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Abstract

A comic book, a graphic research paper, an experiment in image and text – “Steal This History” 
explores the 1960s (or “Sixties”) as it has appeared in various historical and commemorative discours-
es. For more than forty years, the Sixties has been discussed and debated in the US public sphere. 
Its political and cultural legacy continues to excite conflict and disagreement. The following pages 
provide a multi-perspective account of  the Sixties that combines allusions to historical events with 
personal reflection, poetic imagery, symbol and metaphor. Influenced by the ideas of  Hayden White, 
Alun Munslow, Robert A. Rosenstone and others, we became fascinated by the potential of  the image 
as a conduit for innovative, challenging, self-conscious histories. Furthermore, scholars of  the graphic 
novel have noted the complex ways in which they can engage with historical discourse (see, for exam-
ple, the special edition of  Rethinking History 6:3 (2002), devoted to the subject). “Steal This History” 
builds on these ideas and explores ways of  developing a graphic philosophy of  history. There is no 
attempt, here, to provide a comprehensive account of  the Sixties, nor to cite every key event, person 
or movement. Rather, what follows is a partial collection of  ideas. We hope readers will enjoy the 
piece, and that it might spark a dialogue on future directions for graphic historiography.
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historiography, the sixties and the comic



“Steal This History” is an experimental account of the 1960s (or “Sixties”) where historical events 
intersect with, and are interrupted by, poetic imagery and metaphor. We approached this project 
fascinated by both the public disagreements over the Sixties’ political legacy and by the 
almost-mythic symbolism that so often underpins discourses on the era. Inspired by the work of 
philosophers and historians such as Hayden White, Alun Munslow and Robert A. Rosenstone, we saw 
in the comic form an opportunity to create a self-conscious history in which fragments of a “realist” 
chronicle would sit side-by-side with the more “literary” elements of historical narratives. Rather 
than subsuming them beneath a veneer of objectivity, all of the imaginary icons and figurative 
discourses that give shape and meaning to our history literally invade the diegesis. Playful and 
reflexive in its approach, the comic is an attempt at what Munslow has called 
“the-past-as-history-as-artwork.”  

For more than forty years, histories of the Sixties have assessed the era’s transformations. 
Rhetorically shaped and reshaped within a US culture bursting with commemorative zeal, “the Sixties” 
serves as a palimpsest upon which competing ideas struggle for prominence. Hope, optimism, outrage, 
excitement, despair, decline, implosion – accounts of this era continue to maintain its urgency and 
vibrancy within broader public discourses. The Sixties, as Stephen Paul Miller puts it, “ripples into the 
present”. Through multiple, fragmented narratives, metaphors and symbolic non-sequiturs, “Steal This 
History” offers an engagement with Sixties historiography and the diverse ways in which the era has 
been reimagined. Our faith in the comic book’s potential for innovative histories is based at least in 
part on the demands it places on readers to “fill in the blanks” and come to their own interpretations. 
We hope readers of this comic will do the same. However, we have also included extensive notes at the 
end, which explain all of our creative and historical choices. 

Without further ado, then, it’s back to the Sixties and Chicago, 1968. 
Something’s happening here ….

Prologue



grant park, chicago, 1968.

history under attack?

hmm...something’s 
happening here.

i’m not 
entirely 
clear...

let’
s ta

ke t
he 

monum
ent,

 man!

what those kids waving over there...

stop! 
children! arggh!!

far 

fucking 

out!

or the past and the present in groovy communion.

Old battles die hard. A monument to Civil War 
hero, and so-called ‘Father of Memorial Day’, 
General John Logan is about to be invaded. 



we wouldn’t be the first to call the sixties America’s
second civil war.

According to Hayden White, 
metaphors are the historian’s 
stock-in-trade. Their symbolic 
potency invests the past with 
meaning. 

and we won’t be the last

Fest
ival

 of 

life
, man. 

Fuc
k t

he 

dea
th 

con
ven

tio
n.

the pa
llid 

shades of 

memory...

damn kids, 
no respect!

go home,
hippies!!



in fact, the aim of this little comic book is modest.

it is to sketch out some ideas for an illustrated 
sixties history. 

why in god’s 
name are you 
invoking me, 
then?

i’ll 
believe 

that when 
i see it

told from multiple perspectives.

