoinôs selective 

use of colour is an excellent example of braiding, as the sudden change from the black and 

white narrative creates a dramatic effect, highlighting the scene. Thus, those scenes 

constitute a series of moments that emphasise Galaôs importance for Dalí as a human and 

artist. Further, the motif of Dal²ôs óoverflowing headô, when the artistôs head is drawn open 

in the back and blending with images that seem to ógrow outô of it, is recurring several times 

(Fig. 5.33). 499 Here, the visual storytelling reveals to the readers what is going on at the back 

of Dal²ôs mind, the anxiety he is suppressing and the artistic inspirations feeding into his art. 

On the other hand, it constitutes another, slightly less obvious, example of órhymingô in the 

corpus.  

There is a delicate balance between Baudoinôs light and dynamic line, on the one 

hand, and the at times dark and heavy content, on the other hand. Indeed, some pages need 

lingering or repeated reading to process the multiple layers and density of surrealist 

symbolism and artistic details. The former is often hidden or inscribed in the latter (Fig. 

5.34), sometimes resembling Renaissance artist Giuseppe Arcimboldoôs paintings (Fig. 

 
496 Baudoin 2012, pp.109-112, 121. 
497 Baudoin 2017. 
498 Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.4. 
499 Baudoin 2012, pp.55, 63, 66, 96-97, 108. 
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5.37). Dal²ôs symbolism and its recurring iconic motifs are braided into a most complex self-

referencing network spanning the whole graphic novel. Unfortunately, a detailed analysis of 

this network would exceed the available space. Furthermore, Baudoin employs the collage 

technique too (Fig. 5.38) and layers the voices of different narrators, placing whole panels 

and scenes in their speech bubbles (Fig. 5.39) or having them unfold in parallel comments 

(Fig. 5.34). Much of Baudoinôs work is visually striking, and many of his panels and pages 

would not raise eyebrows if hung in a contemporary art exhibition. 

Naturally, Baudoin interprets Dal²ôs artworks, while also referencing various other 

artists who influenced the Spanish Surrealist (Fig. 5.33, 5.34, 5.37). In doing this, Baudoin 

demonstrates his artistic experience and versatility and hints at the large amount of research 

that must have gone into the project. Despite the entire book not showing a single original, 

Dal²ôs artworks guide the story from one highlight to the next. Dalí had based his paintings 

on his dreams, a technique he called the paranoiac-critical method, and Baudoin tried to trace 

those dreams, creating pictures of what Dalí had in mind before his works.500 Reusing this 

technique, Baudoin illustrates and interprets the origins of Dal²ôs dreams, describing the 

graphic novel as the result of his own paranoiac-critical method of Dal²ôs work.501 Also, 

Baudoin admits just copying existing paintings would have felt embarrassing, putting 

himself into Dal²ôs shoes instead and representing the artistôs inspiration.502 Thus, Baudoin 

claims he óinvented the paranoiac-critical method of the paranoiac-critical method.ô503 

Besides, the Gala-Salvador Dalí Foundation would have forced Baudoin to pay copyright-

fee for each used image, which he also avoids this way. Consequently, there was also no 

need to cite any artworks. 

Although he decides to circumvent any direct copies of Dal²ôs artworks, Baudoin 

references, describes and even elaborates on a large number.504 Those works he chooses to 

adapt Baudoin defines as key to understanding Dalí as human.505 Nevertheless, while the 

book brings forward the human behind the big name, since the underlying considerations are 

not clearly stated, readers might take interpretations by Baudoin for originals by Dalí.506 At 

the same time, the detailed re-interpretations of Dal²ôs art, the explanation of key subjects 

and symbols in his art, and the bibliography, including the artworks produced each year, 

mean that Dalí presents much of the Salvador Dal²ôs oeuvre to the readers, who can easily 

 
500 Baudoin 2017; Baudoin 2013. 
501 Baudoin in Furino 2016. 
502 Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.3. 
503 Baudoin 2017. 
504 Baudoin 2013.  
505 Baudoin 2017. 
506 Baudoin 2012, pp.111-112. 
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find references to the originals to complement the graphic novel. Thus, after reading the 

graphic novel, the audience might even recognise works by Dalí by their style and subject 

matter when it comes across them in an exhibition. This effect might not be entirely 

incidental, as, for the graphic novelist, the book is more than just a biography or a dissection 

of the artistôs mind through his art: he also envisions it as a sort of catalogue or exhibition 

guide, enabling readers to draw parallels between Daliôs and Baudoinôs versionsða notion 

in line with Centre Georges Pompidou categorising the book as catalogue, as discussed 

below.507 

 The meticulously compiled biography and bibliography, including a list of artworks, 

allow a clear and easy fact-fiction division. Overall, Baudoinôs Dalí attracts little criticism, 

with two exceptions. Firstly, the book can be somewhat overwhelming and even confusing, 

as, at times, readers suddenly encounter dense, multi-layered content andðconsidering the 

Dalían symbolismðcomplex imagery on turning a page. The hectic and sometimes crowded 

narrative, repeatedly changing pace, might leave readers with a slightly anxious impression. 

When the story is not immediately straightforward to read, due to parallel narratives 

unfolding on the same page but at a different point in time and indeed sometimes space, this 

obscures the reading direction and may possibly deter individual readers. However, for a 

biography about one of the most prominent Surrealists, those aspects may actually contribute 

to the overall experience of the narrative and the main character, hence, be intended. 

Secondly, despite Baudoin suggesting a dominance of his drawings over the text, the 

book is heavy on and driven by text.508 Especially during scenes with multiple parallel 

narratives, the image-text relationship fades, and the two stand more separated than together. 

Such scenes or panels focus either on the text or the image but do not work together smoothly. 

As Baudoin is well-experienced, he certainly knows how to avoid such imbalances, it is thus 

undoubtedly an odd phenomenon. Possibly, even for him, three to four parallel voices telling 

different narratives might be too many threads to braid effectively into one solid string. 

Without any comments from the commissioners regarding the targeted audience or 

the level of satisfaction, respective assessments are partly speculative. The publisherôs 

marketing of the book to ó12+ô readers is an indication but seems very young given the 

complexity, maturity of the content, and nudity and sexual referencesðalthough nothing 

explicit.509 Realistically, an audience of late teens and (young) adults appears more 

appropriate. 

 
507 Baudoin 2013; Baudoin in La Cité 2012, p.4. 
508 Baudoin 2013. 
509 Éditions Dupuis (available at URL: https://www.dupuis.com/biopic-salvador-dali/bd/biopic-salvador-dali-

dali-par-baudoin/30946, accessed 14/05/219). 
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There are indications of disagreements between the museum and the publisher. Most 

obviously, the series was not continued with Éditions Dupuis. Instead, Centre Pompidou 

change the partner, publishing the subsequent graphic novels with Actes Sud BD.510 Also, 

both institutions hardly promoted Dalí. Given that Éditions Dupuis releases Baudoinôs Trois 

pas vers la Couleur (2013), it would appear these two stakeholders had no issues. Similarly, 

it seems that the museum and the comic artist were on good terms, as Alechinsky and Martin 

contributed short essays for the exhibition in Angouleme. The fact that the museum has 

commissioned four more graphic narratives by established graphic novelists indicates 

satisfaction with the first publication. 

Baudoin is generally satisfied with the commission and his work. However, he is 

displeased with the low French sales numbers, as Dalí has been treated as a catalogue by the 

museum, resulting in a single print run only. Once this first edition had sold out, it marked 

the end of Dalí in French, allowing only temporary success in the creatorôs home country. It 

is plausible to assume that this arrangement caused a disagreement between the museum and 

the publisher. 

Fortunately for Baudoin, any foreign-language editions have not such a limited print 

run, resulting in Spanish, English, German, Italian, and even Chinese translations. Several 

pieces of original art from Dalí were offered and sold for ú1800 per double-page at Huberty 

& Breyne Gallery with branches in Brussels and Paris, also offering originals from several 

other publications by Baudoin, suggesting a standard procedure for his books.511 Otherwise, 

the commission by Centre Pompidou and Éditions Dupuis had no prominent afterlife or 

impact on Baudoinôs career, as he was already very well-established on the graphic novel 

scene and market. 

Edmond Baudoinôs graphic novel biography Dalí, commissioned by Centre 

Pompidou and Dupuis, is well-researched. It provides a twenty-page appendix comprised of 

a biography and a bibliography, encouraging and enabling interested readers to continue 

their journey into the life, mind, and art of Spanish Surrealist artist Salvador Dalí. The 

museum and the creator intend the graphic novel as a form of catalogue or exhibition guide. 

The publication is well-executed, dividing the voices of Baudoin and the other 

characters, though sometimes the parallel yet separate narratives can confuse some readers. 

Baudoin managed to fulfil his aim to reveal the fragile, fearful and shy human behind the 

genius's persona. In following the traditional life-and-work model, presenting a large 

proportion of the portrayed artistôs oeuvre, and the regular use of well-established art-

 
510 See Appendix D.2 for a full list of graphic novel publications by Centre Pompidou. 
511 Available at URL: https://www.hubertybreyne.com/ (Accessed 19/08/2019). 



~184~ 

 

historical anecdotes, Dalí is surprisingly close to a typical art-historical artistôs monograph. 

At the same time, it features several genre-specific tropes of artistôs biography comics. 

In terms of comics work, it is remarkable that those parties involved with the creation, 

such as the museum and the publisher, showed only little effort to promote their product. In 

contrast the Musée de la Bande Dessinée in Angoulême aided considerably with the 

publicising of Dalí. Although otherwise not involved, the Spanish Gala-Salvador Dalí 

Foundation was apparently editing the drafts. 

Artistically, the book is truly unique, fully drawn in ink and only coloured to 

accentuate certain scenes, constituting an interesting example of braiding. Baudoin chose 

not to copy any original artworks but to comment on and interpret them, imagining what 

might have inspired them. This notion possibly confuses some readers into taking the comic 

artistôs representation as an original. Although the use of the comics medium is impressive 

and masterful for most of the story, on occasions, the album becomes rather text-heavy, 

which then seems to function alongside the image instead of in junction with it.  

The book was the first in a series of at least five graphic narratives co-commissioned 

by the museum. However, it appears that the collaboration with the publisher was not free 

of frictions, as Dalí has remained the only joint release with Éditions Dupuis. 

 

5.5. Netherlands: Vincent 

In October 2012, the 141-page biographical graphic novel Vincent about the last years in the 

life of Dutch painter Vincent van Gogh, by Dutch comic artist and Stripschapprijs winner 

Barbara Stok, aided by her partner and colourist Ricky van Duuren, was published in Dutch 

and English.512  Gert Jan Pos, Stripintendant at the Fonds voor Beeldende Kunsten, 

Vormgeving en Bouwkunst (BKVB [The Netherlands Foundation for Visual Arts, Design 

and Architecture]  (now Mondriaan Fonds [Mondriaan Foundation]), had initiated the 

book.513 He commissioned Vincent together with the Van Gogh Museum and Stokôs usual 

publishing house Nijgh & Van Ditmar in 2009. It was the very first Dutch graphic novel 

about a canonical visual artist and, with the support of Nederlands Letterenfonds [The Dutch 

Foundation for Literature], it has become the most successful one, currently available in at 

 
512 The Stripschapprijs is the most prestigious Dutch comics prize, awarded annually since 1974 to a cartoonist 

or illustrator for his/her oeuvre. 
513 Mondriaan Fonds 2012a, pp.4-5, In 2011, the BKVB merged with Mondriaan Fonds, which took over all 

the projects and continues to exist. Therefore, although Mondriaan Fonds is technically a different 

organization, it is essentially the same organization that co-funded the Vincent project; For a discussion of 

Gert Jan Posôs role as part of a Dutch governmental campaign promoting comics, see Chapter 7. 
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least eighteen languages.514 The launch event also inaugurated the touring exhibition 

Barbara Stok tekent Vincent van Gogh [Barbara Stok Draws Vincent van Gogh] (19 October 

2012 ï 30 August 2013).515 The fact that Stok was a frontrunner, her unique drawing and 

narrative style, the resulting transnational success of Vincent and the differing aims of the 

various stakeholders make it a crucial part of the corpus.516 A version of this case study has 

been published as a journal article in 2018, investigating the graphic novelôs transnational 

appeal and its role in the Van Gogh Museumôs rebranding campaign.517 

 Stok made herself and her work available most generously, in agreeing to a lengthy 

phone interview as well as in sharing sketches and photos. Gert Jan Pos, initiator, co-funder 

and co-commissioner of Vincent, also agreed to a phone interview. Suzanne Bogman, Head 

of Publications at the Van Gogh Museum, was willing to answer a questionnaire. The 

museumôs press releases, annual reports and online appearances were consulted too. Finally, 

Barbara den Ouden from Nederlands Letterenfonds also agreed to a brief interview. Despite 

repeated attempts, neither the publisher Nijgh & Van Ditmar nor the Mondriaan Fonds could 

be reached. 

 The narrative of Vincent covers the last two and a half years of the painterôs life, 

concentrating on his mental struggles and the brotherly love between Vincent and Theo van 

Gogh, expressed in numerous letters. In Arles in Southern France, Vincent dreams of setting 

up an artistsô commune, inviting Paul Gauguin to join and lead it. While waiting for a reply, 

he creates some of his best-known paintings, such as Harvest at La Crau (1888) (Fig. 5.40), 

The Yellow House (1888), and Madame Augustine Roulin Rocking a Cradle (1889) (Fig. 

5.41). Worried about owing his brother an increasing amount of money, Vincentôs mental 

state deteriorates, further fuelled by loneliness, disagreements with other artists, and the 

uncertainty about Gauguinôs answer. First light, and subsequently, heavier seizures and 

mental breakdowns occur. A letter from Gauguin, agreeing to come to Arles, stops one 

particularly severe depressive episode. Full of euphoria, Vincent paints his canonical 

Sunflowers in Vase (1888) (Fig. 5.42). When Gauguin arrives in Arles, the relationship 

between the two artists is a difficult one, as they disagree over the prospect of the artistsô 

commune. The narrative peaks with a big fight between the two painters, resulting in 

Gauguinôs departure and Vincentôs notorious self-mutilation during a particularly bad 

seizure. At the asylum in Saint-Rémy, his mental state slowly improves, and he paints 

 
514 In comparison, Edward Still (2013) counted ómore than 30 different languagesô into which Art Spiegelmanôs 

Maus had been translated. 
515 This exhibition is discussed in Chapter 6. 
516 For the use of graphic novels from the corpus as PR tools, see Chapter 7. 
517  Yu-Kiener, Tobias J. ñBarbara Stokôs Graphic Biography Vincent: A Transnational Campaign.ò 

International Journal of Comic Art Vol.20, No.1 (2018): pp.170-188. 
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Almond Blossom (1890) for his baby nephew named after himself. In Auvers-sur-Oise in 

Northern France, under the care of Dr Gachet, his mental health improves significantly. 

