
Watterson, CRUMB, 

and Conversations of 1

I’ve loved comics all my life - often only in 
secret - but in most of those 28 years I never 

knew who R. Crumb was or what he was all 
about. Suddenly, as of last year...

I’m doing 
comics for 

grad school!

oblivious

It turns out I was 
long overdue for an 
introduction.

I had a brief one when I was 26. By then I had heard 
Crumb’s name. One day I found an excerpt of his work 
in a recent best-of comics collection*.

R.
Crumb... A Book of Genesis 

comic? This guy 
religious or 
something?

What’s with all 
this crosshatching? 

Everyone looks 
hairy.

*Gaiman, Neil, Jessica Abel, and
Matt Madden, 2010

At my second semester graduate residency, I 
happened upon his Coffee Table Art Book† at the 
campus library.

Um

†Crumb, 1997

This dancing woman makes 
me feel uncomfortable. But 
this Crumb’s a big deal or 

somethin’, right?

Might as well try it.

I’ve read all the other 
good looking comics 

here, anyway.
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I- oh.

Plus, the sex. I understand working fantasies out 
via drawing (how can you blame a guy for using the 
abilities he’s been given when it doesn’t hurt anyone?).
But Crumb took things to whole new levels…

Oh god.

He’s putting 
his...

...into her...

Wow that’s 
weird.

...What’s 
on the 

next page?

I’ve never done acid like Crumb. And I certainly 
haven’t hit it big (or small) in any comics circles 
either. And yet, as I read about him I understood 
where he was coming from.

maybe chatting it 
up someday at his 
place in France

Or, maybe not. I
disagree! 

OUT.

Sheesh.

Both his Art Book and the documentary about him* 
suggest he’s a bit of a recluse with some harsh - but 
understandable! - ideas about modern culture. His 
comics inspire dialogue, but not necessarily with him.

*Sony Pictures Classics, 1994

As I discovered and wondered about Crumb, I returned 
to an old childhood favorite - and began to see some 
unexpected connections.

Waitaminute...
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Not long into the new semester, likely on some 
(inebriated) whim, I gave Crumb a try.

“Big, pretentious, 
expensive” - got it...

thinks he might 
be too cool

To my surprise, it clicked.

CRUMB!

never 
too cool

Big time.

Through his twitchy cross-hatching and confessional-
style biographical mini essays, I discovered a child-
hood similar to my own: incessant doodling; a love of 
strange, obscure stories; and drawing fantasies to life  
through comics.

childhood 
character 
of Crumb’s

mine

friends

Leaving childhood, we deviated: Crumb into old-timey, 
trippy strips - and a career! - me into angsty anime 
and 90’s-era pop comics - and stagnation!
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“...at its best, the strip makes me examine 
events and live more thoughtfully. I love the 
solitude of  this work and the opportunity to 
work with ideas that interest me. This is the 
greatest reward of  cartooning for me.” (208)

Hold on. 
“Ideas”? 

What about 
PEOPLE?

And...

Shoot, 
he doesn’t care 
about audience, 

either!

He just wants 
‘ta draw!

By my second semester in my graduate program, I had 
come to understand that one of art’s primary functions 
was to open up dialogue between artists and audiences.

What’s with these iconic
cartoonists? How can creators 
who were so honest and made 

such real connections with 
me - I mean, huge audiences 

of people - not want to 
INTERACT with the people 

themselves?

...I thought 
we could be 
friends ‘er 
somethin’.

What kind of non-dialogue were Watterson and 
Crumb trying to pull, I wondered. It seemed to me 
like they had been living-ivory tower lives, doodling 
whatever struck their fancies for cash.

Why be 
like that?

With some reflection I realized I was being a tad 
hypocritical.

Couple a 
BUMS!

Still, why would artists with such wide reaches choose 
such secluded lives?