That is sceptical toward the notion of a single “objective” 
history.

That is playful and ironic in its narrative approach.

That is self-conscious of its status as a creative 
interpretation of the past.

But that nonetheless tries 
to say something meaningful 
about this most contested 
of epochs.

“the-past-as-history-as-artwork” (alun munslow)



it all started back in 2009. and a research trip to New york 
city.

i was searching for facts. and not getting anywhere fast.

exhausting. that night in brooklyn. i met this guy outside a bar. we struck 
up a conversation.

The “facts” were endless. And it was…

forget it kid, 
the sixties are 
dead. we cleaned 
up and grew up.

can i 
help 
you?

some 
assistance 
please!

this is 
america son, 
you gotta be 
pushy.

wavy gravy
was a pig 
farmer?



it was strange how, whenever i spoke 
to people about the sixties, it was 
like i wasn’t talking about the past 
at all...

but an idea. or a stream of historical 
consciousness.

the sixties, 
huh...

damned 
hippies...
communists...
bleedingheart...
healthcare...
taliban...punks.

you buy 
dat?

hold the front page! “heir to kennedy promises hope 
if you vote for him.”

a ceaseless march into the present. So I got interested in the “Sixties” 
as this malleable metaphor, shaped 
and reshaped through the ages. I 
wanted to write about how lots of 
“Sixties” were being written every-
day, at the same time, on the same 
page, so to speak. Hence the comic…



You see, comics can 
provide a formally 
complex and 
self-conscious 
engagement with 
the past.

As Scott McCloud says, the 
comic constructs its “reality” 
out of fragments…

… and can flexibly shift the order 
that we see things (and don’t see 
things), thus cultivating ambiguity. 

The spectator (or reader) 
collaborates in finding meaning.

And “closure” (as far as 
that is possible) requires 
us to …

trust in the authority of 
the artist and...

The boundaries between fact and fiction 
blurred.

And more so than film, comics allow past, 
present and future to coexist in the same 
space, on the same page.

That the future of 
the “past-as-history” 
can be found in the 
comic book. 

We’re taking the 
Sixties out of the 
gutter and back onto 
the streets. 

fill in the gaps.

This is all 
starting to 
sound a bit 
Oliver Stone.

Can it patsy, 
you’re not in a 
movie anymore.

Did 
you 
see…

So let the 
word go 
forth…

Is that a man or 
a tree behind the 
fence? Damn these 
illustrations.



meanwhile... On August 28, 1968, the democratic 
national convention was in its 
penultimate day. police clashed 
with protesters on the streets of 
chicago.  

   
  
 iN

 l
in
co

ln

 pa
rk

, t
he 

dar
k...

it was ostensibly a battle over 
america’s role in vietnam. 

a chaotic eruption of political 
and philosophical discord.

events in chicago, 
according to the 
historian david farber, 
were seen by many as 
“A crisis in the nation’s 
political and cultural 
order.” 

for some, it was the 
beginning of the end: 
of hope, idealism, even 
“the Sixties” itself. for 
others, it was just a 
beginning... 

“the bitter redness of love ferments” (arthur rimbaud)

but came to mean 
much more. 



histories of chicago ‘68. or indeed any 
history of the sixties, are more than 
catalogues of recorded events.

their power derives from how they 
symbolically construct the past.

History and literature draw from the same imaginative 
wellspring.

Beauty vs. honesty – it’s an age old debate

when it comes to the sixties, it’s hard to escape 
the expresssive razzmatazz underpinning so many 
popular accounts of the era.

you can run...

poetic imagery, 
metaphor and myth 
need not be 
distractions from, 
or distortions of, 
facts. such 
features provide a 
framework within 
which these facts 
become significant, 
vital and living. 

“there is an element of poetry in every 
historical account of the world” (hayden 
white)

steal this

poem



but you can’t hide.