Nevertheless, after a visit from his brother, Vincent paints Wheatfield With Crows (1890) 

(Fig. 5.43) and vanishes into it. 

 There are several myths and anecdotes about Vincent van Gogh, such as that he was 

named after his stillborn brother, that he cut off (a piece of) his left ear to present it to a 

prostitute as a token of love, that he only sold one painting during his lifetime, and that 

Wheatfield With Crows (1890) was his last painting, as well as multiple diagnoses for his 

mental problems. Most of them can be found in Stokôs Vincent. The graphic novel also 

features some well-known classical art-historical anecdotes, such as the competition between 

artists, particularly van Gogh and Gauguin, and a painterôs remarkable speed, appear in 

Vincent. For example, Paul Gauguin comments that van Goghôs ósunflowers are more 

beautiful than Monetôsô and he remarks, ó[a]nother new painting?! I canôt keep up with 

you.ô518 In declaring van Gogh óa worthy successor to the 17th-century Dutch Masters,ô the 

graphic novel hints towards his genius and canonical status.519  

Moreover, Stokôs graphic novel depicts the painter living on bread and wine, working 

long hours and refraining from sex to have an early start the next day, and expressing a clear 

hermit-like vision of the artistsô commune (Fig. 5.44).520  Genre-specific tropes appear in 

Vincent too, such as an obsession with his art and him revolutionising painting with his 

brushstrokes and colour choices. Furtherðvery prominent indeedðStokôs book features the 

anecdote of an artistôs mental instability, what in former times was described as melancholy 

and is nowadays often titled the mad genius. In image and text, suggesting a strong emotional 

connection between van Goghôs life and his art, Vincent is exemplary of the life-and-work 

model frequently used in art-historical artistôs monographs. In contrast, another crucial 

feature of the monograph, the presentation of an artistôs oeuvre, only appears to a very 

limited extent as the artwork in the graphic novel remain uncited. Finally, in focusing on 

moments of personal and emotional triumph and despair, the book follows the concept of 

most narratives of the First Boom. 

 In 2009, in his role at BKVB, Gert Jan Pos aimed to promote Dutch comics on a 

national and international level, initiating and partly funding, among others, Vincent.521 

Aware that the Van Gogh Museum ówas thinking of doing something [a graphic novel],ô he 

contacted the museum, offering to help fund the project on the condition that the comic artist 

 
518 Stok 2014, pp. 70-71. 
519 Stok 2014, pp.120-121. 
520 Stok 2014, pp. 13-14, 29, 31, 17, 48, 50-51. 
521 Pos 2017; For a comprehensive discussion of Posôs role, see Chapters 5 and 6. 
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would be Dutch.522 Once his suggestion had been accepted, he proposed Stok, knowing her 

and liking her óvery modest, very efficient, [and] very optimisticô style.523 Stok still had to 

make a pitch but won the assignment.524 Stok had published several autobiographical books 

with Nijgh & Van Ditmar since 1998. As already argued for Badoux and Klee, publishers 

usually try to bind a successful author to the company, preventing them from signing up with 

a competitor. Thus, it should be considered a strong possibility that the publisher and graphic 

novelist came as a package in this case too. Unfortunately, it remains unclear who was 

approached first by the museum. Initially, the publicationôs page count and format were 

meant to mirror Stokôs previous autobiographical graphic novels, but eventually, the book 

became a bit longer.525 She remembers óthe period [the book covers] became shorter, and at 

the same time the book became longerô because she demanded the story óbe able to breathe 

and have quiet pages as well.ô526 It is remarkable that both commissioners, bearing the 

financial costs, which inevitably go up with a more extensive narrative, supported Stokôs 

decision seemingly without much hesitation, suggesting excellent cooperation and trust in 

Stokôs abilities. Also, to ensure the quality and avoid rushing the project, Stok asked for 

sufficient time, guaranteeing her thirteen and a half months spread over three years to finish 

Vincent.527 While Stok points out during the interview the help she received from her partner, 

the colourist, there was no further information on Ricky van Duuren and his work available 

to this research.528 

 Stok states that the Van Gogh Museum had óno strong demands at allô and that it was 

an óabsolutely brilliant cooperationô as they shared the ósame ideas about Vincent van 

Gogh.ô529 However, she admits to some self-censoring, as she ómade sure [she] didnôt write 

anything the museum couldnôt agree with.ô530 Bogman confirms that óthe story had to fit into 

the views of the museum about van Goghôs life and work.ô531 Otherwise, the Van Gogh 

Museum allowed Stok ótotal freedom,ô the graphic novelist recalls, turning down the 

museumôs and publisherôs ócomments and suggestions for editingô on occasions.532 The art 

institution appointed a museum researcher, assisting Stok with research, providing access to 

 
522 Ibid. 
523 Ibid. 
524 Bogman 2017. 
525 Stok 2017, The originally agreed page count was 128, while the final count is 142 pages. 
526 Ibid. 
527 Ibid. 
528 Ibid. 
529 Ibid. 
530 Ibid. 
531 Bogman 2017. 
532 Stok 2017; Bogman 2017. 
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the library and historical documents, and reproductions of paintings.533 Given this close 

collaboration, it would be plausible to assume that Stok had access to the museumôs 

collection and could study at least part of the original artworks in situ when preparing for 

Vincent, but it remains unconfirmed. With the researcher and the publisher, Stok regularly 

discussed and edited her drafts, óperfectedô them as she calls it, into its final shape. Stokôs 

idea was not approved right away only on a single occasion.534 Thus, due to actively editing 

various drafts, the publisher and the museum should also be considered part of the wider 

authorship. 

The stakeholderôs marketing and publicity efforts for Vincent were relatively 

moderate. Naturally, the Van Gogh Museum was involved in most of the promotion of the 

graphic novel about the artist.535 However, the launch of Vincent happened at the museum 

of Stokôs hometown Groningen, with the directors of both museums attending and receiving 

a copy during the event.536 The location allowed for the accompanying touring exhibition 

Barbara Stok tekent Vincent van Gogh, to be launched simultaneously at the public library 

in Groningen.537 Conveniently, the show and the book were promoting each other. Otherwise, 

Vincent received very little marketing and publicising from the Van Gogh Museum, with 

only six posts on Twitter between August 2009 and October 2013 and another eight on 

Facebook between September 2012 and October 2013, while no related video was released 

via the official YouTube channel.538 In 2009, the Van Gogh Museum had started a large-

scale rebranding and outreach campaign, including a new corporate identity, physical 

structure, online appearance, museum education and outreach programmes, considering 

Vincent as but one aspect of this endeavour, not giving it special attention.539 Gert Jan Pos 

says the BKVB mentioned Vincent in ópress releases and newsletters,ô mainly looking to the 

museum and publisher to advertise it.540 However, he took Stok to óconventions and 

meetings,ô as a personal commitment.541 The other stakeholders briefly mentioned the book 

launch online.542  

 
533 Stok 2017. 
534 Ibid. 
535 For a detailed discussion on the domestic, inter- and transnational rebranding campaign by the Van Gogh 

Museum Vincent was part of, see Yu-Kiener 2018. 
536 Pos 2017; Bogman 2017; Stok 2017; Alex Rüger (2012), director of the Van Gogh Museum, tweeted about 

this event. 
537 This exhibition is discussed in Chapter 6. 
538 Van Gogh Museum 2009; 2011; 2012a-g; 2013a-l.  
539 Yu-Kiener 2018. 
540 Pos 2017. 
541 Ibid. 
542 Mondriaan Fonds 2012b; Bieb Groningen 2012; Uitgeverij Nijgh 2012. 
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Nevertheless, Vincent was positively received by the national and international press, 

with reviews in the NRC Handelsblad, De Volkskrant, The Times, The Guardian and La 

Repubblica. Stok herself has been most active in promoting her work, particularly foreign-

language editions, admitting that the publicity work has cost a lot of time and energy over 

the years.543 She also explains that, after finishing Vincent, she had struggled to balance 

creative and publicity work for some time, not producing new work due to a lack of sufficient 

time.544 Interestingly, Stokôs Toch een geluk (2016) [Happy Anyway] is mostly a book about 

making Vincent, with the artist reappearing and even a panel being reused, which was 

released in South Korea as Vincent and me (2019).545 

When approaching and writing Vincent, Stok benefited from her decade-long 

experience with autobiographical newspaper comic strips and graphic novels. On the one 

hand, she ódidnôt want [her] idea of him [Vincent van Gogh] get coloured by ideas of othersô; 

on the other hand, she ówanted to tell the story from his [Vincent van Gogh] point of view,ô 

creating óa book Vincent [van Gogh] would approve of [and] recognise [himself] in.ô546 

While the graphic novelist consulted just ótwo or three very short biographies to know about 

the highlightsô in the canonical painterôs life, she refused to watch any movies or to read any 

extensive monographs or biographies.547 However, she decided to read óall the lettersôð

about 500ðby the artist, as óthrough his letter, he was sort of speaking to [her] directly.ô548 

Taking the letters with her, Stok even conducted a research trip to Arles and Saint-Rémy, 

reading the letters in the places of their creation.549 Thus, like Baudoin for Salvador Dalí, 

Stok was following the life-and-work model during her research as well as in the narrative. 

Clearly, van Goghôs letters form the book's basis, as the main charactersô 

correspondence and important narratives feature. Also, Stok did not ówant him [the character] 

to say things he [the artist] could never have said,ô so she based all dialogue on the artistôs 

writings and trying óto stay as close as possible to his [Vincent van Gogh] letters.ô550 She 

cites fifteen letters to achieve this, taken from the extensive correspondence between Vincent 

and Theo van Gogh. Thus, touchingly and intimately, the readers learn about Vincentôs 

psychological and artistic struggles, worries, and fears, as well as his ecstasy and despair, to 
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a large extent through his own words, also leaving some space for humorous as well as 

philosophical encounters. 

Stok admits that the adaptations of van Goghôs writings into conversations required 

some changes. óPortray[ing] him [Vincent] as a real personô and ónot make[ing] him a 

caricatureô nor a hero, was especially tricky, Stok remembers.551 Therefore, Vincent 

combines two different biographical writing genres: van Goghôs own life writing, in the form 

of the letters, and Stokôs interpretation of the very same correspondences in the form of the 

biographical graphic novel. 

The compelling drawings and masterful command of the comics medium in Vincent 

are a testimonial of Stokôs skills, acquired over many years as an illustrator for newspapers, 

magazines, and companies, and graphic novelist. The researcher argues elsewhere that this 

unique drawing and writing style won her the pitch and contributed significantly to the 

publicationôs success.552  

Stokôs signature style, which she uses for Vincent, can be described as an extreme 

version of ligne claire, the benefits of which, such as easy recognisability and dynamism, 

are discussed above in the analysis of Klee (2008).553 Certainly, Stokôs simplistic and 

cartoony drawings give a friendly and positive impression and allow the narrative to be 

easily understood by any person. Thus, it provides a very intuitive reading experience not 

reliant on any previous comics knowledge, keeping Vincent easily accessible for a diverse 

readership. The bright colour choices, very cleverly inspired by and borrowed from van 

Gogh himself, enhance the bookôs appeal and are essential for the recognisability of 

characters. Regardless of season or weather, Vincent always wears a blue suit (except for his 

brief time in hospital), while his distinctive orange hair and beard always stick out in a panel 

(Fig. 5.41). Similarly, his brother Theo is dressed in a dark green suit at all times, even at his 

wedding (Fig. 5.45), and similar observations are possible for other characters. During a 

flashback scene, these colour schemes allow identifying and distinguishing the two young 

van Gogh brothers (Fig. 5.46). 

Stok ówanted people to feel with Vincent,ô and she uses the comics medium not only 

to silently show the passage of time and the painterôs daily work-routine but also to 

emphasise the emotional elements of the narrative.554 During van Goghôs fits and seizures, 

the panel shape, size, colouring and background, and the page layout change dramatically, 
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visualising his declining mental state, constituting powerful examples of visual storytelling 

(Fig. 5.47a-b). An escalating anxiety level is indicated by dots appearing around the 

characterôs head, eventually filling the entire panel. Often the room warpsðreminiscent of 

David B.ôs Epileptic (2005)ðbefore the background becomes monochromatic, showing 

erratic arrangements of zigzags, swirls and strokes and encapsulating van Gogh with 

concentric shapes. Occasionally, the whole panel shows patterns of waves or polka dots, and 

other people become translucent before eventually disappearing entirely. During van Goghôs 

two most severe mental breakdowns, the figures become distorted with oversized heads and 

long arms, and the page layout is literally shattered, showing close-ups of objects or 

unidentifiable content reminiscent of primaeval soup. Stars around his abdomen and head 

metaphorically display pain, while his eyes are often just white or replaced by swirls or x-

es. Such episodes become even more dramatic and powerful when large parts of them are 

silent. Particularly the two most severe fits constitute sudden changes from the otherwise 

orderly page layout of rectangles and squares, thereby those two scenes are braided together 

in their unique image structures.555 

On a few occasions, Stok uses the same signifiers to convey a positive notion, 

indicating that not every anxiety is negative and that her protagonist is equally immersed in 

his own world during moments of despair as well as joy (Fig. 5.42). Both are closely 

connected to his paintings, discussed below. Interestingly, the newly wedded Theo and 

Johanna van Gogh have the same dots around them, yet colourful ones (Fig. 5.45). 

Stokôs art is powerful and highly unique, but she also refers to van Goghôs artworks 

throughout the book. Naturally, readers see the creation of artworks, but many paintings are 

just backdrops, leaning against a wall. In other cases, they become the very landscape the 

characters inhabited (Fig. 5.48). Unfortunately, none of the original artworks the panels are 

based on are cited, either on the page or in an appendix. Therefore, while the graphic novel 

features a large part of van Goghôs oeuvre, the readers might simply miss it, as the artworks 

blend in and thus easily go unnoticed. However, as van Gogh is implicitly or explicitly 

implied as a motifôs creator, Stok does not try to appropriate art like Yslaire does in Le Ciel 

au-dessus du Louvre. She explains, óthe paintings that have a prominent place in [the] book 

are the paintings he [Vincent van Gogh] writes about a lot in his letter.ô556 

In blending her own style with the motifs and colours of van Goghôs art, Stok uses 

impressive visual storytelling. Major artworks appear as metaphors for van Goghôs mental 

state, such as the canonical Sunflowers: After Gauguin announces his arrival, van Gogh 
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ecstatically paints blooming sunflowers (Fig. 5.44), expressing euphoria; in contrast, when 

Gauguin departs after a fight, the sunflowers wither away and lose their petals, symbolizing 

the artistôs despair (Fig. 5.49)ðyet another excellent example of braiding. In the case of The 

Sower (1988), Vincent happily remembers his blissful childhood, becoming immersed in his 

peaceful memories (Fig. 5.46). Gauguin has arrived at this point in the narrative, but there 

are first disagreements between the two artists. Van Gogh seems to seek the safe haven of 

his childhood to avoid facing the potentially problematic future of the artistsô commune. 

