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Once
upon
atime

... there was a Big Bad
President. How satirists
use children’s tales to
puncture the huffing

and puffing of politicians
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On Lil’ Bush: Resident of the United States, on the
Comedy Central cable channel, George W. and
his cronies are reduced to pint-size animated
caricatures who, like unruly children, wreak
havoc on the nation. In one episode, noting
that ‘American awesomeness’ has plummeted
and ‘we are now the most hated nation in the
world’, Lil’ Condi Rice introduces a plan to
re-brand the entire country as ‘The Land of the
Funsies’ and replace the ‘scary old bald eagle’
with ‘a funny wisecracking unicorn’ called
‘Larry the Fun American’.

Sound silly? You bet, but it also derives from
avenerable tradition of satire dating back to the
nineteenth century, when kings, queens, prelates
and presidents were transposed onto characters
from children’s literature for the sole purpose of
ridicule. Classic children’s tales with characters
that reflect the comédie humaine are perfectly
suited for parody. With just a twist of wit and
irony, the Brothers Grimm, Mother Goose and
even Dick and Jane provide ready-made vehicles
to attack the foibles and follies of any leader or
political entity.

One of the most admired of this genreisa 1941
British parody of Struwwelpeter (Shockheaded
Peter), the German fable about a nasty and
unkempt little boy whose misbehaviour has
disastrous consequences. In Struwwelhitler,
written and illustrated by Robert and Philip
Spence, Hitler and his henchmen are thwarted at
every turn, or punished for carrying out their evil
deeds. And when not being thwarted or punished,

5. THE STORY OF THE MAN THAT WENT SHOOTING

This is the man that hunts the goat,
This is his hat and shirt and coat;

With swag bag, plane and tank and gun,
He’s going out to have some fun.

“He burns before the Fiihrer's eye
To do some deed of chivalry.”

The goat sits snug 'mid mountain crags
And laughs the while the great man
brags —

“Greek Goat! Come out
or you'll be shot,
For [ a heavy gun have

got,
Hand over everything
to me:
Meanwhile I'll rest
"neath yonder tree.”
And while he slept like
= any top,

hop, hop =
Took guns and tanks and
things and then
On his hind legs went

The little goat came hop, {{ i

they are ridiculed, as this rhyme vividly
illustrates:

Just look at him! There he stands

With his nasty hair and hands.

See! The horrid blood drops drip

From each dirty fingertip:

And the sloven, I declare,

Never once has combed his hair;

Piecrust never could be brittler

Than the word of Adolf Hitler.

Infantilising those in power does not rely on
parodying specific characters: sometimes it is
enough to place the target in a children’s context.
In the Italian Mi Chiamo Adolf (Giannino Stoppani
Edizioni, 1995), written and illustrated by Pef,
Hitler is portrayed as a creepy child (complete
with moustache) who dreams of nightmarish acts
of cruelty and pays the moral price. While not
always the most effective satire, it is nonetheless
an unsettling portrayal.

In the United States one of the best received
send-ups of 1931, just after the start of the Great
Depression, was A Political Mother Goose by Paul
Johnson (The Non-Partisan Press). Here, as in
Struwwelhitler, thyme is expertly crafted to bring
out the venal sensibilities in politicians of both
Republican and Democratic parties. A good
example is the verse that accompanies an
illustration of future Democratic president
Franklin Delano Roosevelt walking with his
arm around a corrupt Tammany Tiger (Tammany
was the powerful New York City Democratic
political machine):

1-3. Villains of the Second

World War. 1 and 2 (facing page).
Struwwelhitler (1941) parodied
the classic Shockheaded Peter
to undermine Hitler and his
allies. 1. ‘The Story of the Man
That Went Shooting’ shows
Mussolini invading Greece

in order to impress the Fiihrer,
only to be outsmarted by

a goat. 2. Cover of
Struwwelhitler. Robert and
Philip Spence were ‘Doktor
Schrecklichkeit’(the name
comes from the Nazi campaign
of terror in occupied Europe).

3. Mi Chiamo Adolf (1995) is

the tale of a little boy who thinks
he is Hitler.

3

truwwelhitler

A Nazi Story Book
by Doktor Schrecklichkeit.
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I like little pussy, her vote is so warm,

And if I don’t hurt her she’ll do me no harm,

So Il not twist her tail in the way that I should

For I fear if I do, Puss will fix me for good.

Many caricaturists have used children’s
characters to great effect, though few in recent
memory with sharper wit than Robert
Grossman. In his Snow White strip (published
in New York Magazine, 1973), President Richard
Nixon, then under investigation by the Senate
Watergate Committee, happily dreams of
himself as Snow White with Congressional
elves at her beck and call. But when the elves
turn nasty and disrobe her, the president
awakes in a panic, exclaiming, ‘Oh my"” The
strip continued for many weeks, following
the president’s protestations of innocence with
great glee. More than a third of a century later,
Grossman is still stabbing at power and the
powerful, with strips pitting the ‘superhero’
O-man against Flyboy McPlane in the battle
for the White House.