Bethlehem, Pennsylvania



late spring 1967: the author joan didion 
visits san francisco.

yikes. that 
was ugly.

She turned a critical eye on 
the hippie community of Haight 
Ashbury in her essay (titled with 
a nod to W.B. Yeats) “Slouching 
Towards Bethlehem”. 

it was another death knell for the age 
of aquarius. 

the sixties has many endings. 

i’ll see 
you in 
chicago!

part of the era’s resonance today stems from a search for its dramatic denouement.   

my end to the 
sixties is only 
a beginning. 



Periodization 
equals 
oppression. 
Let’s move 
forward.

screw your 
patriarchal 
sixties. 

it’s mourning 
in america. 

the problem with finding that neat conclusion 
is it always leaves unfinished business

stonewall riots, 1969

vietnam, nixon, 
watergate - we’re 
looking at 1974 as 
the big implosion.

“The Sixties” is 
nothing but a 
white man’s 
concept, anyway.

really the 
sixties is a 
very personal 
trip.

Listen up, y’all. The Sixties only 
ended when personal politics were 
replaced with mindless narcissism.
From the big i am to the big me. 



david, 
i’m leaving 
you.

 j’accuse!

 j’accuse! 

 whatever.

time for 
another 
metaphor, 
man, i’m 
beat.

oh 
lord!

so by the 1980s, the era, by many accounts, had been in a kind of extended 
death dance for several years.  

and histories of the sixties often reverted 
to what rick perlstein called the
“declension hypothesis”, a tale that begins 
with hope but ends in terminal decline.



david, 
i’m leaving 
you.

so by the 1980s, the era, by many accounts, had been in a kind of extended 
death dance for several years.  

Out of the 
library and 
into the 
street!

It was like being in New York Public 
Library all over again. Only this time, 
I wasn’t facing a mountain of facts, 
but a monstrous parade of symbols.

These guys had enlivened Sixties 
histories for generations; they’d 
brought shape and spirit to 
many a historical account. 

History is not just a story. It is a moral, 
ethical and philosophical encounter with the 
world outside. History, as Keith Jenkins puts it 
“is never for itself; it is always for someone.”

It seemed apt to ask myself for whom was I 
writing this history. In the wake of all that 
had happened these past few years, perhaps 
the old ways of speaking about the past just 
wouldn’t cut it anymore. 

but i started to wonder what the future held.

Err, some 
assistance, 
please.

HILLARY 
2 0 1 6

MEDICAL
MARIJUANA
MANY
VARIETIES

Summer OF 
Love
        THE FILM



What does a “real” history of the Sixties 
look like? 

grant park, chicago, 2016

If, as Alun Munslow suggests, “any 
‘aesthetic judgement’ may be construed 
as being ‘true’”…

Are you 
ready to 
ride forth 
once more, 
General?

… Then the 
“truth” 
of history 
lies in the 
choices we 
make. 

In a forest 
of flowers 
or a hail 
of shells, I 
await your 
pencil, sir.

charge!

Thanks, 
General. To 
conclude, 
then …

At the 
beginning.

Look out, 

Hayden, it’s 

real!



Notes

Prologue. “Inspired by the work of  …” See, for example, Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical 
Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973); White, 
Tropics of  Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), 
pp. 27-50, 81-100; Alun Munslow, The Future of  History (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) and 
Munslow, Narrative and History (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007); Robert A. Rosenstone, Vi-
sions of  the Past: The Challenge of  Film to Our Idea of  History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1995) and Rosenstone, History on Film/Film on History: Concepts, Theories and Practice (Harlow: Pearson 
Longman, 2006).

Prologue. “The Sixties, as Stephen Paul Miller puts it …” See Stephen Paul Miller, The Seventies Now: 
Culture as Surveillance (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), p. 17.

Page 1. The illustrations are based on a series of  photographs taken by the photographer Peter Bull-
ock in August 1968. They feature protestors clambering on the Logan Monument in Grant Park, Chi-
cago, during one of  the many demonstrations surrounding the Democratic National Convention of  
August 26-29. They can be found in the Chicago History Museum’s digital collections, http://digital-
collection.chicagohistory.org/cdm/search/searchterm/Democratic%20National%20Convention%20
(1968%20:%20Chicago,%20Ill.)/mode/exact (accessed December 2015).