Finally, the artist walks through The Starry Night (1889), seemingly relaxed, joyful and in 

good spirit, playing the violin with his paintbrush (Fig. 5.48), symbolising that he has 

regained his balance and joy in life after a seizure-free period. 

Also, another example of braiding merits attention. Each of the fifteen letters Stok 

decides to cite forms one element. The script is regularly interrupted or accompanied by 

individual panels relating to the content of the respective letter. On such occasions, the text 

(of the letter) dominates the image, which for the time being, take an illustrative nature. 

Together those letters create a series of caring and loving conversations between brothers 

(Fig.5.50).557 

Finally, a compelling example of braiding concerns the window in van Goghôs room 

at the hospital in Saint-Rémy. After admitting himself, and a failed attempt to venture outside 

of the hospital to paint, the artist confines himself to the room. From the outside and always 

from the same angle, the following pages depict van Gogh first just standing and later 

painting at the closed window (Fig. 5.50).558 Finally, he stands at the open window with a 

paintbrush in his hand.559 Soon after, the exterior view shows a closed window again with 

van Gogh in the room surrounded by the signifiers of a fit: he is experiencing a relapse.560 

Through this braiding, the readers witness how van Gogh gradually reopens his window to 

the world before it closes itself again. 

As mentioned, all of the paintings are uncited, as Stok did not want óVincent [van 

Gogh] or the paintings to be ñpopstarsòô in the story.561 The title also expresses this view, as 

does Stokôs initial idea to ónever use his last name but only use Vincent [so] theoretically it 

could have been any artist.ô It was meant as a homage to the ómany artists [who] work like 

Vincent [van Gogh] and donôt get much appreciation and are struggling.ô562 For Stok, the 
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fact that van Gogh óis now a famous painter is not important,ô she wanted it to be óa story 

about a man who lived and who painted and who had a certain life.ô563 One can easily see a 

certain autobiographical meta-reference in this concept, while Stok did not explicitly inform 

the narrative with her own experience as an artist.  

Vincent is an exceptional piece of work, but it has some problems. The lack of a 

bibliography makes it very difficult, if not impossible, for readers to divide facts from fiction, 

while the missing citation of artworks means that they easily go unnoticed unless the readers 

happen to know and recognise a particular piece of art. Furthermore, Stokôs approach of 

almost exclusively using Vincent van Goghôs letters to avoid getting her impression 

ócoloured by the ideas of othersô is flawed. While Theo van Gogh did collect most of his 

brotherôs letters, Vincent van Gogh only kept a few of his brotherôs replies. Besides, after 

the death of both, Johanna, Theo van Goghôs widow, published the letters, most likely 

deciding which to keep and to release. Consequently, on the one hand, the available letters 

are a very one-sided account of a two-way correspondence, which, on the other hand, has 

been subsequently edited by Johanna, thus coloured in two ways.  

While Stok maintains the story is ónot about artworks,ô the book itself gives the 

opposite impression. The graphic novel features at least thirty canonical artworks by van 

Gogh, one every four to five pages. Several important pieces of art form a crucial part of the 

narrative in expressing van Goghôs mental state, as discussed above. Also, multiple paintings 

appear in a full-page panel (Fig. 5.48), and Wheatfield With Crows even spreads over two 

full pages (Fig. 5.43). Therefore, despite Stokôs intent to show `the real Vincent van Gogh` 

and not make it a story about his art, she almost inevitably ended up writing about his illness, 

built around the theme of his self-mutilation and most canonical works, like many before 

her. It would seem it is the result of van Goghôs life and work being extensively 

commercialized on a unique and truly global scale, not least by the Van Gogh Museum, 

demanding that Vincent ófit[s] into the views of the museum about van Goghôs life and 

work.ô564  

Stokôs use of drawing style and visual language also shows minor issues. A couple 

of times, Vincent is inconsistent in using panel borders: Flashbacks, such as Theo telling 

Johanna about his life with Vincent, and the latter remembering being rejected by a woman, 

are drawn with wavy borders (Fig. 5.51). However, van Goghôs childhood memories with 

Theo (Fig. 5.46) and his vision of the future artistsô commune have straight borders, despite 
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portraying thoughts about the past and future. Nevertheless, the narrative is still 

comprehensible while perhaps momentarily puzzling.  

Also, Stokôs use of some signifiers is unclear at times: The postman Roulin is always 

shown with either a swirl or an x for one of his eyes without an identifiable pattern or 

meaning to this depiction (Fig. 5.41). The only other characters portrayed like this are van 

Gogh during his fits and his fellow asylum patients. Thus, it remains unclear whether Roulin 

is living with a dormant condition, in a permanent state of mental instability or intoxication 

or whether it is just meant to be funny.  

The very cartoony drawing style means that the charactersô uniqueness suffers. 

Therefore, when looking at the cover of Stokôs De Omslag (2015), another biographical 

graphic novel about H. N. Werkman for Groningen Museum, readers must be excused when 

thinking they are looking at Theo van Gogh. 

 Finally, somewhat problematic and at odds with the story's seriousness, the Van 

Gogh Museumôs online shop markets and sells Vincent as a childrenôs book.565 Bogman calls 

Vincent van Gogh: An Artistôs Struggle (2011) a graphic novel, when in fact, it is an 

educational comic book aimed at primary schools and early secondary school.566 In grouping 

the two together, she disregards Vincentôs narrative qualities, reflecting the museumôs lack 

of differentiation between childrenôs literature, educational comics, and graphic novels (or 

graphic biographies), resulting in a problematic perception and categorization of Stokôs work. 

This sales strategy partly contradicts the assignment which Stok remembers very 

clearly: ó[A] graphic novel about Vincent [van Gogh] for adults and young adults [aged 16-

40 years] who knew Vincent [van Gogh] a bit but not too much and would like to get to 

know him better.ô567 In contrast, Gert Jan Pos and the BKVB were not targeting a particular 

audience but instead aiming for a market as large as possible and a diverse distribution 

system.568 The stripintendant tried to trigger a snowball effect for Stok, using Vincent as a 

door opener to bring further works by her into High Street bookshops.569  

Vincent is incredibly successful and available in at least eighteen languages. Baetens 

and Surdicourt argue that the ligne claire can facilitate global popularity in omitting 

geographic, linguistic, and cultural markers.570 While the term is historically linked to the 

Franco-Belgian tradition of bande dessinée, Stokôs style can be described as an extreme ligne 
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claire despite her being Dutch. Certainly, Stokôs artistic and narrative style makes Vincent 

easy to translate, not just into different languages but maybe more importantly into other 

cultural contexts, making it an attractive product for the international (comics) book market. 

On the one hand, the cartoony rendition of the characters and the focus on the human aspect 

of van Goghôs life suit readers from diverse cultural backgrounds. On the other hand, the 

facts remain that Vincent van Gogh is a most prominent member of the Western canon of 

art history, and the story does not feature any BAME characters. Nevertheless, nowadays, 

more and more people worldwide can relate to challenges, problems, and fears that come 

with mental health issues. In this sense, Vincent can help to reduce the stigmatisation of 

mental health conditions, which possibly contributes to the transnational success of Vincent. 

Therefore, it should come as no surprise that everyone working on the project has 

been very satisfied, however, each for slightly different reasons. The researcher has argued 

elsewhere that for each stakeholder, Vincent managed to become and function as a ócomic 

as business card,ô successfully symbolising and embodying the respective image and 

mission.571 For the Van Gogh Museum, the graphic novel represents and promotes what the 

institution stands for and has to offer: the most extensive collection of letters by the artist, 

translated into (and interpreted in) many languages; most-famous artworks that have 

achieved canonical status, not least because of successful and persistent merchandising; and 

a narrative that is centred around the tragic story of Vincent van Gogh, his mental illness, 

the relationship to his brother, and a lack of appreciation by the contemporary art community. 

Bogman confirms that the museum feels óvery positive,ô probably because Vincent óhas a 

great appeal to so many people,ô received ógreat reviews [é] even in the classic quality 

newspapers,ô and has helped to reach óso many readers [é] around the globe.ô572 Stok also 

remembers the museum being óvery satisfiedô and the museum researcher even óvery 

enthusiastic.ô573  

At the same time, Vincent embodies the BKVBôs mission to promote the artistic and 

literary qualities of the Dutch comics scene and Dutch culture in being about one of the most 

canonical Dutch artists and his best-known artworks. The international success is what Gert 

Jan Pos was aiming for precisely with his strategic approach for targeted domestic and 

international distributors.  

Stok is very enthusiastic about what was a óbig projectô for her, acknowledging óitôs 

not like you get something like this every day.ô574 Her satisfaction is rooted in her knowing 

 
571 Yu-Kiener 2018, p.171. 
572 Bogman 2017. 
573 Stok 2017. 
574 Ibid. 



~196~ 

 

she ómade the best possible book that [she] could make at the momentô before any reviews 

were published and international success happened.575 Moreover, although publicity work 

demanded much time and energy for a while, she describes Vincent as óthe best assignment 

[she] ever had.ô576 In 2018, her ódreamô of a Japanese edition became a reality.  

 Vincent has a continuous afterlife, not least through numerous foreign-language 

editions. Also, the Van Gogh Museum has commissioned Stok with an actual illustrated 

childrenôs book, Vincent en de zonnebloemen (2019), available as Vincent and the 

Sunflowers in English. Additionally, Stok won the Beste Groninger Boeken 2015 

[Groningenôs Best Book 2015] award for Vincent, while the book has recently featured in 

the exhibition Artists In Books (12 April ï 24 June 2018) at Hyundai Museum of Kids' Books 

& Art (HMOKA) Seoul, South Korea.577 The French bag manufacturer and retailer Louis-

Quatorze even launched a Vincent-themed womenôs handbag, and there has also been a 

Vincent-themed wine. Finally, Stokôs óunique style [is] the basis for the visual style of the 

animationô The Young Vincent by Submarine, a production company based in Amsterdam.578 

 Artistically, Stok continues to use the colour scheme she developed for Vincent, and 

she draws more landscapes than previously.579 Economically, she agrees that the book gave 

her óextra freedomô while also pointing out it is óstill only a graphic novel é a trivial art 

form in a lot of countries.ô580 However, she confirms that óthe Vincent project helpedô her 

apply successfully for funding for her new biographical graphic novel, proving that she had 

already completed another similar and positively received project.581 

 Barbara Stokôs Vincent was the first graphic novel by a Dutch comic artist about a 

canonical Dutch artist, and it was the first time that the Dutch government, through the 

BKVB, funded the production of a comic promoting Dutch culture and graphic narratives.582 

For the Van Gogh Museum, the commission fitted into a broader campaign to reposition and 

reinvent the art institution in the twenty-first century.  

The narrative follows the life-and-work model and features well-known anecdotes 

and genre-specific tropes. At the same time, the lacking citation for artworks prevents it from 

presenting van Goghôs successfully to any readers. The graphic novelist invested a 
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considerable effort in the research, diligently reading the Van Gogh brothers' correspondence 

to form the narrative. The museum and the publisher, both actively involved in the editing 

but far less involved in marketing and publicising, allowed Stok to exceed the previously 

agreed page count, suggesting particular good cooperation. Her use of the comics medium 

is most impressive, as is the frequent use of artworks as metaphors to convey the charactersô 

mental states. Also, Vincent features remarkable examples of braiding, working not only 

with iconic motifs but colour, layout, and letters from the Van Gogh brothers. Unfortunately, 

the lacking references for sources and artworks mean a fact-fiction division is almost 

impossible, and original art might go unnoticed by the readers.  

Remarkably, all the stakeholders were very satisfied with Vincent. Stokôs cartoony 

drawing style and easily accessible dialogues have made her book incredibly successful, 

with new foreign-languages editions continuing to be published. A success that also 

continues to aid Stok in her latest projects and developed into some Vincent merchandise. 

  

5.6. Netherlands: Rembrandt 

 Once again initiated by stripintendant Gert Jan Pos, the graphic novel Rembrandt 

was co-commissioned by the Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, which has óall the best Rembrandts,ô 

and created by Dutch comic artist and illustrator Typex (Raymond Koot) in three years, 

aided by Shamrock International (Jeroen Klaver) with the lettering and Borinka with the 

design and image editing.583 In April 2013, for the reopening of the national museum of the 

Netherlands after a ten-year renovation period, the massive 238-page narrative was released 

by publisher Oog & Blik | De Bezige Bij.584 The semi-fictional graphic novel narrates the 

Old Master Rembrandt van Rijn's life, one of the most prominent figures and contributors to 

the so-called Dutch Golden Age, whose artworks are the museum's highlights. Each of the 

eleven chapters is named after either a person (Elsje, Jan, Saskia, Geertje, Hendrickje, 

Cornelia, Titus, Rembrandt) or an animal (Hansken, Conus Marmoreus, Rattus Rattus) 

significant for the respective episode as well as Rembrandt, and examines a close 

relationship or a critical moment in his life, although not in chronological order and varying 

in length. Rembrandt's significance for this research lies with its scale, size, artistic quality, 

and narrative depth. It constitutes another example of a national museum engaging with the 

comics medium, yet very different from the Musée du Louvre commission. 

Typex made himself available for an extended interview about his work, as did Gert 

Jan Pos. Finally, Martijn Pronk, Head of Publishing at the Rijksmuseum at the time, was 
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kind enough to fill out a questionnaire.585 Unfortunately, no contact could be established 

with the publisher. The stakeholdersô online archives, appearance and social media channels 

were consulted, complementing the available sources. 

 The first two chapters, Hansken and Elsje, taking place in 1642 Amsterdam, follow 

the elephant Hansken arriving at the port of Amsterdam, where Rembrandt sketches the 

animal, and Elsje Christiaens, whom the painter meets and spends the night with, and later 

sketches on the gallows after she is sentenced to death. The subsequent chapter Jan takes 

place in 1629 Leiden, where young Rembrandt shares a studio with Jan Lievens, his life-

long artist-friend. The fourth and by far longest chapter, Saskia, features episodes from 1631, 

1634, 1639 and 1642 and tells of Rembrandtôs eponymous first wife. Chapter Five narrates 

the wet nurse Greetje Dircxôs story, who starts a relationship with Rembrandt and raises his 

son Titus after Saskiaôs early death. The next section shows the maid Hendrickje Stoffelsô 

part, Rembrandtôs long-term partner, after leaving Greetje to avoid losing Saskiaôs 

inheritance. Conus Marmoreus (Chapter Seven), Rattus Rattus (Chapter Eight) and Titus 

(Chapter Ten) are chapters of loss, respectively showing Rembrandt being forced to sell all 

his possessions, witnessing Hendrickje as well as his adult son Titus dying from the plague. 

The chapters Cornelia (Nine) and Rembrandt (Eleven) depict the artistôs daughter and only 

living relative caring for her father, despite him growing increasingly obsessed, quarrelsome, 

and cantankerous. The final chapter shows a glimpse of the artistôs childhood before he 

slowly fades into his studio's darkness. 

