
 

Chester Brown, together 

Seth and Joe Matt, is the 

main representative of the 

Underground comic that 

emerged in Canada in the 

80’s. He created books 

like Lous Riel: A Comic-

strip Biography, where he addresses about the Canadian revolutionary in a rigorous and 

historicist way, or Paying for it and his last book, Mary wept over the feet of Jesus, 

comic books composed like essays with lots of additional information like notes, 

commentaries and bibliography. 

We were lucky to having him visiting Spain last November; therefore we could speak 

with him and do this interview.  

 

El 8º Historiador: In Louis Riel you created a 

book away from typical fictionalized 

biographical and historical comics, in 

which it’s normal to transform the 

characters in romantic heroes and to 

distort the events to make them more 

attractive. This way, you sacrifice the 

chance of giving epic features to the 

story and you choose to do a true 

historical and neutral narration of the 

character. How has this intention of 

doing a realistic story appeared?  

Chester Brown: An important factor is that, while I saw the Metis cause as just (and, 

more broadly, the concerns of the First Nations peoples as warranted) I didn’t 

idealize Riel himself. He had many good qualities as a man, but I don’t see him 

as a hero. And the facts of his story seemed dramatic enough without making 

him heroic. 
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8º H: Do you think that this fact had restricted you as an author or had it benefited 

you? 

C.B.:  Every decision restricts one, and the restrictions I placed on myself resulted in a 

book that I’m proud of and that was, at least in Canada, a commercial success. 

But it’s possible that a different cartoonist could create an even better graphic 

novel about Riel — perhaps one that presents him in a more heroic and romantic 

light. 

8º H: This historicist intention of your Louis Riel is also noticeable in the structure and 

contents of the book, which has 32 note pages (in the Spanish Edition), 

bibliography and also an onomastic index. 

Did you have the intention or the feeling of creating a history book about Riel or 

did you think that you were only telling the story? The inclusion of those annex, 

which are not usual in comic-books, were meant to be since the beginning or it 

was something that showed up as necessary during the production? 

C.B.: I realized all along that I would be adding notes. It’s a complicated a story, so I 

had to acknowledge things like disagreements between historians and that sort of 

thing. 

8º H: In the English Wikipedia article about Louis Riel, your comic figures in the 

“Further readings” section, while in the Spanish one, it appears in the 

bibliography. In addition, your Louis Riel is more than likely the only 

monographic book in Spanish about Riel. Did you expect that your book was 

going to have an impact in the spreading of the knowledge about Louis Riel? 

C.B.: Yes, although I expected that that would happen in Canada only. Riel is a well 

known historical figure in Canada in that everyone knows his name and that he 

was hanged for treason, but most Canadians couldn’t tell you much more than 

that. I hoped that my book would give Canadians an easy way to digest his story. 

I thought maybe people in France might also have an interest in the book 

because of that country’s historical link to Canada. I didn’t think the book would 

be published in any other countries, so I’m delighted that there’s a Spanish 

edition. 
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8º H: What role do you think that comic-books have as for historic dissemination? What 

advantages and disadvantages do you think that comic-books have in 

comparison with traditional media? 

C.B.: The following is a debatable contention, but I actually think that the motion 

picture (film and video) is essentially a boring medium. That’s why it tends to 

focus on melodrama, spectacle, and pornography. To keep people watching this 

dull medium you have to present exaggerated emotional, visual, or sexual 

content, or at least a really good musical score. Looking at beautiful drawings is 

inherently more interesting than looking at "moving photographs”, even when 

the photography is done by a talented cinematographer. This is why prose and 

comics can tell historical stories with more accuracy than film. We don’t have to 

“goose” the story as much to hold the audience’s attention.  

 

And comics have a similar advantage over prose — it’s more interesting to look 

at beautifully drawn pictures than it is to look at a page of text. But comics will 

never replace prose as the best medium for telling historical stories, if only 

because one can pack much more information into a page of prose than onto a 

page of comics. 

8º H: In this book you don’t just tell Riel’s biography but also hypothesize about his 

mental condition. This use of your own arguments and inquiries is more evident 

in Paying for It and Mary wept over the feet of Jesus. What role do you comic 

has in the academic study? There are some authors as Eisner and McCloud that 

have used the comic’s medium to theorize about itself. Do you think that this use 

is applicable to other fields of study? 

C.B.: Possibly — if something can be broken down into an engaging dialogue, then it 

can work in comics. I’m not sure that the academic world would be open to its 

members expressing their findings to its audience through comics. Academics 

could do so for the non-academic audience, but they’d have to have the talent to 

express themselves through the medium — not everyone has that talent.  

8º H: It has been almost 15 years since the end of Louis Riel. Seeing it today, what do 

you think about your work? Would you change anything? 
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C.B.: I’m happy with it. No, I don’t think I’d change anything. Nothing’s coming to 

mind right now that should be altered. 

 

8º H: Speaking about Mary wept… in the Greetings you say that the principal 

inspiration for the graphical part of this comic are other biblical adaptations to 

comic-books. Those adaptations tend to be created around the clichés of epic 

cinema, which is usual to be based in neoclassic art. All these elements create 

an collective imagination about ancient world that is distant from historical 

reality, however it is easily recognizable by the spectator/reader. 

Was the use of this visual identity of ancient world deliberate? Would you have 

liked to spend more time studying historical and archeological works to create a 

realistic vision of the biblical world? 

C.B.: That’s not where my interest was. I was interested in the ideas — in getting to the 

core of what I think Jesus taught. Once the inspiration for the book hit me, I 

wanted to draw it very quickly, and researching the architectural or fashion 

details would have slowed me down. Also, working in the style of my favourite 

comic-book biblical adaptations looked like fun to me.  

8ºH: What do you think about the confrontation between a realistic representation of 

the past opposite to a more recognizable representation in historic themed 

comics? 

C.B.: Is it a confrontation? If so, it’s not one that I’m aware of. 
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8º H: In the same way you have done in Louis Riel and Paying for it, for this work you 

use a huge amount of notes and a bibliography about the materials that you used 

to do your book. This is very interesting for the readers since it allows us to be 

more conscious about the production of the book, but also it allows to use it as a 

base for learning and studying. Do you think that this paratexts, not very usual 

in comic-books, will end up settling in the medium? 

C.B.: I’m not sure I have much skill at reading the future, but if I was to guess, I’d say 

no. The people who tend to dislike the notes in my books are the comics 

“purists" and cartoonists tend to be purists. 

8º H: For the last question, is there any historical comic-book among your future 

projects? Is there any historical theme that you would like to address in your 

comics? 

C.B.: I have lots of interests and quite a few of them are historical in nature, so I can 

pretty much guarantee that I’ll be doing more historical comics, but I rather not 

speculate about what they might be. 

  
 

 

 

[Fotografías propiedad de El Octavo Historiador. Imagen de Louis Riel y María lloró 

sobre los pies de Jesús extraídas de Lacupula.com] 
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