Page 2. “We wouldn’t be the first to call the Sixties …” Histories of  the Sixties often mobilise dramat-
ic metaphors of  an America divided, a country in the throes of  a “second civil war.” See, for exam-
ple, Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin, America Divided: The Civil War of  the 1960s (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000); Mark Hamilton Lytle, America’s Uncivil Wars: The Sixties Era from Elvis to the 
Fall of  Richard Nixon. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006); William L. O’Neill, Coming Apart: An 
Informal History of  America in the 1960’s (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1971).

Page 2. “According to Hayden White…” See Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 
Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973); White, Tropics of  
Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), pp. 27-50, 
81-100.

Page 2. “Fuck the death convention…” Context and dialogue for Chicago ’68 was informed by David 
Farber’s book, Chicago ’68 (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1988).

Page 2. “The pallid shades of  memory…” This is a partial reference to G.W.F. Hegel’s assertion that 
the past is irretrievable. “Each period is involved in such peculiar circumstances, exhibits a condi-
tion of  things so idiosyncratic, that its conduct must be regulated by considerations connected with 
itself, and itself  alone … The pallid shades of  memory struggle in vain with the life and freedom 
of  the present.” See Hegel, The Philosophy of  History (New York: Dover Publications, 1956), p. 6. It 
is also quoted by Hayden White at the end of  his influential attack on the static, stagnant nature of  
mid-twentieth century historical discourse, “The Burden of  History” (White, Tropics of  Discourse, p. 
50). The reference is therefore both a literal statement on the action within this panel (Civil War gen-
eral John Logan “struggling” against an onslaught of  Sixties protestors) and, via White, a nod to the 
historiographical questions we will be addressing throughout. 

Page 3. The images on this page have been inspired by Barry Schwartz’s work on collective memory, 
and in particular on how the meanings attached to Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address have been 
framed and reframed across the 20th century. A speech with many potential interpretations – a eulogy 
to those who had fallen, a call for national unity, a celebration of  the “common man”, a palliative 
to North-South conflicts, an appeal for racial reconciliation – the Gettysburg Address, according to 
Schwartz, only became intrinsically bound up with broader debates on the African American civil 
rights struggle from the 1960s onward, with direct connections being made between Lincoln and civil 
rights leaders. This (re)interpretation of  the past is both an example of  the fluid nature of  historical 
narratives – their writing as contingent on exigencies of  the present as on documentary “fact” – and 
exemplifies the complex layers from which historical discourse is constructed. Fragments of  the Civil 
War inform debates of  the 1960s, and combine in the present to produce symbolic narratives of  the 
American national experience. See Schwartz, “The New Gettysburg Address: Fusing History and 



Memory”, Poetics 33 (2005), 63-79; Schwartz, Abraham Lincoln and the Forge of  National Memory (Chica-
go: University of  Chicago Press, 2003).

Page 3. “The-past-as-history-as-artwork…” We are referring to Alun Munslow’s ideas in his book The 
Future of  History. Munslow’s call for new forms of  historical expression that are self-conscious, reflex-
ive, ironic and sceptical toward the notion of  “objectivity” has provided the theoretical underpinning 
for what follows. See Munslow, The Future of  History (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 

Page 5. “Hold the front page!” For studies on the Sixties’ place in contemporary political and cultur-
al discourse, see Daniel Marcus, Happy Days and Wonder Years: The Fifties and the Sixties in Contemporary 
Cultural Politics (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2004); Bernard Von Bothmer, Framing 
the Sixties: The Use and Abuse of  a Decade from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush (Amherst: University of  
Massachusetts Press, 2010).