 Rembrandt mirrors an important aspect of the First Boom in focusing on moments 

of great triumph and despair. It features several traditional anecdotes from art-historical 

biographies and contains multiple genre-specific tropes of artistôs biography comics: 

competitions between Rembrandt and other artists, such as Lievens and his apprentice 

Govert Flinck, the latter fooling his master with a painted guilder (Fig. 5.52); a conflict with 

clients, such as when he hides from Commander Banning Cocq, lets clients wait, and his 

paintings get rejected.586 Uncompromising, Rembrandt causes conflicts with (potential) 

clients and declines profitable business opportunities.587  When Rembrandt continues 

working rather than drinking with his friend Lievens, paints while Saskia is dying, and does 

not attend the funeral of Hendrickje, he is depicted as hermit-like and obsessed with his 

art.588 Finally, as mentioned in the case of Salvador Dal², Typexôs arrogant, eccentric, and 
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stubborn picture of Rembrandt has a long tradition in artistsô biographies, while it also leads 

the artist to take significant personal risks. The graphic novel does not draw an emotional 

connection between the artistôs life and work, but a strictly historical one, thus avoiding the 

life-and-work model. Another aspect of the traditional artistôs monograph, to show the 

individualôs oeuvre, is only somewhat present in Rembrandt. Typex redraws many original 

artworks, placing them outside the narrative similar to Badoux in Klee, and the story 

naturally depicts the Old Master creating paintings too, but none of the featured art is cited. 

Therefore, significant parts of Rembrandtôs oeuvre are shown and clearly identifiable as his 

workðexcept for a few landscapesðbut if readers try to find out more, they have no further 

information provided. Interestingly, there are parallels between Rembrandt and the modern 

painterôs novel, in showing the artist mainly through the eyes of the people around him, and 

in being about a painter but not so much about paintings.589 

Gert Jan Pos and Typex state that the Rijksmuseum wanted a graphic novel to 

accompany and celebrate its reopening after a lengthy renovation.590 Pronk recalls óthe 

Rijksmuseum contacted Mr Gert Jan Pos é [who] involved artist Gerrit de Jager to create a 

storyboard,ô while the stripintendant remembers approaching the museum himself, and the 

book states óRembrandt is an initiative of Gerrit de Jager and the Rijksmuseum.ô591 

Regardless, Gert Jan Pos presented his pitch at óan appointment with the Rijksmuseum's 

vice-director.ô592 The museum approved of the concept, but as Pronk ódiscussed the outline 

of the book with Gert Jan Pos and Gerrit de Jager é [they] could not agree on the story and 

had to say goodbye to Gerrit.ô593 Presumably at this point, Pos suggested Typexðóthe best 

you can think ofôðas the draughtsman.594 BKVB funded an exhibition of large charcoal 

drawings by Typex, which left a positive impression on the decision-makers at the 

museum.595 Pronk recalls: óTogether it was decided to ask Typex for the project, [é] 

guarantee[ing] him a certain budget/income for é the complete manuscript.ô 596 Also, the 

museum ócontracted [the] publishing house Oog & Blik (where Typex had signed 

before).ô597 Pronk and Marijn Schapelhouman, the Senior Curator of Drawing at the 

Rijksmuseum, offered research assistance and basic editing to óprevent historical 
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impossibilities,ô as Pronk describes it.598 The three met regularly óto discuss progress and 

check on work done.ô599 Yet, the museum claims not to have imposed any artistic restrictions 

on the artist or interfered with the bookôs content, and Typex confirms receiving comments 

but óhardly anything about the content.ô600 Indeed, Typex is full of praise for Schapelhouman 

for the help and inspiration she provided in showing him the collection, a mutual feeling, as 

the curator subsequently wrote the bookôs blurb, praising Typex and Rembrandt in return.601 

Importantly, in examining original museum art in situ and acquiring a level of 

connoisseurship of the oeuvre, Typexôs research approach mirrors that of authors of 

traditional artistsô monographs. Also, it seems that the museum was actively involved in the 

editing, yet the publisher was not. As discussed in the case of Klee, it is unusual and 

remarkable that the stakeholder with possibly the highest financial risk forfeits its right to 

control the content of one of its products, thus surrenders its gatekeeping positions. 

 Initially, Typex was only meant to draw Rembrandt, while Gert Jan Pos was 

supposed to write it.602 The stripintendant original pitch has been extended into what Typex 

describes as a short story, illustrated by him, and now forms the first two chapters.603 

However, after about three months, Typex took over the writing too, first temporarily but 

eventually becoming fully responsible for the whole book another six months later.604 This 

shift in authorship contributed to the Rembrandt project taking three instead of the initially 

planned one and a half years. After the slightly rough start, the projectôs pace increased: óThe 

book grew bigger and bigger, with an unstoppable Typex handing in yet another chapter 

every few weeks,ô Pronk remembers.605 On the one hand, it allowed Typex more control and 

freedom; on the other hand, it meant great financial difficulties for him, who was not working 

on anything else during this period: óI was bankrupt just like Rembrandtô the graphic novelist 

states.606 However, as the Rijksmuseum's renovation was delayed too, the graphic novel and 

the museum were both ready at the same time, in April 2013.607  

The Rijksmuseum appears not to have been very active in promoting Typexôs book. 

Despite there being a formal launch at the museum, where óTypex offered the first copy of 

the book to Mr Jan Six é the 13th generation Six é [decedent of] Jan Six, mayor of 

 
598 Typex 2017; Pronk 2018. 
599 Pronk 2018. 
600 Ibid.; Typex 2017. 
601 Typex 2013b, inside front cover. 
602 Typex 2017. 
603 Pos 2017; Typex 2013, back endpaper, óThe Story is partly based on a short story by Gert Jan Pos.ô 
604 Typex 2017. 
605 Pronk 2018. 
606 Typex 2017. 
607 Ibid. 
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Amsterdam and a close personal friend of Rembrandt,ô there was no press release.608 Typex 

felt the event was mainly ófor the ñbobosò é [and] business relationsô but ówanted 

something where [he] could invite [his] friendsô too. Hence, he organised a second launch 

party at a club, including live music and a book signing.609 Attracting much publicity, the 

party also first screened the short film Typex Tekent Rembrandt [Typex Draws Rembrandt] 

about creating the graphic novel, directed by Lex Reitsma, and produced and supervised by 

Dutch cartoonist and graphic designer Joost Swarte.610  The publishing house had 

commissioned the movie, supported by MMIT , a Dutch IT and marketing company, whose 

CEO Wiebe Mokken óhimself a big fan of comics, graphic novels and history é [wanted] 

as many people as possible to come in contact with Rembrandt.ô611 The eighteen-minute 

documentary is included as DVD in a limited luxury edition pack of Rembrandt and was 

shown on the television channel NPO 2, on November 2013. Before his work on Rembrandt, 

Typex had worked as an illustratorðófew newspapers and magazines in Holland have been 

sparedôðbeing well-established and well-connected.612 Therefore, Typex knew óa lot of 

people at [Dutch] magazines and newspapers,ô and remembers doing óa lot of promotion 

himselfô utilising this network.613 óEvery big newspaper and magazine wrote aboutô 

Rembrandt, claims Typex, and Pronk too recalls, óthe publishing of the book attracted huge 

attention é by major media in the Netherlands and abroad.ô614  

The initially contracted comic book publisher Oog & Blik was bought up by the 

literary publishing house De Bezige Bij, making possible marketing efforts challenging to 

track. 615  However, Oog & Blik tweeted extensively about Typex and Rembrandt, 

particularly in the weeks following the release.616 At the same time, De Bezige Bij merely 

mentioned the book in a press release about an entirely different publication.617 Unsatisfied 

with the publisherôs effort and lack of experience with comics, Typex took his Rembrandt 

 
608 Pronk 2018. 
609 Typex 2017; Minneboo 2013a; Paradiso (available at URL: https://www.paradiso.nl/nl/programma/typex-

tekent-rembrandt/8220/, accessed 06/02/2020). 
610  Paradiso (available at URL: https://www.paradiso.nl/nl/programma/typex-tekent-rembrandt/8220/, 

accessed 06/02/2020); van Adrichem 2013; 7N60 Communication (available at URL: http://news.smart. 

pr/7n60/graphic-novel-over-leven-en-werk-hollandse-meester-rembrandt, accessed 30/04/2019); This 

informal launch party took place on 14 April 2013. 
611 7N60 Communication (available at URL: http://news.smart. pr/7n60/graphic-novel-over-leven-en-werk-

hollandse-meester-rembrandt, accessed 30/04/2019). 
612 Typex (available at URL: https://typex.nl/free/, accessed 07/05/2019). 
613 Typex 2017. 
614 Ibid.; Pronk 2018. 
615 De Bezige Bij (available at URL: https://www.debezigebij.nl/nieuws/overname-oog-blik-door-uitgeverij-

de-bezige-bij/, accessed 05/08/2019); For a further discussion about the publishers, see Chapter 7. 
616 Uitgeverij Oog & Blik 2013a-m; 2014a-b. 
617 De Bezige Bij (available at URL: https://www.debezigebij.nl/nieuws/bij-de-heropening-van-het-

rijksmuseum/, accessed 05/08/2019). 
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script to the French comics publisher Casterman, where it was published with an additional 

twelve-page comic about the making of Rembrandt, Le Grand Van Ryn [The Great Van 

Rijn].618 

  Typexôs approach was partly dictated by Gert Jan Posôs pitch, aiming to not depict 

Rembrandt as óa nice guy [but] a character.ô619 The situation resulted in a noticeable rupture, 

as the first two chapters take place in 1642, while the story subsequently continues 

chronologically from 1629 onward. Typex considers Rembrandtôs life óone big hell of a 

story é because first his wife [Saskia], then his son [Titus] dies, then his new wife 

[Hendrickje, whom he never married] dies é everybody dies.ô620 He notices that it matches 

very much óthe whole clich® of the artist [as] the stoic, dark, unhappy artist.ô621 óHate[ing] 

clich®s [and] heroismô (in the sense of pre-destined genius tropes), he aimed for ósomething 

really different,ô what he calls a Rembrandt of óflesh and blood.ô622 He studied the numerous 

self-portraits in preparation, as óthe only way to get really close to Rembrandt is to look at 

his self-portraits,ô he explains.623 Here, Typex follows the life-and-work model in his 

research just as nineteenth-century monographers did, trying to understand an artistôs 

personality through their work, convinced that the latter is an expression of the former. As 

mentioned, the use of the life-and-work model does not extend to the publication.        

 Typexôs Rembrandt ócanôt express certain feelings without somebody on whom they 

can be reflected on like a mirror,ô thus, the book is an anthology of anecdotes about the 

people around him.624 The result is a relatively silent, sometimes even literally absent, main 

character, who expresses himself and his moods mainly through body language. With Saskia, 

Geertje, Hendrickjeðliterally the woman behind the painter and at the centre of the business 

(Fig. 5.53a-b)ðand Cornelia, featuring very prominently, a fair part of the book is about the 

women behind the canonical painter, how they experience him, and their sacrifices for his 

career.625 

 Typex claims ómuch of the book is based on anecdotes, but hung on a historically 

accurate framework of names and dates,ô however, it appears to fall apart when it comes to 

 
618 Typex 2017. 
619 Pos 2017. 
620 Typex 2017; After the death of his only wife Saskia van Uylenburgh in 1642, Rembrandt van Rijn did not 

marry his long-term partner Hendrickje Stoffels, who died in 1663, his son Titus died a year before his 

father in 1668; Typex in Onians 2013, "He [Rembrandt van Rijn] had a lot of tragedy, everyone around 

him died, that's how it was in those days é But I didn't want to make just a sad book.ò 
621 Typex 2017. 
622 Typex 2017. 
623 Ibid. 
624 Ibid. 
625 The narrative involving Elsje is mostly fictional and was therefore not included in the list of women. 
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the artworks, as discussed below. 626 Pronk states the museum ónever intended the book to 

be completely accurate in all details, we wished merely to prevent historical 

impossibilities.ô627 The institution told Typex it does not ówant an educational or traditional 

book,ô the author recalls.628 Consequently, he freely combines and rearranges various events 

and dates from Rembrandtôs life, making the narrative paramount and not wanting the ófacts 

to get into the way of the story.ô629 In his defence, he claims, óa lot is not known about 

Rembrandt. What's known are the offi cial papers, the property contracts, marriage, and death 

records.ô630  

As the appearances of many individuals are not well enough documented, Typex 

used the faces and body language of people he already knows: his daughter for Cornelia, his 

wife for Titusô wife, and his father for the Old Master himself, while Dutch comic artistsð

and friends of Typexðfeature in a pub scene (Fig. 5.54).631 Additionally, óthe life of an artist 

in Amsterdamô has formed an autobiographical óstarting pointô for Typex, whose own 

experience as an artist informs the narrative, an element already found in Vasariôs Lives.632 

 Typexôs utilisation of the comics medium and visual storytelling to enhance the 

reading experience is extraordinary. On multiple occasions, he builds an architectural 

construct of panels (Fig. 5.55).633 In other instances, the panels and their layout mimic the 

environment in which the narrative is set, such as the arrangement of panels as French 

windows (Fig. 5.56) and workhouse beds, and are shaped like brush strokes (Fig. 5.57). 

Some other panel borders resemble a forest (Fig. 5.58). Typex employs a chessboard pattern 

of colourful framed panels and black and white unframed panels (Fig. 5.59) as well as a split 

narrative, telling the same episode from two perspectives (Fig. 5.60). Also, he includes single 

panels in a different drawing style and suddenly changes the page layout to intensify the 

reading experience, showcasing decades of experience in the field. Also, the rendering of 

the panels and page layouts stresses the importance of the image, sometimes dominating the 

text, and emphasises the graphic part of Typexôs work and vision. 

 Furthermore, the graphic novelist employs braiding and rhyming, linking episodes 

from various points in the narrative. For example, the first and one of the last scenes featuring 

Saskia (Fig. 5.61) both include a panel, depict her face close up and looking and smiling at 

 
626 Typex in Onians 2013. 
627 Pronk 2018. 
628 Typex 2017. 
629 Ibid. 
630 Typex in Onians 2013.  
631 Typex in Minneboo 2013a; Typex 2017. 
632 Typex 2017. 
633 Typex 2013b, pp.66-67, 170-171, 215. 
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the readers, who take Rembrandtôs point of view.634 The scenes not only start and end the 

episode about Sakia but also indicate that Rembrandt and his wife still see and look at each 

other like when they first met. The scenes of Hendrickje meeting adolescent Titus at the 

market and him dying as a young man (Fig. 5.62a-b) are similarly braided and suggest the 

importance of Hendrickje for Titus in her motherly capacity.635 Due to the differences 

between the two scenes might also be described as rhyming. Yet another very meaningful 

example of rhyming can be found in the suggested similarities between the elephant Hansken 

and Rembrandt: Hansken appears out of a shipôs dark lower decks in the opening scene while 

Rembrandt disappears into the darkness of his studio at the end of the book; also, Cornelia, 

observes the strikingly similar look on their faces (Fig. 5.63), seeing them both as old and 

tired with fantastic and legendary stories told about them, and both caged in their respective 

way.636 Finally, Rembrandtós studio mirror, sometimes taking the shape of a panel border, is 

an iconic motif braided into the whole narrative.637 It is a subtle reminder of the importance 

of self-portraits in Rembrandtôs oeuvre as well as in Typexôs understanding of him as an 

artist and human.  

