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As a boy growing up in the postwar 
American ur- suburb of Levittown, 
Long Island, the cartoonist Bill Grif-
fith learned to read through Ernie Bush-
miller’s sublimely absurd and gloriously 
minimal Nancy comic strip, which ran 
in the daily newspaper alongside strips 
like Blondie, Dick Tracy, and Terry and 
the Pirates, tickling readers across the 
country seven days a week. Nancy’s main 
characters included the titular mischie-
vous girl, her aunt Fritzi, and her pal 
Sluggo; its perfectly generic fences and 
houses seemed to resemble the view out-
side Griffith’s window. The strip was 
Bushmiller’s decades- long exercise in 
joke construction, accomplished with 
a rigorous set of rules and an absurd 
imagination. As Griffith writes in Three 
Rocks, his graphic biography of Bush-
miller, “Nancy doesn’t tell you what it’s 
like to be a child. Nancy tells you what 
it’s like to be a comic strip.” 

Bushmiller was born in 1905 to 
working- class German and Northern 
Irish immigrant parents in the South 
Bronx and dropped out of high school 
at fourteen to work for Joseph Pulit-
zer’s New York World. Back in 1919 daily 
cartoonists worked in a bullpen, and 
aspirants like Bushmiller could watch 
masters including H.T. Webster, Ru-
dolph Dirks, and his soon- to- be friend 
Milt Gross drawing their strips every 
day. The teenager and his set erased 
pencil lines, added lettering, and per-
formed other menial tasks. Soon Bush-
miller was promoted to ruling the grids 
for crossword puzzles, waiting for a 
chance to try out his own comic strip. 

Griffith was born in 1944. In the 1960s, 
after attending art school at the Pratt 
Institute, he discovered underground 
newspapers and the far- out comics of 
his generation and soon began pub-
lishing underground comic books that 
probed the genre’s tropes. Meanwhile, 
Nancy became the illustration for the 
definition of “comic strip” in the 1973 
edition of The American Heritage Dic-
tionary. It ran in more than eight hun-
dred newspapers, and the character 
had been adopted as a po- faced queer 
icon by Joe Brainard, who disassembled 
and reassembled its visual elements 
in drawings and narratives, and Andy 
Warhol, who appropriated a panel for 
one of his first Pop canvases. 

By the time Bushmiller died in 1982, 
Griffith had coedited (with Art Spiegel-
man) the forward- thinking underground 
anthology Arcade, which included work 
by Robert Crumb, Diane Noomin, Aline 
Kominsky, and Justin Green. He was 
also drawing, in a style reminiscent 
of the Depression- era artist Reginald 
Marsh, the weekly comic strip Zippy, 
featuring a naif called Zippy the Pin-
head, whose catchphrase—“Are we 
having fun yet?”—is both a wish and 
a quandary. Through this endlessly cu-
rious character, alongside the cartoon-
ist’s own stand- in, Griffy, and others, 
Griffith has examined contemporary 
social phenomena, interrogating phi-
losophy, punk rock, nostalgia, collect-

ing, cuteness, manufacturing, cats, and 
comics itself—including Nancy. 

After appearing in alternative 
weekly papers for nearly a decade, 
in 1986 Zippy jumped to mainstream 
national newspaper syndication. This 
move was unique among cartoonists of 
Griffith’s cohort and uniquely appro-
priate, affording him a seat within the 
media machine he critiques. The strip 
remains in about one hundred news-
papers, including The Washington Post. 

Every cartoonist has a guiding ob-
session. Griffith’s is decoding the 

cultural abundance that imprints upon 
his consciousness every day. Bushmill-

er’s was constructing the perfect gag. 
He built Nancy from back to front, 
starting with the punch line—known 
as “the snapper”—and then working 
his way back to the beginning by ask-
ing himself, “Now how do I get there?” 
It was all about the joke. The comic 
book artist Wallace Wood once said, 
“It’s harder to not read Nancy than to 
read Nancy.” Griffith feels similarly: 

With other comics, my critical eye 
is always in gear . . . but not with 
Nancy . . . not with Nancy. Never 
with Nancy. I can feel the endor-
phins flowing, Nancy makes me 
happy, not from the gags, but from 
the perfect expression of what 
comics are. And after I’m amused, 
I’m amazed. Little Nemo may be 
breathtaking, Pogo may be witty, 
Crumb may be brilliant, but Nancy 
is . . . perfection. 