Page 6. “As Scott McCloud says…” McCloud, speaking of  the way that the comic, like our navigation 
of  the world, relies on fragments says  “our perception of  ‘reality’ is an act of  faith, based on mere 
fragments”. Understanding Comics (New York: Harper Collins, 1993), pp. 62-63. “The spectator (or 
reader) collaborates in finding meaning” is a paraphrase of  McCloud who speaks of  the audience be-
ing a “conscious collaborator”. Understanding Comics, p. 65. “Closure” is a central theme of  McCloud’s 
theories about the many ways the comic constructs and is constructed to make meaning. “And more 
so than film, comics allow past, present and future to coexist in the same space, on the same page.” 
McCloud formally addresses the way the comic functions within time but also makes it clear that the 
presentation of  time is highly flexible, as long as “the face it presents to the reader is one of  simple 
normality”. Understanding Comics, pp. 115-117.

Page 6. “The boundaries between fact and fiction blurred…” Academic writing on Oliver Stone’s 
drama JFK has noted the extent to which the film mixes documentary footage, staged reconstruction, 
historical events and mythic narratives into what some have argued to be an assault on traditional 
historiography itself. See, for example, Robert Burgoyne, Film Nation: Hollywood Looks at U.S. History, 
Revised Edition (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2010), pp. 88-103; Robert A. Rosen-
stone, “JFK: Historical Fact, Historical Film”, The American Historical Review, 97: 2 (1992), pp. 506-511; 
Hayden White, “The Modernist Event”, in Vivian Sobchack (ed.), The Persistence of  History: Cinema, 
Television and the Modernist Event (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 18-38.

Page 6. “The past-as-history…” Again, this is a reference to Alun Munslow’s work. There is, as 
Munslow notes, an important distinction to be made between the “past”, which is irretrievable in its 
entirety, and “history”, which is a meaning-making endeavour. We suggest that the ironic detachment 
and temporal malleability allowed in the comic form offers interesting potential in which this distinc-
tion can be explored. See Munslow, Narrative and History (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 
127.

Page 7. “Phil Ochs.” The image ostensibly refers to musician Phil Ochs’ album cover Rehearsals for 
Retirement (1969). Ochs himself  was involved in the protests in Chicago in August 1968. He would 
lament these events, and their subsequent fallout, as the swansong of  an energised optimistic move-
ment for social change. For Ochs, as for many later popular historians, 1968 served as a death of  
optimism, a symbolic end to the Sixties. 

Page 7. “In Lincoln Park the dark …” A quote from Ochs’ song “William Butler Yeats Visits Lincoln 
Park and Escapes Unscathed” (1969), from the album Rehearsals for Retirement. As the following pages 
attest, Yeats’ poetry has been invoked time and again in accounts of  the Sixties. His poem “The Sec-
ond Coming” provides a metaphorical wellspring from which authors, artists, journalists, politicians 
and historians have drawn. 

Page 7. “The bitter redness of  love ferments”. This is a quote from Arthur Rimbaud’s poem “The 
Drunken Boat” (1871). The image itself  refers to Theodore Gericault’s celebrated painting The Raft 
of  the Medusa (1818-1819). While ostensibly unrelated to events in Chicago, these nautical-themed 
images are an allusion to the “literary” aspect of  Sixties histories, whereby dramatic metaphors are 
used to explain the impact and legacy of  these events. As Hayden White puts it, “The metaphor does 
not image the thing it seeks to characterize, it gives directions for finding the set of  images that are 



intended to be associated with the thing.” See White, “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact”, in 
White, Tropics of  Discourse, p. 91.

Page 7. “Events in Chicago, according to David Farber”. See Farber, Chicago ’68, p. xiii.

Page 8. “There is an element of  poetry…”. Hayden White, “The Historical Text as Literary Artifact”, 
in White, Tropics of  Discourse, pp. 97-98.

Page 8. “Beauty vs. honesty …” The image here is an adaptation of  John Everett Millais’ painting 
Ophelia (1851-52), but with Ophelia presented as a hippie. There are obvious metaphorical connec-
tions to be drawn between the image and a symbolic “death” of  the counterculture, something often 
argued to have occurred in the late 1960s/early 1970s (see notes below). For us, it was also, by way of  
the character of  Ophelia – and her treatment at the hands of  men in Hamlet – a nod to the misogyny 
existing within countercultural groups in the Sixties. Beauty vs. honesty, fiction vs. fact, the literary 
imagination vs. scientific objectivity – the line is also a gentle allusion to long-running debates on the 
nature of  history. 