  Typex explains that while illustration works in different styles, óin Rembrandt, I had 

one style generally for all the book to evoke the period.ô638 For the palette, he took apparent 

inspiration from Rembrandt and his artworks, creating the graphic novel in shades of brown, 

while using colour to highlight important moments in a panel. He chose a paler palette for 

flashbacks and dream sequences to visually set those scenes apart from the rest of the story 

(Fig. 5.56). As mentioned, Typex was concerned that his story might end up too dark. 

Choosing a comical and funny drawing style for most of the book, particularly for peopleôs 

faces and build, might have been an attempt to prevent this.  

 Deliberately, Rembrandt mimics the appearance of a traditional art-historical artistôs 

monograph through various elements by graphic designer Borinka and letterer Shamrock 

International, who have collaborated on several cover projects, including comics. This 

resemblance becomes apparent at first glance, when a leather-covered case, including half-

leather on the four corners and gold-embossed lettering on the cover and spine are visible 

under a torn dust jacket, showing a portrait of Rembrandt by Typex, repaired with tape on 

the back. The unique design continues inside, revealing a woven bookmark, marked pages, 

and other apparent signs of frequent use, such as torn, creased and stained pages (Fig. 5.64). 

 
634 Ibid., pp.70, 88. 
635 Ibid., pp.129, 207. 
636 Ibid., pp.9-15, 190, 193, 232-238. 
637 Ibid, pp.94-95, 142, 160, 172-173, 202, 222, 232, 237-238. 
638 Typex 2017. 
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In fact, these are only printed elements designed to give a specific impression. On the one 

hand, the design pretends that the book is an expensive, exclusive, and thus credible 

publication, leather-bound with an additional dust cover and gilt title. On the other hand, it 

hints at the book being used regularly to look up information, indicating a particular value 

and high standing. Therefore, the stakeholders use Rembrandt to monumentalise the already 

canonical Rembrandt van Rijn and his work further.639 Such a concept is a typical feature of 

a traditional art-historical artistôs monograph as well as the First Boom, which both create 

canonical feedback loops. 

 However, Typexôs narrative style differs from an artistôs monograph, as there is no 

narrator, and the story is experienced from a strictly neutral and observing third-person point 

of view. Frequently and for varying lengths, the audience finds themselves in the head of 

specific individuals, such as Hansken the elephant, a rat, Saskia, Geertje, Cornelia, Titus, 

and Rembrandt (Fig. 5.65). One notable narrative tool is the close zooming in on individuals 

before taking their first-person perspective. Another is the extreme close up, focusing the 

readersô attention on small details. Both techniques are otherwise known from 

cinematography. 

 Naturally, Typex was inspired by Rembrandtôs artworks and showcases re-drawings 

of them and the Old Masterôs artistic influences throughout the book. Unfortunately, none 

of the original art is cited, neither on the page nor in an appendix. Each chapter is preceded 

by a full-page matching image depicting the eponymous individualðTypexôs copy from the 

original. In the Saskia chapter, spanning more than a decade, such re-drawings also sub-

divide the different sections. The actual narrative features several paintings, drawings and 

etchings, though rarely as prominent, with the exceptions of The Shooting Company of Frans 

Banning Cocq and Willem van Ruytenburch (1642) (commonly known as The Night Watch) 

(Fig. 5.66), The Descent from the Cross (c.1632/33) and The Conspiracy of Claudius Civilis 

(1661-62).640 Other original artworks, such as The Three Trees (1643), The Omval (1645) 

and Sixôs Bridge (1645), feature in or as the backgrounds of individual panels (Fig. 5.67).641 

While most artworks are either separated from the narrative or shown as being created or 

sold by Rembrandtðtherefore will not be accidentally attributed to Typexðthe landscapes 

 
639 This monumental design and appearance were contrasted by the modest price of just ú14.95 for a Dutch 

softcover edition (in the museumôs bookshop). However, for the 350th anniversary of Rembrandtôs death in 

2019, the German comic publisher Carlsen released a hardcover edition with leather binding, raised bands 

and gilt title on the spine, a cover with half-leather on the corner and gilt title as well as gilt top, lower and 

fore edges (available at URL: https://www.carlsen.de/hardcover/rembrandt-graphic-novel/111174#, 

accessed 11/11/2020). 
640 Typex 2013b, pp.28-29, 59, 192, 197-203 
641 Ibid., p.181. 
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might accidentally be taken for Typexôs creations, as they are not shown in a direct 

connection to Rembrandt. In those cases, the lacking references cause problems. 

On one occasion, Typex inserts a photographic reproduction of an original drawing 

into the narrative, Elsje Christiaens Hanging on a Gibbet (1664) (Fig. 5.68). In putting 

the seventeenth-century drawing and the twenty-first-century comic art on the same page 

as equals, Typex and the Rijksmuseum question and negate a presumed difference, 

assigning the same value to bothða subtle statement about the High Art versus Low Art 

divide. Typex óchose the artworks around the storyline,ô trying to evoke óthe period, the 

spirit, the psychologyô while also telling ósomething about [Rembrandt] through the 

paintings.ô642 Typex would have wanted to ócircumvent too famous paintingsô but admits, 

óThe Night Watch is something you canôt circumvent when doing a book about 

Rembrandt.ô643 As the chapter showing the painting is based on Posôs pitch, Typex had not 

much of a choice. 

More apparent than actual artwork or copies of originals is Rembrandt's artistic and 

stylistic influence on Typex. The colour scheme in shades of brown, mentioned above, is 

further enhanced by stark light-dark contrasts. Remarkably, there are also references to the 

Old Masterôs etching style and his practice of re-working and changing his printing plates, 

in sequences of moving silhouettes of people, and in the straight-, and cross-hatched shading, 

both imitating the marks of an etching needle (Fig. 5.59). Also, Rembrandtôs large number 

of self-portraits, as well as his group portraits are referenced (Fig. 5.54, 5.66).  

On the one hand, the mirror and some disguises, essential tools for self-portraits, 

frequently feature throughout the book, as discussed above. The graphic novel also includes 

the Self-portrait as Zeuxis Laughing (1662), which shows that Rembrandt aspired to be seen 

as the successor of one of the very first canonical painters in the history of artðanother 

example of an artist referring to an established artist to acquire canonical status.644 In using 

the painting, Typex enforces Rembrandtôs wish. On the other hand, the book cover shows a 

portrait of Rembrandt, which seems not to be a copy from an original but composed by 

Typex since the character gazes towards his top left. In contrast, Rembrandtôs numerous self-

portraits usually feature a straight look as the works were created in front of a mirror.  

 
642 Typex 2017. 
643 Ibid. 
644 Typex 2013b, p.222; The legendary death of Zeuxis, is unfortunately never supported by any source: When 

painting a picture of Aphrodite, the old lady who had commissioned it also insisted on modelling for the 

painting. The apparent discrepancy between the supposed divine and youthful beauty of the Goddess of 

Love and the wrinkled old lady made the artist laugh so hard he died. 
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Finally, there is a self-portrait of Typex as part of a pub scene in Chapter Two (Fig. 

5.54), which also refers to another practice of the Old Master, that of group portraits. Typex 

has created a group portraitðof friends and acquaintancesð, mirroring The Anatomy Lesson 

of Dr Nicolaes Tulp (1632) or The Sampling Officials (1662) (commonly known as Syndics 

of the Drapers' Guild). In addition to these references to Rembrandt, the fair scene (Fig. 5.69) 

is reminiscent of works by Pieter Brueghel the Elder or the Younger, who created famous 

genre paintings of celebrating crowds of peasants. 

As beautiful, impressive and wittily referencing and recreating Rembrandt is, both 

artistically and narratological, it has a similar problem as Le Ciel Au Dessus Du Louvre, in 

not declaring its semi-fictional approach. It is true that in several interviews, Typex mentions 

the semi-fictionality of the book, but unless readers read them beforehand, they are not aware 

of the bookôs nature. The precisely dated chapters in chronological order, Schapelhouman 

declaring óTypex lived, breathed and slept Rembrandt,ô quotes about Rembrandt by 

contemporaries, the explicit and repeated citing of the Rijksmuseum as commissioning 

institution, the book design as an artistôs monograph, the density of artworksô reproductions 

and re-drawings, and the length of more than 200 pages, easily evokes the impression of an 

accurate adaption of Rembrandtôs life vouched for by the ómost prestigious museumô in the 

Netherlands, as Gert Jan Pos calls it.645 As remarked already for Le Ciel Au Dessus Du 

Louvre, óreception shapes meaning,ô as time, place and format of a publication changes the 

way it is perceived.646 Rembrandtôs impression is misleading, as it mingles events and 

artworks from different decades into single chapters, without any indication of doing so. 

Apparently, óprevent[ing] historical impossibilitiesô did not extend to historical and artistic 

errors.647  

Unfortunately, there is neither a biography nor a bibliography, nor a list of artworks. 

Thus, the average reader probably struggles to detect such inaccuracies. Typex explains he 

ólike[s] most people [to be] aware that they are reading a ñnot-so-rightò bookô and citing 

artworks would óburst the bubble [of fictionality]ô which he aims to emphasise.648 óBy going 

back to the original [artwork], you shatter the impression,ô the artist claims.649 Exactly how 

Typex emphasises Rembrandt's fictionality to the readers remains unclear. While a semi-

fictional account is unproblematic, the lack of a clear mark dividing facts and fiction is not. 

For most artworks, it is a missed opportunity that readers who try to find out more about 

 
645 Schapelhouman in Typex 2013b, front inside cover; Constantijn Huygens, Andries Pels, and Hendrick van 

Uylenburgh in Typex 2013b, inside back cover; Pos 2017. 
646 Jameel 2016, p.182-183. 
647 Pronk 2018; Typex 2017; Pos 2017. 
648 Typex 2017 
649 Ibid. 
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Rembrandtôs oeuvre will have no starting references. However, using original artworks so 

that the creator is no longer apparent while also not citing them is a serious issue and 

essentially appropriation, even if it concerns just a few works.  

 Maybe because each stakeholder defines the average reader differently, there are no 

common concerns regarding such mixed messages. For the museum, ógraphic novels cater 

to a specific group [it] wished to includeô as part of its mission that óthe Rijksmuseum was 

(and still is) for everybody.ô650 As discussed above, Gert Jan Pos and the BKVB had no 

targeted audience but a targeted (inter)national distribution system for the future.651 Finally, 

Typex saw the project from a primarily personal strategic point of view:  

óIt was the best opportunity I had in my life because I was never able to live off my comics, 

and this was my only chance. And I wanted to get abroad because there is not enough 

audience in Holland. So, I needed something appealing! é I know this book was sold with 

a lot of copies not because of the name Typex, of course, but because of the name Rembrandt, 

of course. So é how could I refuse?ô 

Typexôs book has ólived up to the best expectations,ô Rembrandt has been translated 

into nine different languages, including Chinese, Spanish, English and French, which means 

that the graphic novel has achieved the critical point of becoming an óinternational 

publicationô, reaching a diversified audience.652 For the same reason and due to a lot of 

newspaper coverage, BKVB is óvery satisfiedô too.653 The Rijksmuseum is also pleased, with 

good sales numbers in particular óinternationally outside the museumô and Pronk stating 

óRembrandt surpassed all expectations. I think it is one of the best graphic novels ever to be 

published in the Netherlands.ô654 Rembrandt ómade a big differenceô says Typex, as it 

provided the opportunity for him to create the book Andy. A Factual Fairytale. The Life and 

Times of Andy Warhol (2018), as Wim Pijbes, at that time director of the Rijksmuseum, 

established the contact between Typex and the Andy Warhol Foundation in New York.655  

Typex received much attention for Rembrandt in 2013: it was nominated for the 

Album van het jaar [Album of the Year] by Het Stripschap, the Dutch Comic Society, 

shortlisted for the Cutting Edge Award, a Belgium prize for cultural output, and won the 

Dutch Willy Vandersteenprijs 2013 as best comic of the year, which consisted of prize 

 
650 Pronk 2018. 
651 Pos 2017. 
652 Typex 2017. 
653 Pos 2017. 
654 Pronk 2018, emphasis original. 
655 Typex 2017; Typex in Pollmann (available at URL: http://joostpollmann.nl/volkskrant/groen-licht-voor-

typex/, accessed 08/02/2020); According to Typexôs homepage, Andy is published in at least six languages 

and thirteen countries. Available at URL: https://typex.nl/ (Accessed 07/08/2020). 
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money and a temporary exhibition (31 May ï 1 June 2014) at the Stripdagen Haarlem.656 

The bookôs afterlife also includes Adeste Fideles - Kerstverhaal met Rembrandt en Saskia 

[All Ye Faithful - A Christmas Story with Rembrandt and Saskia], a four-page comic strip 

in the Culture section of the Dutch NRC Handelsblad, published on 19 December 2013. 

Furthermore, the Amsterdam Comics Conference óComics Interactionô (1-3 July 2015) used 

an altered panel from Rembrandt as its official image when publicising the academic event 

and invited the graphic novelist to hold a Special Guest Presentations, titled Comics vs. 

Culture.657 In 2019, doubtlessly with Rembrandt and Andy contributing significantly, Typex 

won the stripschapprijs for his oeuvre. 

 Rembrandt, co-commissioned by the Rijksmuseum and BKVK, was released for the 

museum's reopening in 2013. It has a complicated history and large authorship, as the 

initiators of the project eventually dropped out, and Typex ended up taking over the entire 

project while continuing with the original pitch. Also, the initial publisher was bought up by 

another one, but neither of them took a gatekeeping role in editing and shaping the project 

as it went along. Yet, the original publishing house commissioned a short movie about 

creating the graphic novel. Neither the museums nor the publisher actively promoted 

Rembrandt, leaving the creator to do much marketing himself. 

In focusing on Rembrandt van Rijnôs moments of triumph and despair, it is 

reminiscent of the First Boom. Several art-historical anecdotes, as well as genre-specific 

tropes, appear prominently in the narrative. Attempting to avoid canonical masterpieces 

where possible, the narrative does not follow a life-and-work model. However, in his 

research Typex was close to a monograph in using the life-and-work model and examining 

original artworks in situ. Exploring the artistôs life through the eyes of many people around 

him and not being about his artworks, the graphic novel shares aspects with a modern 

painterôs novel. As none of the featured artworks is cited, the potential to present Rembrandt 

van Rijnôs oeuvre is not realised. 