Three Rocks is a portrait of an artist 
obsessed with the formal mechanics 
of the comic strip. Griffith introduces 
us to Bushmiller in his studio at the 
Midtown Manhattan Daily News build-
ing in 1949, hunched over a board, only 
part of which has been filled in: “I’ve 
got the last panel . . . Sluggo holding 
a giant water pistol . . . /. . . Now what 
would Nancy have to do to make that 
happen?” Bushmiller’s solution is to 
start the strip with Nancy attempting 
to toss the water pistol to Sluggo; it 
lands on the street, just in front of a 
steamroller. Next we see Sluggo hold-
ing the water pistol, which is now as 
big as him, the vehicle having flattened 
and thus enlarged it. The entire sce-
nario is only possible through cartoon 
logic: steamrollers don’t suddenly ma-
terialize on quiet streets; toys don’t 
flatten like dough underneath a roll-
ing pin, they break. The strip—like all 
Nancy installments—is drawn with 
rigorously clean and quiet precision, 
signaling nothing out of the ordinary. 
Sluggo is surprised but not disori-
ented. After all, this is a comic strip. 
Why can’t an object get pancaked? 

The Nancy world is always governed 
by Bushmiller’s private comedic rules: 
three rocks are funnier than two; Nan-
cy’s hair never has fewer than 69 or 
more than 107 spikes; the scenery and 
the many objects with which the char-
acters interact must be hand- drawn but 
always generic—fences, storefronts, 
doors remain the same, never a line 
out of place. (They could be pulled from 
a Sears, Roebuck catalog, and often 

A page from Bill Griffith’s Three Rocks
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the queen; within hours of its arrival 
she gave birth to a baby boy, Ladis-
laus the Posthumous, who was crowned 
king of Hungary three months later. 
Kottanner almost certainly did carry 
her lady’s train and help with embroi-
dery, but she also engineered a coup 
during a political crisis and recounted 
it afterward in a memoir. 

And it wasn’t only men who were 
“called to war or sent on diplomatic 
missions.” In a later part of the book 
Janega discusses Eleanor of Aq ui taine, 

who negotiated with Pope Innocent 
II on her husband’s behalf and went 
on the Second Crusade. Janega might 
just as well have pointed to Urraca, the 
twelfth- century queen of Castile, de-
scribed by multiple sources as “a leader 
of armies” in battles she had with 
Moorish forces, rebellious magnates, 
and her estranged husband, Alfonso 
el Batallador (Alfonso the Battler). Of 
course, these women were royal, so 
their experiences were unusual, but 
such examples are also important. 

As a reader of history, I don’t just want 
to read about drudgery and discrimina-
tion; I want to read about the women 
who gamed the patriarchal system as 
well. As a historian, I believe feminist 
history is at its best when it is twofold—
delineating structures of oppression 
but also not allowing our own patriar-
chal biases to restrict our view, making 
us assume that women were voiceless 
and powerless just because traditional 
histories of the period haven’t thought  
their endeavors worth discussing. 

Janega is doing something impor-
tant. To make the Middle Ages—a 
period so widely misunderstood—
legible and exciting is vital work. My 
hunch is that historians do a disser-
vice to the general reader when they 
eschew complexity in favor of broad- 
brush abstractions, because the de-
light is in the detail. What specialist 
or nonspecialist is not enthralled to 
learn that Burchard of Worms seems 
to have thought women put live fish 
into their vaginas? .
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were.) While we immediately recognize 
everything in any given panel, there is 
no concession to realism. This is the 
realm of the icon and the pictograph. 

Why are three rocks funnier than 
two—or four? Because odd numbers 
are intrinsically funnier than even 
numbers, and a grouping of three 
rocks, which Bushmiller often included 
in his Nancy panels, creates an un-
cluttered graphic balance—more than 
three and the mass becomes a distrac-
tion. This was the kind of problem 
Bushmiller was interested in rather 
than plot, character, or emotion. His 
obsession with the formal qualities 
of comic strips allowed him to make 
Nancy aware that it’s a comic strip, 
just as Nancy is aware that she’s a 
character in it: she sees her own mer-
chandising; she might snip an ink bor-
der to let in some fresh air or lift a 
panel corner to sweep some dust. 