Page 9. The beast, here, is Yeats’ “rough beast … [slouching] toward Bethlehem to be born.” Wheth-
er present in the writings of  Joan Didion, the pronouncements of  Richard Nixon or the films of  
Oliver Stone, such imagery consistently imbues written, verbal and visual accounts of  the Sixties. 

Page 10. “The Author Joan Didion visits San Francisco”. See Didion, “Slouching Towards Bethle-
hem”, in Didion, Slouching Towards Bethlehem (Middlesex: Penguin, 1968), pp. 78-110. 

Page 11. The images in panels 1-6 and text here are informed by those who have questioned the “de-
clensionist” narrative of  the Sixties, which often posits an “end” to the era in the late 1960s or early 
1970s. For scholars of  the feminist, gay rights and Black Power movements, for example, this search 
for a neat conclusion ends up erasing or eliding the significant contributions such movements made 
to US society in the 1970s and beyond. See, for example, Sara Evans, “Beyond Declension: Feminist 
Radicalism in the 1970s and 1980s”, in Van Gosse and Richard Moser (eds), The World the 60s Made: 
Politics and Culture in Recent America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2003), pp. 52-66; Alice 
Echols, “Nothing Distant About It: Women’s Liberation and Sixties Radicalism”, in David Farber 
(ed.), The Sixties: From Memory to History (Chapel Hill: The University of  North Carolina Press, 1994), 
pp. 149-174; Echols, Shaky Ground: The Sixties and its Aftershocks (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2002).

Page 12. “J’accuse …” As Barbara Epstein has demonstrated, grassroots political activism did not 
suddenly collapse in the 1970s and 1980s. Groups devoted to women’s rights, anti-nuclear policies, 
gay rights and a host of  other causes continued to fight for progressive social change. The text and 
images are, however, also a playful nod to Todd Gitlin’s memorable description of  media accounts 
of  post-Sixties America suggesting that it was “as if  a whole generation had moved en masse from 
j’accuse to Jacuzzi.” See Epstein, Political Protest and Cultural Revolution: Nonviolent Direct Action in the 
1970s and 1980s (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1993); Gitlin, The Sixties: Years of  Hope, Days 
of  Rage (New York: Bantam Books, 1987), p. 433.

Page 12. “And histories of  the Sixties often reverted …” See Rick Perlstein, “Who Owns the Sixties? 
The Opening of  a Scholarly Generation Gap”, Linguafranca, 6: 4 (1996), http://linguafranca.mirror.
theinfo.org/9605/sixties.html . (Accessed March 2016).

Page 13. “History, as Keith Jenkins puts it …” See Jenkins, Rethinking History (London: Routledge, 
1991), p. 21.

Page 14. “If, as Alun Munslow suggests …” See Munslow, The Future of  History, p. 139. 

Page 14. “Look out, Hayden, it’s real.” This line directly alludes to a similar utterance, “Look out, 
Haskell, it’s real”, present in Medium Cool (1969), a filmic account of  events in Chicago ’68. Written 
and directed by Haskell Wexler, this independent production blended a fictional narrative with real 
documentary footage of  the protests. Wexler and his crew actually joined and shot the demonstra-
tions. The line is spoken by a crewmember warning Wexler of  the tear gas being used by police on 



protestors. The people behind the camera puncture the film’s diegesis (as the illustrator’s hand punc-
tures our final panel). And yet, by some criteria, the line is not “real” at all – it was not uttered during 
the protests, but added in post-production. The “reality” here is therefore a creative choice, not a 
documented “fact”. Does this mean the threat of  tear gas was not real for Wexler and his crew? Is 
the line any less truthful because it was added later? Was the decision to disrupt the narrative with a 
moment of  self-reflexivity a distortion of  events or a poignant reference to their magnitude? 

For a detailed discussion of  the making of  Medium Cool, see the documentary Look Out Haskell, It’s 
Real: The Making of  Medium Cool (2001). 
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