The most pitch-perfect of current political
parodies is Goodnight Bush by Erich Origen
and Gan Golan (Little, Brown, 2008), based on
Margaret Wise Brown’s classic, Goodnight Moon.
For any parody to live up to its promise, every
nuance of the original must be precisely copied,
here in the flat colour drawings of George W.
in bed in his ‘situation room’ — with the
presidential red phone by one bed-stand and
lines of cocaine on another —and the black and
white details that were a key conceit of the
original. The text superbly follows the singsong
cadence of Wise’s version, as in:

Goodnight toy world

And the flight costume

Goodnight ballot box

Goodnight Fox

Goodnight towers
And goodnight balance of powers.

Fun with Dick and Jane, with its staccato

‘See Dick run’ sentences, has also had its share

of re-purposings. But targeting the Bushes in
Yiddish with George and Laura (Little, Brown, 2006),
Ellis Weiner and Barbara Davilman reached new
levels of absurdity, as in this exchange between
W and his dominatrix mom, Barbara, about an
Iraqi flag:

‘Where is Dad?’ asks George.

He holds out a flag.

I got this for him.”

‘He does not want that flag, George,” says Bar.
“If he did he would have gotten one himself.
But I will put it in the den with all the other
chazerai [garbage].’

The piece de résistance of Bush-era parody is,

however, not a send-up of a specific book but
rather of a particular genre of biography for
juveniles: Young Dick Cheney: Great American by
Bruce Kluger and David Slavin (AlterNet Books,

2008). The rather lengthy text, punctuated by Tim
Foley’s smart line drawings of a pudgy young vice-
president, includes his first encounter with oil:

‘a small, sparkling black puddle, creating the

most beautiful rainbow Young Dick had ever
seen. He was drawn to it, like a kitten to a dish

of really dark milk.’ It ends with his rigging of the
ballot for his high school pageant:

‘After reviewing the votes,’ Dick told the committee,
casually setting fire to the pageant ballots and
tossing them into a small wastebasket, ‘I regret to
inform you of a voting irveqularity. It appears that
art student Chad Broward’s unique “horsefly
ballot” confused many students, and now we have,

uh... a three-way tie for the winner.’
Though ham-fisted at times, the humour is a tonic
for those who have endured Bush-Cheney for eight

years. Parody may never actually change the

political world, but it does provide a welcome

vent for frustration. Using children’s images and
stories also makes the critiques more accessible
and, in a curious way, more human.@
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\ Paul Johnson

A POLITICAL
MOTHER GOOSE

4-7. American politicians have
attracted their own share of
satire. 4 and 5. A Political
Mother Goose (1931) shows
President Herbert Hoover, on
whose watch (1929-33) was the
Great Depression, as Humpty
Dumpty. The man who was

to succeed him, Franklin
Delano Roosevelt (1933-45),

is portrayed as a schoolboy
befriending the mean Tammany
Tiger - the Democratic political
machine in New York.
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6 and 7. Caricaturists loved
attacking Richard Nixon
(president 1969-74), but few
did it better than Robert
Grossman, who found
conflating him with children’s
characters, such as Snow
White, offered the most
potential for sarcasm

and satire.
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by Erich Origen & Gan Golan

8-11. The tradition continues
to the present day.

8 and 9. If Goodnight Moon
was famous for its soothingly
hypnotic cadences, Goodnight
Bush (2008) is nightmarish, in
a funny sort of way. Note how
menacing Dick Cheney looks
in his rocking chair, and how
happy is George W.

10 and 11. Placing an ogre’s
head on a baby’s body does not
necessarily humanise the ogre;
but in Young Dick Cheney:
Great American (2008), it

does make the vice-president
something of a laughing stock.

' Young Dick Cheney

®,; (CGreat American

BY BRUCE KLUGER & DAVID SLAVIN

&g llus 1 by Tim Foley
«

TOUNG DICK CHENEY GREAT AMERICAN
36

In these places of wonder, Young Dick imagined, elaborate hattles
were fought between bad men in suits of armor wnd good men in
suits and ties, and right always triumphed over wrong

Uplifting momls often accompanied Diek’s takes, as the “evildoers™
woukd recognize the error of their wiys and then weleome their
conuuerors as liberators, Flowers figured prominently in these yams.

Although Dick’s instructors admired his ereativity, they clashed
with him when he began submitting his stories as assigned history
reports, One of his teachers, Mr. Blitzer, was particulurly hard on
Young Dick.

“Yoau call this u history paper?” he asked one aftermoan, waving
Dick’s paper in the air.

“1t's history the way it eught to be,” Dick replied.

“Mr. Cheney,” snupped Mr, Blitzer, “the United States of America
did nat ‘invade and lessly amnihiilate’ Russia at the end of World
War Twal™

“But we should have,” angued Dick. “We would have been
werkeomed with Bowers. Beantiful Russian fowers!™

“Be that s it mary,” replied Mr. Blitoer, “you canimot rewrite history.™

YOUKG DICK CHENEY GREAT AMENTTAN
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