Griffith adopts a similar approach in 
his book. As the opening scene contin-
ues over several pages, we see Bush-
miller approve merchandise, talk to 
his agent, speak to a journalist, and 
develop more gags. His wife, Abby, calls 
to ask him to buy a meat grinder on 
the way home. As he takes his seat on 
the subway at the end of the day, an 
image of the machine as Bushmiller 
drew it for his strip appears seamlessly 
collaged into a thought balloon above 
his head. He is so focused on its gag 
potential that he forgets the actual 
errand. Waking life is here quite lit-
erally overtaken by the comic strip, 
as it is in the book itself, which also 
operates with its own cartoon logic. 

After this introductory vignette, Grif-
fith brings us back to the South Bronx 
of Bushmiller’s youth, and then follows 
his life in roughly chronological order, 
with digressions on topics ranging 
from a Nancy strip about her own vi-
sual design—drawn by Bushmiller with 
dialogue supplied by Griffith—to an 
examination of the sexual politics of 
Fritzi Ritz, the strip out of which Nancy 
was born. Throughout the book Griffith 
signals each geographic and thematic 
shift through panels originally drawn by 
Bushmiller to which he has added new 
text. Every appearance of a Nancy char-
acter is a clipping from an actual strip. 
This solidifies Griffith’s implicit argu-
ment that the graphic zone of Nancy 
is as real as the people and places of 
Bushmiller’s daily life. In its declarative 
diversity of approaches, Three Rocks 
tells us what it’s like to be a graphic bi-
ography about a self- aware comic strip.

Three Rocks is Griffith’s third non-
fiction book, with a fourth—about 

his great- grandfather, the nineteenth- 
century photographer William Henry 
Jackson—on the way. Having spent 
decades commenting on the terrain 
around him in his comic strips, over 
the past several years Griffith has been 
using the book form to delineate the 
genetic and cultural strands from 
which he emerged. His first book, In-
visible Ink (2015), chronicles his moth-
er’s affair with the cartoonist, novelist, 
and raconteur Lawrence Lariar, in the 
process mapping the emotional world 
of postwar suburban America and the 
business of humor. His second, No-
body’s Fool (2019), is the story of Zip-
py’s visual inspiration, a real- life circus 
performer named Schlitzie who was 
born with microcephaly and appeared 
in Tod Browning’s film Freaks (1932), 

as well as a meditation on influence, 
disease, and celebrity. 

The new volume examines Griffith’s 
primary creative influence—Bush-
miller—and through him the business 
and art of the medium to which Griffith 
has devoted his life. Griffith’s drawings 
are accurate but inviting, easygoing 
but carefully composed, and they’re 
particularly good at conveying body 
language, as well as the atmospheres 
of his various settings—especially the 
rooms of the New York World. 

Bushmiller’s early apprenticeship 
and success are among the most vivid 
passages in the book. Aside from learn-
ing the trade and catching the gossip, 
hanging around the newspaper’s bull-
pen, as Bushmiller did, meant that jobs 
might land with whoever had a free 
hand. Sometimes it was an old pro on 
the skids, but usually it was one of the 
copyboys hoping for a stable gig. 

Created in 1922, Larry Whitting-
ton’s Fritzi Ritz was a popular soap 
opera comic strip about a ditzy flapper 
falling into romance and adventure. 
It was also, like all strips at the time, 
owned by the newspaper, not its cre-
ator. When Whittington was lured to 
the Hearst papers in 1925, the World 
needed a new artist for Fritzi. Bush-
miller, whom Whittington had quietly 
been training, got the job, making him, 
at age nineteen, the youngest cartoon-
ist to write and draw a syndicated strip. 

At that moment, having inherited 
someone else’s creation, Bushmiller 
likely intuited that cartoon characters 
are autonomous: they do not have an 
allegiance to their creator, nor to any-
thing aside from the comic strip itself. 
Fritzi became Bushmiller’s. He kept 
the soap opera stories going for a long 
while, but by 1933, the Depression had 
rendered the flapper irrelevant. Read-
ers weren’t so interested in frivolous 
love stories and dancehall high jinks. 