 Typex felt free to rearrange historical timelines and dates of artworks to fit the 

narrative, as the museum was split between preventing historic impossibilities, providing 

some assistance, editing, and not being interested in an accurate biography. Typex claims 

the bookôs fictionality is obvious, and citations would have destroyed the impression. 

However, the problem is that the fictionality is less than apparent, and the border between 

facts and fiction seamless, while no biography or bibliography is at hand to aid the readers. 

 
656 Uitgeverij Oog&Blik 2013l; 2014a; 2014b; Het Stripschap 2014; Minneboo 2013b; Stripgids, available at 

URL: https://stripgids.org/project/willy-vandersteenprijs/ (Accessed 10/10/2020). 
657Amsterdam Comics Conference homepage, available at URL: http://amsterdamcomics.com/conferences/ 

Summer2015/ (Accessed 10/10/2020). 



~210~ 

 

Almost as if attempting to compensate the audience for this dishonesty, Rembrandt is a 

monumental and immersive experience full of carefully employed braiding and meaningful 

visual storytelling, enhancing the reading experience with narratological and artistic details,  

inspired and influenced by Rembrandt van Rijnôs art and the design of a traditional artistôs 

monograph. 

  Rembrandt has been translated into at least nine languages, satisfying Typex and 

Gert Jan Pos, while also achieving much national publicity, earning Typex various prizes, 

not least the stripschapprijs in 2019. 

 

5.7. Netherlands: Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 

In October 2013, the graphic novel Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523, co-commissioned 

by Centraal Museum Utrecht three years earlier and subsequently executed by artist Paul 

Teng and writer Jan Paul Schutten, aided by colourist Dina Kathelyn, letterer Drits Jonker 

and graphic designer Tessa van der Waals, was published by Lecturis in Dutch and 

English.658 The museum holds a large proportion of the surviving sixty works by the painter 

Jan van Scorel, whose life inspired the narrative.659 The book launch inaugurated the 

exhibition Jan Van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 ï Paul Teng Aan De Tekentafel [Jan Van 

Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 ï Paul Teng At The Drawing Table] (19 October 2013 ï 19 

January 2014) at the museum, which also bought all the original drawings by Teng for their 

contemporary art collection.660  

The almost entirely fictional eighty-page story took inspiration from the brief period 

between August 1522 and May 1524 when the painter worked for Pope Adrian VI in Rome. 

Artistically and historically, the narrative centres around these two men and the city of 

Utrecht. Adrian VI originated in the city, while van Scorel trained, worked, died, and was 

buried there. This highly local focus, Tengôs exceptional traditional and realistic drawing 

style, and the clear fact-fiction division, due to an eight-page appendix of references and 

artworks, compiled by the exhibitionôs curator Liesbeth M. Helmus, constitute the 

publicationôs unique importance for this research. 

 Teng and Schutten both agreed to fill out a detailed questionnaire, and Hans van de 

Willige from Lecturis answered a short questionnaire too. Unfortunately, no one from 

Centraal Museum Utrecht was available to discuss the project. However, it facilitated the 

 
658 Teng 2018; Schutten 2018, Both mentioned a French edition to be published in 2019, which could not be 

confirmed. 
659 Sometimes the artistôs name is spelled óJoan van Schoorel.ô 
660 This exhibition is discussed in Chapter 6. 
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research in establishing contact with Teng. The art institutionôs YouTube, Facebook and 

Twitter accounts, and its homepage were consulted as well as additional information 

available online.  

  The story switches back and forth between two separate narratives. The dominant 

plot follows van Scorel during his time in Italy and Rome serving Pope Adrian VI between 

1522 and 1524. However, one-quarter of the book is set in Utrecht in 1566, featuring the 

painterôs son and former apprentice, Victor van Scorel and Antonie Mor van Dashorst. 

The main narrative opens with the death of Pope Adrian VI on 14 September 1523. 

The story then jumps back to 23 August 1522, when van Scorel is invited to Rome by Adrian 

VI. Upon meeting the pope, van Scorel becomes head of the papal art collection and receives 

the commission for a papal portrait (Fig. 5.70). Adrian VI mentions to van Scorel that his 

predecessor was allegedly murdered. Soon afterwards, the popeôs health declines 

dramatically and he diesðthe narrativeôs start. Van Scorel starts to investigate a murder he 

suspects. The new pope, Clement VII, is elected on 19 November 1523. Van Scorel is 

arrested, trialled, and convicted of conspiracy against the church. He signs a contract, 

guaranteeing his safety in exchange for ending the investigation, and leaves for the 

Netherlands in May 1524.  

 The second shorter narrative, set in Utrecht in August 1566 during the iconoclasm, 

occasionally interrupts the main story. Victor van Scorel and Anthoine Mor van Dashorst 

find and discuss the contract between Clement VII and Jan van Scorel. Two men steal the 

document but are confronted by a Protestant mob, suspecting them to be Catholics and 

throwing them from a bridge, while the contract is blown into a bonfire. 

 Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 hardly features any of the traditional art-historical 

anecdotes or tropes of the artistôs biography comics genre, except for the powerful client, in 

this case Pope Adrian VI. Carel van Mander, a primary source for the project, as discussed 

below, merely writes a few sentences about van Scorelôs time in Rome but does not indicate 

any special relationship between the pope and the painter.661 Towards the end of the narrative, 

van Dashorst describes van Scorel as ócanon, painter, composer, poet, playwright, 

architect, é the da Vinci of the North,ô hence, a geniusða common genre-specific trope.662 

However, the very brief moment is entirely text-based, as no image shows the product of the 

 
661 Van Mander 1969, pp.163, ó[Jan van Schoorel] then went to Venice; but he left this city after a little while 

and visited other cities in Italy, including Rome, where he worked very hard [é] About the same time, 

Adrian VI was elected pope. He was formerly a cardinal in Spain. He was born in Utrecht. When Schoorel 

came to Rome, the Pope became acquainted with him and made him director of the Belvedere. Schoorel 

painted many pictures for the Pope, and made also a portrait of him from life, a work which is still to be 

seen in Louvain, at the college founded by Pope Adrian VI. This Pope occupied the Holy See one year and 

thirty-five weeks and then died. Schoorel, after extensive study, returned to the Netherlands.ô 
662 Teng and Schutten 2013, p.69. 
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alleged inventiveness. In being almost wholly fictional and showing hardly any art by van 

Scorel, the graphic novel neither uses the life-and-work model nor presents his oeuvre. 

However, it shows several remarkably close similarities to modern painterôs novels, in 

choosing a less well-known individual, being about a painter but not his art, assigning him 

a secondary role, and having a detective story setting.663 

While the book contains next to no anecdotes about van Scorel, it does feature some 

about Adrian VI, such as an extremely frugal lifestyle and funeral, him working on seven 

desks simultaneously, sadness due to the opposition by the Roman clergy, while always 

following his vision for the Catholic Church. If stripped of the religious context, those 

anecdotes would befit a traditional art-historical monograph: an artist living a work-obsessed 

and frugal but also sad life, very talentedðmaybe even a geniusðhe follows his artistic 

vision despite being unappreciated, as not understood, by his contemporaries. This link is 

probably unintentionally but a parallel worth mentioning. Finally, the focus of the entire 

project, the graphic novel as well as the accompanying exhibition, on the city Utrecht is 

reminiscent of the autochthonic biographical writings of the Tuscan Renaissance. 

 Centraal Museum Utrecht initiated Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 in 2010, 

involving Gert Jan Pos, in asking him to propose some suitable comic artists.664 Knowing 

the museum wanted a rather traditional style, he suggested, among others, Paul Teng, who 

subsequently won the pitch due to his ódetailed drawings and historical accuracy.ô665 It is 

worth noting that Teng's very meticulous, static, and ultimately conservative drawing style 

does share many elements with that of Jan van Scorel and the sober, stern and strict manner 

of the Northern Renaissance. Consequently, Centraal Museum Utrechtôs choice was possibly 

based on this resemblance in the two artistsô works. Teng óproposed to bring in Jan Paul 

[Schutten] as scriptwriter [é] a very accomplished writer of youth literature.ô666 They had 

óearlier cooperationô and óCentraal Museum [Utrecht] also liked [Schuttenôs] other 

books.ô667 The museum contacted Lecturis, which makes ópublications that coincide with 

exhibitionsô and already knew Teng.668 The publisher óimmediately liked the idea and the 

decision to do the publication was a quick one,ô once the technical details, such as size, paper, 

 
663 Van Tooren 2012, p.57. 
664 Pos 2017, In this case, Gert Jan Posôs role was strictly advisory. 
665 Ibid.; Teng 2018. 
666 Teng 2018. 
667 Schutten 2018; Kinderen Van Amsterdam (2007) and Kinderen Van Nederland (2008) were earlier 

collaborations between Teng and Schutten. 
668 Van de Willige 2017; The publisher knew Teng already form Strips! 200 Jaar Nederlands Beeldverhaal 

[Comics! 200 Years Of Dutch Cartoons] (2013) by Matla, van Eijck, van Helden, Pollman and van 

Waterschoot, accompanying the exhibition Strips! 200 Jaar Nederlands Beeldverhaal (28 September 2013 

ï 2 March 2014) at Huis van Het Boek | Museum Meermanno in Den Haag. 
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length, and binding, were agreed, there was no opportunity for renegotiations.669 For the rest 

of the project, Teng was the only point of contact for Lecturis.670 While 2012, the 550th 

anniversary of Jan van Scorelôs death, would have seemed a natural release date, the creators 

and the museum agreed on 2013, possibly due to the museumôs privatisation, but óalso 

because of the 300th anniversary of the Treaty of Utrechtôðan event entirely unrelated to the 

graphic novel.671  

Like in the case of Le Ciel Au Dessus Du Louvre, first the artist was appointed, who 

then suggested bringing in a writer, and who stayed in charge of the project on the creatorsô 

side. Also, it is remarkable that apparently, the publisher has only been contacted after the 

museum had decided on the creator(s). Thus, the usual gatekeeping position of the publishing 

house was circumvented, and the company was left to accept or decline a partly pre-arranged 

project.  

Tengôs assessment, ó[Jan] van Scorel is not well known outside of Utrecht, and they 

[Centraal Museum Utrecht] wished to remedy that,ô describes the art institutionôs approach 

well.672 Carried out óon [Tengôs] instructions,ô the creators received óa substantial amount of 

documentation, which was a solid base for further researchô came ófrom libraries that [the 

creators] would not normally have access toô and had been compiled by an assistant at the 

museum.673 Schutten confirms ómost of the research was already done by the museum.ô674 

The creators also went on a three-day trip to Rome paid for by the museum to see the 

locations, architecture, and art from the Vatican Museums featured in the book.675 Teng 

recalls, ó[t]he most difficult, or rather time-consuming, part was figuring out the Vaticanôs 

layout, and the condition of the New Saint Peterôs Cathedral in that specific year of 1523.ô676 

In addition, Schutten read van Manderôs biography of Jan van Scorel, while Teng bought óa 

good number of books and museum catalogues,ô finding a German catalogue ómost 

helpful.ô677 The comic artist remembers,  

ó[t]he original brief was to do a biography of van Scorel, but I talked the museum out of that 

idea. It would have made a dull album, also because van Scorelôs life was spent mostly within 

the walls of his studio. The interesting part was his journey to Jerusalem and his days in 

 
669 Van de Willige 2017. 
670 Ibid. 
671 Centraal Museum Utrecht 2012a, On 1 January 2013, CMU transformed from a municipal organisation into 

an independent foundation. 
672 Teng 2018. 
673 Ibid.; Teng 2013. 
674 Schutten 2018. 
675 Schutten 2018; Teng 2018. 
676 Teng 2018. 
677 Van Mander 1969, p.158-167; Kruse 1998. 
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Rome, under Pope Adrian VI. So we concentrated on that period, and on the historical 

rumours surrounding the death of the latter.ô678 

Teng recalls being ógiven a free hand in every aspect,ô and Schutten also remembers óno 

restrictions on any level.ô679 However, Teng mentions that ó[i]t was a condition of the 

museum that the book should be as historically accurate as possible,ô allegedly also óof great 

importanceô to himself.680 Again, the creators think they were working unrestricted while at 

the same time admitting that they were given conditions for their work. Furthermore, the fact 

that the museum had already done the research for the creators constitutes a significant 

editing act, as Teng and Schutten had to work with what they were given. There is no 

indication that they followed the life-and-work model or examined any original artworks in 

situ in preparation for their work. This is hardly surprising, as both creators clearly struggled 

with and seemingly even disliked their subject, with Teng thinking óvan Scorel and the Dutch 

Renaissance arenôt sexy subjects,ô and Schutten claiming óJan van Scorel was a kind of dull 

and not very likeable person. But he was the protagonist, so that was not easy.ô681 There is 

no indication that Tengôs and Schuttenôs experiences, as artist and writer respectively, 

inform the narrative in any way. 

A mostly fictional storyline could have solved the creatorsô issues with their subject. 

Schutten ówanted to write an exciting story,ô insisting ónothing in the story could be in 

contradiction to the [established] facts. So it could have happened this way,ô while admitting 

ófor sure it didnôt happen this way.ô682 Teng confirms ónothing in the story is at odds with 

what we know of [Jan van Scorel], and that is not an awful lot.ô683 However, his statement 

directly contradicts Centraal Museum Utrechtôs director Edwin Jacobs, who writes in the 

foreword, ówe do know a great deal about his [Jan van Scorelôs] life.ô684 The comic artist 

explains the bookôs focus on Rome: ó[O]nly there could we create some adventure to make 

an interesting book, without bending the truth too much,ô admitting to ócertain libertiesô they 

took while claiming the plot is óactually close to the then thought truth, but has never been 

proven.ô685 The result is a graphic detective story in a Renaissance setting. It can be described 

as a youth-friendlyðthere is one bare breastðblend of Alejandro Jodorowskyôs and Milo 

Manaraôs graphic novel series I Borgia [The Borgias] (2004, 2006, 2008), about Pope 

 
678 Teng 2018. 
679 Teng 2018; Schutten 2018. 
680 Teng 2018.  
681 Ibid., Schutten 2018. 
682 Schutten 2018, original emphasis. 
683 Teng 2018. 
684 Edwin Jacobs in Teng and Schutten 2013, foreword. 
685 Teng 2018; Teng in van Klinken 2013. 
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Alexander VI, and Dan Brownôs popular Robert Langdon novel series (2000, 2003, 2009, 

2013, 2017), turned into the movies The Da Vinci Code (2006), Angels and Demons (2009) 

and Inferno (2016). It also resembles First Boom comics about sculptor Benvenuto Cellini, 

rich in sword fights and conspiracies in Rome and the Vatican. Finally, it confirms that 

Burckhardtôs perception of the Renaissance, with ópeople giving themselves to sensuality, 

materialism and the lust for power,ô is still influential in current popular culture.686  

Interestingly, Teng and Schuttenôs adventure-conspiracy-detective story seems to 

starkly contradict Centraal Museum Utrechtôs idea of the graphic novel as an appealing way 

to present (art) historical research to a large audience.687 To comply with the request for óart-

historical information,ô the secondary storyline was added, states Teng.688 Apparently, such 

efforts were sufficient for the museum, which provided much publicity for the graphic novel. 