Calvin and... Crumb? Bill Watterson is known mostly for his prolific comic 
strip, “Calvin and Hobbes,” but also for his elusiveness. 
An upcoming documentary* about the much-loved strip 
doesn’t feature the artist himself; the filmmakers, 
devoted Watterson fans, knew better than to attempt 
invasion of his privacy.

Dear Mr. WATTERSON

*Gravitas Ventures, 2013

Growing up, I adored “Calvin and Hobbes”. Not only 
was it the best drawn and written strip out there, 
it had soul and substance. My mischief never held 
a candle to Calvin’s, but I developed a strong bond 
with the characters and world. As the upcoming 
documentary shows, I wasn’t the only one; the strip 
developed a huge fan base.

I’m reading 
Calvin and 
Hobbes... for grad 

school!

calvin 
mode

But what does Watterson’s commentary from his 
Calvin and Hobbes Tenth Anniversary Book† suggest 
about his thoughts on that audience?

Huh, ok.
Integrity, honesty, 

got it...

†Watterson, 1995

“The longer I’ve worked, the more I’ve used the 
strip to explore personal issues. When I come 
up with an idea that surprises me, I’m happy to 
share it with anyone who shares my interests. I’m 
flattered when people respond to my work, but I 
don’t feel accountable to public demand. Trying 
to please people encourages calculation, and the 
strip is valuable to me only insofar as it’s honest 
and sincere.” (207)
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Or, maybe these iconic, solitary cartoonists are 
communicating the best way they know how.

Conversation isn’t for everyone or every situation.

Huh?

Is this a bad thing?

Why should it be? Crumb’s work is known for its 
bizarre reflections on America’s twisted society - all 
thanks to his observant, “loner” personality.

Dude.
It’s AMERICA!

Is this... 
porn?

Watterson’s work is too - in a more family-friendly 
way.

Like any medium, the world of comics plenty of 
pitfalls to avoid.

selling out

cashing in

self-
pandering

ity

But when cartoonists channel from mind and heart, 
communicating clearly with their craft, their comics 
do a special thing in a way only comics can...

...tell rich, beautiful stories, reaching 
out to those in the distant past; an
unrealized future; or right now...
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sunrise

Is it defense against integrity-leeching 
consumerism?

FOR THE 
100th TIME, 

NO!
NOW 

SCRAM!

Wanna buy some Girl 
Scout cookies?

(And sign off on these 
peeing Calvin stickers?)

A side effect from how easily comics are reproduced?

MORE 
fan mail for

“Keep on 
Truckin’”?

It’s DECADES 
OLD, folks! WIll I 
ever be free from 

that dumb-ass 
drawing?

Is it necessary for developing ideas?

I’ve got it! I’ll adapt an 
obscure Russian 
fairy tale I just 

read into a comic.

I’m a genius!

hour 14 spent 
consecutively in 

this room

Or is it simply because, sometimes, making comics 
takes A LOT of work?

Almost done. Just three 
more pages to ink.

Then lettering.

Then scanning.

Then cleanup in 
PhotoShop.

Then...
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...inspiring all new conversations among readers...

...and their friends and families.

Even art from a lonesome studio (or basement!) can 
help make new meaning in the world.

Not bad 
for a grad 
student in 
comics!

I think I learned 
something.

Hey.

slightly 
less 

oblivious
END
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Copyright
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Mr. Natural (Pg1, Pn3)
Fuzzy the Bunny (Pg2, Pn3)
Keep on Truckin’ (Pg2, Pn4)
Fritz the Cat (Pg2, Pn4)
Artist Likeness (Pg3, Pn2-3; Pg6, Pn2)

Bill Watterson \ Andrews McMeel Universal:
Calvin & Hobbes (P4, Pn1; Pg7, Pn4)
Artist Likeness (Pg4, Pn2; Pg6, Pn1; Pg7, Pn4)

George Herriman: Krazy Kat (Pg7, Pn4)
Gavin Aung Than: Zen Pencils (Pg7, Pn4)
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