Fritzi Ritz was still a beloved comic 
strip appearing in hundreds of news-
papers. It was enormously difficult to 
introduce a new strip to papers and 
readers, so Bushmiller knew he had to 
keep Fritzi alive while slowly and sub-
tly changing its content. He did this by 
giving Fritzi a niece named Nancy, who 
at first was a plucky and adventurous 
sidekick and then gradually took center 
stage, becoming a reader favorite. Five 
years later Sluggo (named for a bully 
of Bushmiller’s Bronx youth) appeared, 
and the new core cast was complete. In 
June 1938 the strip was retitled Nancy, 
and by the end of the 1940s it was in 
a groove, running in 450 papers with 
a total circulation of 21 million copies. 

Bushmiller married another Bronx 
native, Abby Bohnet, in 1930. 

Bohnet, then working at Metropolitan 
Life, was known for being witty and a 
bit of a dreamer. The couple were de-
voted to each other and eventually to 
Nancy. Their life, first in the Bronx and 
then for decades in Stamford, Connecti-
cut, was entirely bound to the strip. 

In his spacious home studio Bush-
miller set up four drawing tables so that 
he could create six daily strips at once, 
working between Sunday and Tuesday 
evenings. Wednesdays and Thursdays 
were off, but Fridays and Saturdays were 
dedicated to producing the larger Sun-
day strip. It was a seventy- hour work-
week coming up with all those kickers: 
Nancy is peacefully dreaming of a log 
being sawed; half of it breaks off with 

a “CRASH.” The snapper: Nancy opens 
her eyes, peeved (“That always wakes me 
up”). Nancy gets separated from Aunt 
Fritzi in a train station. The snapper: 
Nancy seated expressionless among 
suitcases and packages on a shelf in 
the lost property room. 

And on and on. Nancy was Bushmiller 
and Bushmiller Nancy for nearly fifty 
years. The only children in the house 
were drawn in ink; the cartoonist didn’t 
much like being around human kids. 
Too much noise, not enough engineer-
ing. Bushmiller liked Jackie Gleason, 
Joe Franklin, Diego Velázquez, Thomas 
Wolfe, Fats Waller, S. J. Perelman, lamb 
loin chop, and Kent cigarettes. At his 
earning peak, he made $15,000 weekly 
from Nancy. 

Griffith takes inspiration from his 
subject’s work, explaining Bushmill-
er’s sensibility through a handful of 
fictional sequences occurring in a 
world that is both “Griffy” and Nancy. 
A young Lawrence Lariar, one day to 
be an imagined father figure to Grif-
fith, appears as an aspiring cartoonist 
asking advice of Bushmiller at a bar; 
their dialogue contains details about 
Bushmiller’s working process and phi-
losophy of humor and accurately sum-
marizes a publishing world in which 
cartoonists were famous enough to be 
known but far enough down the culture 
ladder to be approachable. 

In another invented vignette, Bush-
miller—who did in fact go to Los Ange-
les to write sight gags for the comedian 
and filmmaker Harold Lloyd—meets 
and collaborates with the Krazy Kat 
cartoonist George Herriman. Through 
this imagined comic strip duet, Griffith 
argues that the formulaic can be as 
personal as the improvisational. Bush-
miller’s measured world is as distinct 
as Herriman’s romantic ink flourishes: 
just as no one else could draw a de-
liciously scrappy Herriman brick, no 
one else can quite match a precision- 
designed Bushmiller boulder. 

In another part of the book we enter 
an imaginary “Bushmiller Museum of 
Comic Art in Stamford, Connecticut.” 
There Griffy, like a good docent, takes 
us through galleries of ideas: How about 
a two- person project about Bushmiller 
and Edward Hopper? The painter’s si-
lent images of lone figures in empty 
expanses and the cartoonist’s icy hori-
zontal spaces inhabited by a single figure 
and blankly anonymous furniture have a 
shared melancholy. Both artists employ 
a pregnant atmosphere, though of course 
one resolves with a guffaw and the other 
hangs forever in a pool of moonlight. 