In November 2012, a press release reported that Teng won the Stripschapprijs 2013 and 

included a few black-and-white preview panels of the graphic novel. The director wrote Jan 

van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523ôs foreword, praising it as ócontemporary interpretationô that 

óliterally and figuratively transported [Jan van Scorel] into the here and now.ô689  

Most publicity was generated by the Centraal Museum Utrechtôs exhibition Jan Van 

Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 ï Paul Teng At The Drawing Table (19 October 2013 ï 19 

January 2014), including special events.690 Teng remembers óa (very short) tv commercial 

aired several times on national tv, newspaper ads, and an interview with the local television 

network.ô691 The museum released three short videos produced for the exhibition, featuring 

Teng, Schutten and the colourist Kathelyn, on its YouTube and ArtTube channels.692 The art 

institution, including its director, was also very active on social media, such as Facebook 

and Twitter, with multiple posts and tweets between October 2013 and January 2014.693 In 

comparison, Schutten posted four times about the same topic, respectively in August and 

October 2013.694  Nevertheless, he thought óthe publicity could have been better,ô 

 
686 Williams 2007, p.36. 
687 Centraal Museum Utrecht (available at URL: https://www.centraalmuseum.nl/en/exhibitions/jan-van-

scorel-sede-vacante-1523-paul-teng-aan-de-tekentafel, accessed 29/01/2018). 
688 Ibid. 
689 Edwin Jacobs in Teng and Schutten 2013, foreword. 
690 For this exhibition, see Chapter 6. 
691 Teng 2018. 
692 Centraal Museum Utrecht 2013a; Initially released on 15 October 2013 on YouTube, the videos were also 

uploaded on ArtTube on 13 November 2013. 
693 Centraal Museum 2013a-z; 2014a-d; Jacobs 2013a-i. 
694 Jan Paul Schutten 2013a-d. 
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acknowledging the museumôs efforts, while Teng said the book ódid receive publicityô but 

ówasnôt picked up by the press.ô695  

However, various online reviews, articles, and comments look at cultural, legal, 

Catholic, and Papal history.696 Kathostrip, specialised in religious comic books, considers 

the publication an accurate depiction of the iconoclasm, acknowledging the large fictionality 

and suggesting to separate fact from fiction using the appendix.697 The Reformatorisch 

Dagblad too thinks the publications represent the iconoclasm, the people, and buildings 

faithfully, but criticises the book's too contemporary feeling regarding some aspects of 

Christian faith.698 Other platforms adopt the creatorsô view in claiming that van Scorelôs life 

is boring and seeing no issue with the fictional representation of events.699 Art historian 

Claudia Schipper, who writes mainly about the exhibition, follows the museumôs point of 

view in thinking the comic is the only way to interest adolescents in Jan van Scorel, 

suggesting it might introduce museum audiences to the comics medium.700 Utrecht-based 

Otto Vervaart, on his Rechtsgeschiedenis Blog [Legal History Blog], provides extra 

background about Pope Adrian VI, but questions whether the shown practice of confirming 

a popeôs death was indeed still practised at the time.701 He likes Tengôs realistic and accurate 

environments and suggests historians should use more images.702 While not all these critics 

seem to be talking about their respective fields of expertise, their diversity clearly shows that 

the graphic novel reached into various parts of society. 

Jan Van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 is an illustrated story, as the text dominates the 

images while the comics medium's potential remains under-used. Rare exceptions are the 

opening scene, with three panels arranged like a winged altar (Fig. 5.71), and some silent 

scenes (Fig. 5.72). For several episodes, wordless panels would create a much more dramatic 

effect, but the power of the images is disturbed by the text (Fig. 5.73). Very traditional in 

style, technically the drawingsô quality and details are high, and possibly the reason for 

commissioning Teng, as his style mirrors Jan van Scorel. 

The page layout is very regular, with seven to nine panels, clear gutters, and no splash 

pages. Only the opening panel showing Rome is larger and depicts an aerial view (Fig. 5.71), 

 
695 Schutten 2018; Teng 2018. 
696 Teng 2013; Another interview with Teng in the Brabant Strip Magazine No. 199 (March 2014) was not 

retrievable. 
697 Kathostrip 2013. 
698 de Bruijn 2014. 
699 van Klinken 2013. 
700 Schipper 2014. 
701 Vervaart 2014. 
702 Ibid. 
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while only Utrechtôs cityscape shows its landmarks (Fig. 5.74). In contrast, the introductory 

panels for Venice and Florence are small and without any form of distinction. Such layout 

choices might result from the fast pace of the narrative, forcing Teng to squeeze each episode 

into a small number of panels, leaving little space for atmospheric developments. Characters 

and events appear less dynamic, as the panels are needed to provide a setting for dialogue. 

It is worth remembering that no renegotiations were possible once the contract was signed, 

leaving the creators little leeway as the project progressed. 

Schutten is ócertain that Adrian [VI] was murdered by his enemies, although it was 

never proven,ô and opted for a detective story, essentially writing another juvenile book.703 

Thus, van Scorelôs character is a naµve, unreasonable and careless detective and papal official 

but not much of a painterðódull and not very likeableôðwho is in need of an óattractive, 

more heroicô counterpart.704 The educational attempts are stored mainly away in the Utrecht 

plot set in 1566. However, they are assigned little space and only a minor role, as half of the 

section is about the contract. Consequently, there are two separate narrative modes: the 

primary detective story and a secondary forced attempt of (art-historical) fact-delivery. 

Interestingly, for a book about an artist who visits Rome and the Vatican during the 

High Renaissance, very few artworks were depicted, proving that the book is neither about 

the artists nor the artworks. Van Scorelôs portrait of Pope Adrian VI is shown (Fig. 5.70), as 

Centraal Museum Utrecht has a later copy. Indeed, it is one of only two artworks by van 

Scorel shown, named and commented on in the narrativeðthe other being The Lokhorst 

Triptych (1526) (Fig. 5.75). The eight-page appendix features those two and some other 

artworks. Teng claims he ótried to include [van Scorel] best-known work, but only the 

portrait of Pope Adrian [VI] was done within the time frame of the story, so we made 

references to other paintings wherever possible.ô705 

The small number of actual artworks in the book is just one of many oddities and 

missed opportunities. The stakeholders were an unusual pairing too: While the museum had 

a very fact-based approach in mind, wanting and requesting (art-) historical information and 

research to be present, the two creators thought of Jan van Scorel as boring, unsexy and dull. 

Therefore, they decided to create what Schutten calls ófaction, a fictional story based on 

facts.ô706 By writing a fictional narrative, they have moved very far away from the museumôs 

commission, since the only accurate facts are that Jan van Scorel came to Rome where he 

became Papal curator and portraitist under Adrian VI. Trying to comply with the Centraal 

 
703 Schutten 2018. 
704 Ibid. 
705 Teng 2018. 
706 Schutten 2018. 
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Museum Utrechtôs demands, Teng and Schutten created a loosely connected and extremely 

clunkily and inelegant written second narrative, squeezing in the educational content, 

missing in the other three-quarters of the book. Curiously, Schutten names Carel van Mander 

as the primary source, who dedicates just a few lines to van Scorelôs entire time in Italy but 

writes several pages about the artistôs complete travel through Europe and the Middle 

East.707  

All this results in a graphic narrative that is neither talking about the life nor the work 

of Jan van Scorel. Switching between primary and secondary storylines is often confusing, 

lacking markers such as a change in colour, and unexpected, often lasting but one page 

before continuing the main story. However, the starkest contrast is between the graphic 

narrative and the appendix done by the museum. The former is primarily fictional and hardly 

connects to established histories. In contrast, the latter is meticulously compiled (art) 

historical information about various featured figures and events, containing references and 

citations, letting readers quickly pick out the few actual facts in the fictional narrative and 

compare images of artworks with depictions from the story. 

The story also features a relatively large number of inconsistencies. The opening 

scene at Rome depicts the Papal code of arms of Adrian VIðmissing the crossed keysðand 

the opening at Utrecht shows the cityôs code of arms. In contrast, neither the events in Venice 

nor Florence, both independent republics at the time, carry their respective code of arms, nor 

is Rome's code of arms ever shown. Pope Clement VII chose his unique Papal code of arms 

with his election, a change also undepicted in the book. Similarly, only some dates are exact, 

while others are approximations. Another inconsistency concerns the sporadic use of sound-

symbolic words, such as the ringing bells in Rome, but the completely silent rioters in 

Utrecht and sacking soldiers in Rome. Also, the Sack of Rome is set apart from the rest of 

the narrative as a flashback paler in colour (Fig. 5.76), but the memories of van Dashorst 

visiting Adrian VIôs tombs are indistinguishable from the main story. Further, while the 

inscription on Adrian VIôs first tomb is translated from Latin, the epitaph on his second and 

final tomb does not receive the same treatment.  

Another inconsistency concerns the character of van Scorel, who, for the whole story, 

tries to find the suspected murderer of Adrian VI no matter the costs but immediately gives 

up once Clement VII demands it. Finally, the contract that plays such an essential part in the 

story uses Pope Adrian VIôs full name, including birth name and papal name, while Clement 

VII is only addressed with his Papal name. Such inconsistencies are easily avoidable with a 

bit more attention to detail. 

 
707 Schutten 2018; van Mander 1969, p.163. 
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Unfortunately, the creatorsô bias against Jan van Scorel and his time means the 

graphic novel misses many opportunities: the painter travelled to Europe, the Mediterranean, 

and the Middle East. A less fictional but much more diverse and equally excitingðcertainly 

more educationalðnarrative could have easily been scripted and drawn. The High 

Renaissance setting, including travel to Florence, would have provided opportunities in 

abundance to depict great artworks, introducing art-historical research to readers effortlessly.  

As mentioned above, the comics medium is hardly put to use and work in the publication, 

repeatedly ignoring possible chances to include large-scale panels with cityscapes and 

landscapes.  

Those mismatches, inconsistencies and missed opportunities are most likely the 

results of trying to reach too many different audiences, thus, not having one straightforward 

approach. All stakeholders were hoping for a large audience, not least the museum.708 In 

contrast, Schutten thinks by óchoosing the medium of graphic novel,ô the commissioners 

were trying to óinterest a larger and younger audience.ô709 Teng even thought óart students 

would be triggered by [the book] to explore the Renaissance and van Scorelôs role in bringing 

the Italian art studio system to the Northern Netherlands,ô and that the graphic novel would 

raise van Scorelôs profile outside of Utrecht.710 However, the graphic narrative speaks 

mainly to children and might attract some young teenagers but is probably ignored by (young) 

adults. Besides, it is doubtful to trigger any (art) studentsô interest in the periodðlacking 

actual artworksðas its childrenôs book writing and very rushed narrative leave no space for 

(convincing) character development. Lecturis states, their ótraditional audienceô as well as 

Paul Tengôs óbaseô bought the book, while the publisher ótook extra effort to distribute the 

book through comic shops, which worked out fine.ô711 Writing for children and young 

teenagers, while also trying to appeal to young adults, readers of traditional museum 

publications, art students, and attempting to reach as many people as possible, seemed to 

have targeted a too large and diverse group. 

However, with a narrative about two famous locals, and only one foreign-language 

edition, Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 is effectively not aiming for a large market but 

mainly a municipal and provincial audience. As a book made by a Utrecht museum, about 

two famous Utrecht-men, for a primarily Utrecht-based audience, trying to promote and 

publicise the history and art of (Centraal Museum) Utrecht, the graphic novel resembles 

 
708 Centraal Museum Utrecht (available at URL: https://www.centraalmuseum.nl/en/exhibitions/jan-van-

scorel-sede-vacante-1523-paul-teng-aan-de-tekentafel, accessed 29/01/2018). 
709 Schutten 2018. 
710 Teng 2018. 
711 Van de Willige 2017. 
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Renaissance Tuscan biographies. While the publication might attempt to trigger notions of 

local pride, it is not claiming superiority of Utrecht art or history. Similar patterns are 

observed for Christophe Badouxôs Klee, discussed above. 

Surprisingly, judging from the blurb, the Centraal Museum Utrecht is indeed quite 

satisfied with the book, which it considers óbased on historical facts,ô containing only óa dash 

of fiction.ô712 Also, it praises the ócorrect historical representations of events, clothing, 

landscapes and other details.ô713 Lecturis considers the project óeconomically é a successô 

and óartistically very satisfy[ing].ô714 Indeed, the publisher has released two more graphic 

novels about famous artists.715  

Schutten is ósatisfied on all levels, except for the colours,ô stating óthe project was 

considered a success. There was only one problem: the print is very dark, and the colours 

had to be more vibrant.ô716 Teng is also ónot satisfied with the final printing, which was done 

on high quality but very absorbing paper,ô he explains.717 Besides, he reports ómixed feelings 

about the end result,ô since he did not get óany feedback on salesô from the óunreliableô 

publisher and states, ócompared to the efforts é I found the results meagre.ô718 Both creators 

say they are most successful in other fields and are thus not hard hit by the lack of publicity 

and sales. Similarly, they have not experienced any boost or facilitation of their career due 

to the publication.719 However, according to Teng and Schutten, for 2019, a French edition 

and an exhibition at Musée de la Chartreuse in Douai was scheduled.720 Despite respective 

research, these two claims could not be confirmed. 

Teng suggests that the reason why the publication ódrew less attention than was 

hopedô is that it is óperhaps too light-footed for the art world and too arty for the average 

comics reader.ô721 At the same time, Schutten thinks that the fierce competition between 

museums might be to blame.722 A far more convincing explanation for the underwhelming 

results and responses is the lack of a straightforward approach for the project that sits 

somewhere between a childrenôs book and an art-historical exhibition brochure. Indeed, the 

 
712 Teng and Schutten 2013, back cover 
713 Ibid. 
714 Van de Willige 2017. 
715 Van de Willige 2017, Lecturis also published Jheronimus (2015) by Marcel Ruijters and Pjotr Müller (2017) 

by Pjotr Müller. 
716 Schutten 2018. 
717 Teng 2018. 
718 Ibid.; Schutten 2018. 
719 Teng 2018; Schutten 2018. 
720 Teng 2018; Schutten 2018. 
721 Teng 2018. 
722 Schutten 2018. 
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narratives and appendix, collected and bound in one publication, seem to have two entirely 

different approaches, existing parallel instead of together. 

The almost entirely fictional graphic novel Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 was 

created by artist Paul Teng and childrenôs book author Jan Paul Schutten for Centraal 

Museum Utrecht. It is inspired by a brief period in history when the Utrecht-trained painter 

Jan van Scorel and Utrecht-born Pope Adrian VI met in Rome, and the former worked for 

the latter. The mostly made-up story is juxtaposed with an appendix meticulously compiled 

by a curator, telling the reader about the life and art of van Scorel and including a 

bibliography with sources and further readings. 

