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ll magine walking into a bookstore, hoping ta find a good mystery
or historical novel, and discovering the store carries nothing but
Westerns, Upon inquiry, a clerk points out that they do actually
carry some mysteries, bul the few he shows you are crowded on a
bottom shelf together with the other non-Western titles and arc
printed an cheap paper without color covers. The bookstore is out of the par-
ticular mystery you want, the clerk informs you. They only ardered fwo copies
of it, he adds, because, as everyone knows, mystery book readers don't go into
bookstores, OF course, logic tells you, mystery book readers wor't go into book-
stores that carry only Westerns," writes Trina Robbin's, author of “The Great
Women Cartoonists,” a book full of splashy pages and comic cucouts.

The metaphor seems more apt for a baok exploring the barriers women car-
toonists face and the changes that should made than for Trina Robbin's dry
chronicle of women cartoonists across the ages, 2 journéy that starts out slow
-and laborious, gaining speed and interest only as the book comes to a close.
Diivided into six parts, the book details the women cartoonists in cach era, from
the “Queens of Cute” at the beginning of the twenteth century to the “Chicks
and Womyn" of the eighties and nineties.

Unfortunatecly, not much of interest was happening for women cartoanists
before Part Four of the book : Blonde Bombers and Gift Commandos. As
Rabbins explains, “There were 2 plethora of Dollies, Dorties, Dimples and
Darlings in print at the ‘he-gjnning of the twenticth century, ., The slories follow
a familiar patiern: Adorable children getting into trouble.” In what feels like an
cffort to fill the chapter, Robbins lists each female cartoonist working ar this
time, as well as their homerown and marital status. For those women who had
stories 1o offer aside from marnage and children, Robbins writes in decail.
“Rose O'Neill [creator of the Kewpies] ofien seemed to be two different people,
She dressed and looked like 2 pre-Raphaelite heroing, yer she was divorced
twice in an age when divorce was
regarded as a domestic beresy sec
ond only to adultery, With her sis- §
ter, Callista, she held salons at her
studic  in  Greenwich  Village
attended by most of New York's 8
bohemian erowd; indeed, she was §
the inspiration for the sang Rose of §
Washingron Sguare This writing,
though not particularfy interesting, §
ist't alarming und! the end of the
book when it's clear that the 1980s
and 1990z, a aome when more §
Women cartaonists were creating
than cver before, will be crammed
inta one section.

While Rose C¥Neill and her
social life cover page afier page, the
abundance of material Robhins
has to work with from the ninetics
means that everything is quickly f§
covered and superficially included.
“Omne of the most creative syndi-
cated strips...Six Chix”™ m which
six different women cartoonists
share space and alternate publica-
tion pets a measly paragraph.
Alison Bechdel and her ground-
breaking smip “Dvkes o Walch
Our For” recrive less than a fall
sentence. "The Great Women
Cartoonists” i5 unbalanced in its coverage, sometimes too indulgent, ofien
shimpy.

The only section of the book that seems to balance the artwark and the artist
well is Robbin's coverage of the Blonde Bombers and Girl Commandos, partic-
ularfy Dale Messick, creator of “Brenda Stare™ In the 1940s “the country was
ready for 2 smong, action-oriented heroine, and Dale Messick was at last in the
night place al the right tme with Brenda Stary, her red-haired, starrv-syed girl
reporter,” writes Robbins, It is this section that could salvage the book. Hers
Robbins allows hersclf the space to focus om Messick's cartoons, which were
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“strongly influenced by Nell Brinkley's, romandc and feminine. She drew cacel-
Jent action scenes and offered the reader @ memorable cast of supporting char-
acters: Flip Dacker, a teenage Jeader of an all-blonde girl pang; the Nameless
Doll, a poufhaired Robin Hood; Palava, the albine Polynesian princess; and, of
course, the handsome, one-cyed Mystery Man.”

Yet Bobbins also allows herself enough space to detail Messick's personal life
—with an importane difference, In contrast to the cartoonists of the early twen-
teth centiry, Messick has a
story of interest to offer. She
submitted sample strips to
Captain Joseph M. Patrersom,
publisher of the New York

Chicage Tribune—New York
MNews Syndicate and was reject-
ed by him. Tn an interview he
later explained that, “He had

once,, and wanted no more of
them.” Robbins writes that
many of the earlier women car-
toonists had received little criticism or met much challenge because they con-
fined their work to “comparatively light {topics] — cute animals and kids, pretty
grls without a care in the world, grandmas spauting homespun philosophy. But
with Brendz Starr, Messick was trespassing on male termitory.” She poes on to
deseribe Messick's souggle and \'icm.ry against the gender barrier she faced,
Here Messick offers her first ¢riticism of the cartoon industry, buried in the
middle of the book.

Perhaps, then, the rest of the book
will be chock-full of insight and enter-
taining stories? Comics with tifles Tike
Wimmin's Comix and TitdClits were
hitting the stores, as was the idea of
women-only comic books. Yet Robbins
seems 5o overwhelmed by the number
of women cattoonists, by the range of
their subject mater and their venucs of
publication that the [ast sechon comes

: 5 wo me ?"? s . . . I_ across like & catzlogue rather than a
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discussion. [naread of choosing a few,
wildly different cartoonists and cover-
ing them in moderate depth, Robbins
instead splashes a few quotes from dif
§ ferent women oo the page and hurrjed-
Iy muoves to the next publication, “Our
work, originally, was a reaction to the
glet of testosterane in comcs,” savs
Lym Chevely, creator of Tis&Clits, "As
maost of s kmow, sex is a very political
business. All we want to da is equalize
that by telling our side. Our original
commitmen! was to concentrate on
fermale sexualicy, and our tites indicate
that. " Unfortunately, that's all the read-
§ rlearns about this probably interesting

§ csting ca.n.o_nnist behind it

Trina Robbins, for all of her research
and writtng, would have benefited from
an editer bold enough fo force her to delve where the material is deep and skim
where the cartoonists are skimpy, Instead, her need  balance the book based
on decades rather than contributions results in a frustrating read that cscillates
between too much and too little. For (hose readers interested in expanding their

‘female comic callection, a trip to an alternarive comic baok store will probably

prove more useful than a trip through these pages. FP

Kate Rockwood & @ second year in the College concentrating in Gender Studies. Dykes
fo Warch Out For and Lenove someliow form the perfec combe te make her hanpy.
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