In a multilayered meditation on 
Bushmiller’s reception by the mid-
century intelligentsia, Griffith draws 
a one- and- a- half- page jive session be-
tween two beatniks about the existen-
tial nature of Nancy. The pop culture 
craze for the Beats was fertile ground 
for Bushmiller himself in numerous 
strips well into the early 1970s. John 
Stanley, the cartoonist who made the 
comic book Little Lulu a classic of 
concision and irony, also drew a li-
censed comic book version of Nancy 
and a beatnik- filled hoot of a comic 
book called Kookie, on which Griffith 
modeled his riff. This passage flows 
into a reprinting of the brilliant (and 
often taken as factual, though it is fic-
tion, written by A. S. Hamrah in 1999) 
correspondence between Bushmiller 
and Samuel Beckett in which the writer 
pitches ideas to the cartoonist. These 
elucidate the particularly personal na-

ture of the rules of the strip and are em-
blematic of the fascination it held for all 
kinds of artists. The imagined Beckett: 
“I’ve always found a carrot funnier than 
a banana, but that may be the difference 
between the Old world and the New.” 

Nancy has inspired literary and ar-
tistic quests and commentary for 

decades. In 1944 the critic Manny Far-
ber, edging toward formulating his idea 
of “termite” versus “white elephant” art, 
praised its unsentimental focus on the 
gag; the cartoonists and Nancy scholars 
Paul Karasik and Mark Newgarden use 
a single daily strip to explain the me-
chanics and history of the medium in 
their brilliant 2017 book, How to Read 
Nancy: The Elements of Comics in Three 
Easy Panels. And a new anthology of 
Bushmiller’s Nancy will be published 
in May.* Yet despite an adoring fan 
base, as Griffith’s story edges into the 
1960s, Ernie and Abby Bushmiller are 
mostly alone. Their relative isolation 
in Stamford was both temperamental 
and circumstantial. The bullpens were 
done, the old pals were dying off, and 
the comics page itself was shrinking. 
Nancy, being a graphic symbol that 
even the staunchest minimalist could 
appreciate, remained legible, and in 
1970s assistants were hired to help the 
aging master keep the gags coming. 

Three Rocks concludes with two rev-
eries. First Bushmiller dreams of his 
characters, speaks to himself, and qui-
etly dies in the easy chair that held his 
last days; on a nearby lectern The Amer-
ican Heritage Dictionary is opened to 
the definition of his profession, illus-
trated by his only offspring. Then, in 
the lengthy and moving epilogue, Griffy 
emerges into a snowy day on his way 
to the “United Features Retirement 
Facility No. 34,” just behind the Mu-
seum. There he finds an aging Nancy. 

Her inner life, we learn, is compli-
cated. She misses Sluggo—he disap-
peared in 1982. She is bespectacled and 
wrinkled but behaves characteristically 
by walking around all four sides of the 
panel. Soon Griffy meets an aged, white- 
bearded Sluggo; backgrounds change 
from panel to panel; we are in a collec-
tive cartoon consciousness. Griffy the 
character is exploring a situation that 
Griffith the author, like Bushmiller be-
fore him, has interrogated: What hap-
pens to characters when their creators 
are gone? Do they age and become for-
getful in a netherworld? The sensibility 
made by fusing artist and character dis-
sipates, even as the property lives on. 

Nancy continues today in the care 
of the young pseudonymous cartoonist 
Olivia Jaimes, but it is not Bushmill-
er’s Nancy. Only his hand could have 
made that version from 1938 to 1982, 
just as only Griffith’s hand could make 
his Zippy. Three Rocks, for all its meta 
layering and rich historical narratives, 
is ultimately an ode to the specificity 
of an artist, his medium, and their cre-
ation. At the end of this surprisingly 
tender book, Nancy and Sluggo are 
pulled together as though magnetized 
and resume their classic Bushmiller 
forms. They settle down to sleep and, 
as they so often did, to dream. It may 
be the snapper to the book. Perhaps 
they’ll meet their maker. .
*Ernie Bushmiller, Nancy and Sluggo’s 
Guide to Life: Comics About Money, Food, and 
Other Essentials, with a foreword by Denis 
Kitchen (New York Review Comics, 2024).
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