Interestingly, the research indicates that Tengôs role was particularly strong. He was 

the first member of the creative team, winning the pitch, bringing in Schutten, and acting as 

the sole contact for the publisher throughout the book project. At the same time, the publisher 

only joined the museum as commissioner after the decision for Teng (and possibly Schutten) 

was made, putting it in an unusually weak position. Also, in doing the research for the 

creators, the museum determined what information Teng and Schutten were working with, 

constituting an act of editing in addition to setting conditions for the content.  

While the graphic novel does not feature well-known anecdotes or tropes, except 

powerful clients or friends, it displays surprising similarities with the modern painterôs novel, 

not least in being a detective story. As the narrative is neither about the artistôs life nor his 

art, it cannot use the life-and-work model or present van Scorelôs oeuvre. 

Convinced they need to make things up to write an exciting narrative, Teng and 

Schutten continued their previous work on childrenôs books, in producing an illustrated Dan-

Brown-style modern painterôs novel for a relatively young audience, containing many 

oddities and inconsistencies. At the same time, the creators hardly made use of the comics 

mediumôs potential for visual storytelling, which could have enhanced the reading 

experience. However, misjudging the possible readership and appeal of the graphic novel, 

the stakeholders think the final product can reach children, teenagers, (young) adults, 

traditional audiences of museum publications, art students, the art world, and comic readers.  

 

5.8. Conclusion 

The corpus's comparative analysis reveals a great diversity regarding the stakeholders, 

reasons for, approaches towards, styles and quality of the individual graphic novels 

published between 2008 and 2013.  



~222~ 

 

Interviews personally conducted for this study with a large number of individuals 

form the basis for the analysis. The partiesô online appearances, particularly social media 

channels and institutional archives, and related material accessible online, have been used. 

Continuing the developments of the First Boom (1942-1949), discussed in Chapter 

3, the graphic novels in the corpus all feature the genre-specific trope of the obsessed artist. 

Almost all include the ancient art-historical anecdotes of competition between artists, a 

hermit-like life, and, to a lesser degree, influential friends. The last two are also genre-

specific tropes of the artistôs biography comics. Interestingly, the notions of a destined or 

genius artist, prevalent during the First Boom, hardly feature throughout the corpusðat best, 

they are hinted at but not shown. Publications that try an emotional exploration of the artist, 

such as Dalí and Vincent, also tend to follow a life-and-work model. However, several 

creators followed the artistôs monograph in their preparatory research, examining original 

museum art in situ and subsequently trying to understand the artist through his workðthe 

core idea of the life-and-work model. The resulting narratives may be emotional or even 

dramatic but provide no clear link between an artistôs personal story and artistic output, such 

as Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre and Rembrandt. Surprisingly, several graphic novels of the 

corpus show parallels to a modern painterôs novel, in particular Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 

1523 and Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre. 

For the Dutch examples, Gert Jan Pos is a crucial figure, advising and putting the 

various stakeholders in contact for all projects, initiating two books himself, and even 

contributing to one. For the Dutch as well as the Swiss publications in the corpus, the 

museum decided on the artist without involving the publisher. In contrast, the museums and 

publishers of the French publications decided together on an artist before approaching him. 

Only Futuropolis and Nijgh & Van Ditmar were explicitly involved in the editing. At the 

same time, Editione Moderne and Lecturis allegedly forfeit their gatekeeping positions in 

staying out of the editing process, which is unusual in the field as well as doubtful in the 

case of Klee. In the cases of Éditions Dupuis and Oog & Blik | De Bezige Bij, it remains 

unclear to what extent they shaped the content actively. 

For all three Dutch museums, co-commissioning a graphic novel coincided with an 

extensive rebranding, refurbishing, and renovation campaign, as discussed in Chapter 7. 

Similarly, the two French museums were commissioning their graphic novels as part of a 

series of publications. Thus, the Dutch and Swiss examples were one-off projects, while the 

French commissions had a more prolonged impact on the respective museumsô strategy and 

relationship with the comics medium. 
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Remarkably, in all the cases, the comic artists have published with the same 

publishing house before. Therefore, it is plausible that artists and publishers came as a 

package in some cases. Thus, the commissioning and funding stakeholders have limited their 

risk in hiring well-established creators they were familiar with from previous cooperation. 

The art institutions rely heavily on the publishersô knowledge of the comics medium and 

field as well as their distribution networks. In turn, the respective museum brand helps the 

publications to be more successful in the national and international comic markets. However, 

as discussed in Chapter 7, sales are not a significant concern for co-commissioning art 

museums. 

The publicity and marketing efforts for individual graphic novels vary hugely. 

Interestingly, despite investing considerable amounts of money as well as editing time into 

a product, the museums and publishers are not always very active in promoting their graphic 

novels. Once again, the Dutch graphic novels are exceptionally well treated. While Vincent 

and Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 had exhibitions created for them, there was a short 

movie made about Typex creating Rembrandt.  In contrast, the two French albums, Le Ciel 

au-dessus du Louvre and Dalí, are hardly mentioned, neither by the publishers nor the 

museums, despite both featuring in exhibitions, which both draw much criticism, as 

discussed in Chapter 6. The Swiss graphic novel Klee also featured in an exhibition but was 

moderately publicised at best by the other stakeholders. 

 All creators and museums claim that there were no restrictions and absolute freedom 

regarding the narratives. However, the former remember cases of editorial suggestions that 

they have usually followed. The latter admit to demanding the book to match their vision of 

the artist or feature the institution and its collection. Thus, there are at least implicit editorial 

parameters within which the comic artists and author are free to roam. Also, all the art 

institutions provided some sort of research support to the graphic novelists, giving access to 

archives, libraries, and art-historical experts, thus guiding the creators in their approaches. 

Therefore, the museums, and in some cases the publishers, should belong to the wider 

authorship, shaping and carrying responsibility for the content of the graphic novel.  

The individual creatorsô approaches are quite different for each graphic novel, with 

Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre and Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 constituting historical-

fiction examples only vaguely inspired by established histories and the individual portrayed 

artist, thus, being the least biographical graphic novels in the corpus. Rembrandt is still semi-

fictional, but its narrative is significantly more accurate and focuses on the Old Masterôs life. 

It also features a more personal approach, showing the human behind the big name, 

something it shares with Vincent and Dalí. These two graphic novels also use the artists' 

individual artworks to express the internal state of the painters. Very uniquely, Klee is an 
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educational and possibly a bit dry, thus not particular emotional biography, that largely 

separates the life and the art, showing the latter on separate pages introducing a chapter, and 

citations in an appendix. It is also the only example in the corpus that does not try to find a 

new angle on the portrayed individual. In contrast, the others aim to depict an unknown side 

of the respective painters, which proves difficult in most cases. Three graphic novels, Dalí, 

Vincent, and Rembrandt, are partly informed by the creatorôs experience as artistsða feature 

already found in Vasariôs Livesð, while Baudoin is the only one whose avatar appears as a 

narrator. 

Interestingly, for the two collaborations in the corpus, and unusual in comics works, 

the respective artist had a particularly powerful position, being chosen first and subsequently 

suggesting bringing in the writer. Together, the creators worked within the artistôs pre-set 

parameters, responding to the museumôs demand. In the case of Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre, 

Yslaire seems to have been particularly dominant in explicitly telling Carriére to respect his 

requirements, while for Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 Tengôs role as artist and 

Schutteôs as writer appear to have been separated stricter. Otherwise, the projects conform 

closer with general observations from comics studies, as usually comics workers, such as 

colourists, letterers, and graphic designers, are only mentioned in the graphic novelsô 

respective indicia but never in interviews, press releases, annual reports, or articles. Stok is 

the only graphic novelist who mentions the colourist on the project in the interview, possibly 

because Ricky van Duuren is her partner. The contribution of comic artist Vincent Mézil to 

Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre as Documentation Assistant remains especially mysterious.  

Similarly, the artistic styles and the comics medium's use differ significantly from 

one publication to another. The drawings range from a very traditional and detailed one in 

Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523, to an artistically rich yet light ink drawings of Dalí, the 

monumental pencil-work of Rembrandt, the personal cartoony appearance of Vincent, the 

sober, infographics inspired ligne claire of Klee, and the very sketchy digital pictures of Le 

Ciel au-dessus du Louvre. Except for Yslaire, the comic artists at least partly adopt the 

portrayed individual's artistic style, blending it with their personal one.  

The creators use the comics medium to very different degrees, while most use 

braiding and rhyming and sudden layout changes to add drama to certain scenes. Stok, Typex, 

and Baudoin show particular virtuosity and experience in their compelling examples of 

braiding. Tengðthe only artist who does not use any type of braidingðis essentially 

illustrating a story, displaying little finery, and leaving many opportunities unexplored, 

occasionally even hindering the narrative. Remarkably, the graphic novels created as a 

collaboration between an artist and writer make the least use of the comics medium. Again, 

Christophe Badoux is holding a singular position, opting for a mostly illustrative style but 
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introducing infographics elements to show, explore and make accessible the artistic ideas 

and theories of Paul Klee through drawings. 

The depiction of original artworks by the portrayed painters and their use in the 

biographical graphic novels follows various concepts. Stok and Baudoin braid them 

beautifully and seemingly effortlessly into the narratives to indicate the portrayed artist's 

mental state. Typex and Badoux redraw art as the inauguration of new chapters or sections, 

while also placing some in the narrative itself. Yslaire shows many artworks, however 

mainly as decorative elements thus without engaging. Teng depicts two works in passingð

his story is just not about art. Only Klee and Dalí feature a presentation of the portrayed 

artistôs oeuvre, a crucial element of the traditional art-historical monograph, due to the 

correct and complete citation of the artworks. While Vincent and Rembrandt miss the 

opportunity to familiarise readers with the respective oeuvre in deciding not to cite any of 

the art in the book, Le Ciel au-dessus du Louvre only references a tiny fraction and shows a 

generally problematic treatment of original art. All graphic novels miss an opportunity of 

some kind, and most feature oddities and inconsistencies that might momentarily confuse 

readers but rarely severely disrupt the reading experience. However, graphic novels 

constituting historic fiction but do not point out the line between facts and fiction draw 

regular criticism, as the setting of a publicationðwhen, where, how, by whom it is 

releasedðaffects the meaning of a book, thus easily misleads the readers. The insufficient 

citation of featured artworks is yet another serious and frequent point of critique. Ciel au-

dessus du Louvre has the most severe problems due to the recurring appropriation of museum 

art without citation, showing hardly any attention to details and including grave factual errors, 

which do disrupt the reading experience, such as when the interior of rooms and the 

characters' outfits repeatedly change within a single scene. 

Klee and Jan van Scorel. Sede Vacante 1523 mainly target a relatively young 

audience of children and teenagers, while the stakeholders of the latter clearly struggle to 

understand the audience the publications can reach. However, all books of the corpus aim at 

adolescents and (young) adults, a group of visitors, who are challenging to reach for 

museums and associated with the comics medium by the art institutions. Simultaneously, the 

graphic novels also try to attract a general comics readership and the comic artistôs fanbase. 

Generally speaking, museums and publishers seem to be relatively satisfied with the 

products. While both appreciate considerable media attention, the former are mainly 

motivated by improving public relations and giving themselves a particular image, as 

discussed in Chapter 7. The latter usually aim for good sales numbers. Among the creators, 

the level of satisfaction varies. Typex, Teng, and Schutten experience problems with the 

publishers not being committed or experienced with comics or their print quality. In contrast, 
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Baudoin sees the issue with the Centre Pompidou, allowing only a single French print run. 

Unsurprisingly, Stok is very pleased with the final product and its enormous success. 

Interestingly, with a few exceptions, the biographical graphic novels co-

commissioned, co-funded, co-edited, and co-published by major European art museums do 

not leave a mark on the creatorsô careers or have much of an afterlife. Only for Stok and 

Typex, their respective work for the Van Gogh Museum and the Rijksmuseum, seem to have 

made a difference, aiding their international breakthrough and subsequent projects. 

Despite the diversity on many levels, one shared aspect of publications of the corpus 

is that they reconfirm and reinforce a multitude of Western, European, national, and local 

canons of art history. Another interesting similarity is that the creators seem to have a pre-

existing idea of an artist they seem unable to overcome: Teng and Schutten think van Scorel 

is dull, unlikable and not sexy; Typex and Baudoin do not like Rembrandt and Dalí 

respectively for their status of genius and their mythologization; Yslaire and Carrière 

erroneously think they know The Terror and Davidôs role in it; Stok likes van Gogh and has 

a deep emotional connection to him through his art. Such biases seem to be reflected in the 

graphic novels, regardless of the amount of research conducted. 

This analysis shows that the Museum Boom is anything but homogenous. The art 

museums share only the perception of comic readers as young and difficult to reach, resulting 

in the notion that co-commissioning a graphic novel is a viable tool to increase their 

audiences in the respective segment. Among the creators, the common impression is that a 

commission from an art museum is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, too good to be turned 

down, even if it means working within the art institution's parameters and writing about an 

individual they dislike in parts. This inability to turn down a commission matches available 

research on the economic situation of comics creators.723 For the publishers, a graphic novel 

co-commissioned with an art museum is just another publication on the sales table.

 
723 Lefèvre and di Salviaôs survey (2011) about the socio-economic situation of comics authors and illustrators 

in Belgium, which seems relatable to the French and Dutch comics market as well as the wider European 

and American industry, confirms that it remains difficult for creators to make a living from their work. It 

states that many creators work on a freelance basis or as temporary workers and earn less than the countryôs 

median income. Most comic authors and illustrators receive little to no extra income from royalties and 

sales of their work, thus rely on creative grants and artistic commissions from government agencies, NGOs, 

companies, and the adverting industry. 
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Fig. 5.1: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), p.6, showing the young Klee, finding pre-existing figures in 

the lines on a marble table, constituting the genre-specific trope of revolutionising art. 

 

Fig. 5.2: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), p.22, showing the artist projecting a drawing on a glass plate 

onto a paper to distort them, constituting the genre-specific trope of revolutionising art. 

 

Fig. 5.3: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), p.22, showing the artist working indoors with shut curtains 

on a sunny day, resembling the genre-specific trope of a hermit-like life. 
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Fig. 5.4: Albrecht Dürer, Saint Jerome in His Study (1514), Engraving (24.6 x 18.9 cm), Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, the prototypical hermit. 

 

Fig. 5.5: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), p.66, mirroring an aspect of the First Boom, the idea that an 

artistôs life might be too short to realise all of their artistic visions. 
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Fig. 5.6: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), p.1, a cityscape of Bern and different caption types (main 

narrator, geographical and temporal indicator), while also constituting a case of braiding and rhyming. 

 

Fig. 5.7: Christophe Badoux, Klee (2008), Paul Kleeôs letter (top caption) and concluding caption 

(bottom caption), p.19. 














































































































































































































































































































































































































