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410 APPENDIX 2
Introduction

The Return of the Durutti Column (Le Retour de la Colonne Durutti) was a four—
page comic by the student André Bertrand that was handed out at Strasbourg
University in October 1966 during a student protest at the opening of the
school year. This provocative piece of anarchic propaganda was published and
distributed with the help of a number of students sympathetic to Situationist
ideas who had joined a local chapter of the student organization AFGES (Asso-
ciation Fédérative Générale des Etudiants de Strasbourg). The students ille-
gally used 5,000 francs of the organization’s money to print numerous copies
of the comic along with 10,000 copies of the pamphlet The Poverty of Student
Life written by the Situationist Mustapha Khayati. This action along with their
protests across campus prompted a court order to close AFGES. The judge’s
ruling concluded:

One has only to read what the accused have written, that these five stu-
dents, scarcely more than adolescents, lacking all experience of real life,
their minds confused by ill-digested philosophical, social, political and
economic theories, and perplexed by the drab monotony of their every-
day life, make the empty, arrogant, and pathetic claim to pass definitive
judgments, sinking to outright abuse, on their fellow students, their
teachers, God, religion, the clergy, the governments and political systems
of the whole world. Rejecting all morality and restraint, these cynics do
not hesitate to commend theft, the destruction of scholarship, the abo-
lition of work, total subversion and a world-wide proletarian revolution
with “unlicensed pleasure” as its goal.

The actions taken by the university and the police to suppress the student
protests in Strasbourg backfired and soon protests by students sympathetic
to the ideas of the Situationists began to crop up in Jussieu (near Lyon), Nan-
terre, and in the massive protests that shut down Paris in May 1968. Up until
this time the Situationists, led by Guy Debord, consisted of only a small loyal
following of like-minded intellectuals, but the media attention from the pro-
test in Strasbourg launched the group into international notoriety as several
disconnected student protests became synonymous in the imagination of the
general public as “Situationist.”

Unlike the long convoluted arguments put forward in their political mani-
festos, Situationist inspired comics, such as The Return of the Durutti Column,
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THE RETURN OF THE DURUTTI COLUMN 411

had an irreverent style that visually encapsulated the ideas of the group in an
accessible manner. The comics conveyed the Situationist strategy of détour-
nement, which was a means to deviate or redirect official, normative com-
munication from its intended path. In practice détournement was a way of
quoting or “plagiarizing” existing images and text so that the original material
was subverted into something quite different. The idea owed much to the Dada
movement's use of collage in the 1920s as well as a growing cynicism toward
the hyperbole of the contemporary mass media (as found in MAD magazine).
The use of détournement within a comic strip format was exceptionally effec-
tive in the French context since virtually everyone exposed to this strip would
have grown up reading Astérixle Gaulois, Tintin, Lucky Luc, Spirou and a host of
others. As with many comic books of the era, these texts validated essentially
safe, bourgeois values while at the same time exhibiting a certain gallic sense
of humor.

The idea of détournement had been first discussed by Debord in 1956 and
altered comics had been published in Situationist journals for many years
prior to the Strasbourg protests. What distinguished The Return of the Durutti
Column from these earlier altered comics was its irreverent humor and ironic
sophistication. The wide dissemination and imitation by other student pro-
tests in France was key to establishing The Return of the Durutti Column’s legacy
as one of the seminal publications of the student protests of the 1960s.

Reading the comic today is difficult because much of the meaning is framed
by the specific events surrounding the Strasbourg protests. One suspects that
many of the images used in the comic had special meaning to the Strasbourg
students and have ceased to resonate with readers today. In this translation,
wherever possible footnotes have been attached to the lower right corner of
panels for which the meaning requires further elaboration. These notes can be
found at the end of the comic.

James Trier - 9789004402010
Downloaded from Brill.com08/27/2020 01:49:07AM
via free access



412

WHAT HAD SHOCKED THEM
THE MOST WHILE GROWING
UP WAS NOT SO MUCH
THE FEELING THAT THINGS
WERE WHAT THEY WERE,
WTH A TENDENCY TO
PETRIFY, BUT THAT

OTHER PEOPLE WERE
THOUGHTLESS ENOUGH
TO SUPPOSE THAT
THEY WOULD ABSTAIN
FROM REACTING
WTH VIOLENCE

APPENDIX 2
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THE RETURN OF THE DURUTTI COLUMN

i SSES FOLLOWED
PERPETUAL REVELRY AND ITS DIONYSIAC EXCE
THEM EVERYWHERE. AND RUINED WHAT LiTTLE ESTEEM THAT
QUGHT TOHAVE BEEN ACCORDED TO THEM BY A RATHER
SMALL NUMBER OF PEOPLE ...

Dear sir.

Onge again you have conducted yourself in such a way as to
render your presence undesirable and to Jjustify those who refuse
lodsing to students, Wednesday evening after hours and hours of
racket that indisposed the entire building and a good part of the
surrounding neighborhood and that I had to put a stop to at around
11pm, you along with several others like you thought it witty to
line up on the balcony of the third floor and urinate into the
courtyard, Although several people heard and confirmed the results
of this glorious opperation, I alone was unfortunate enough to
admire this edifying spectacle, an experience not worth having to
endure your vulgar bufoonery and insults. It is true that there is
not much that can be added to the reputation you’ve made for
yourself since we so imprudently accepted you among our renters.

1 ask you for neither hypocritical promises nor useless
excuses, and anticipate nothing short of your swift departure. I
think it right that I express to you my disgust and surprise that
you would claim to defend the interests and the reputation of the
students and that you whould think yourself worthy to speak on
their behalf

e

CH.. PROFESSOR AND LANDLORD
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SYSTEMS AND LEFTIST BUREAV-

| CRACIES WAS MADE APPARENT
| EVERYWHERE AND PARTICULARLY
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BEEN DUPED. THEY PLACED THIER '

HOPE FOR RENEWAL IN.A GROUP THAT|
DIDN'T EVEN HIDE THEIRINTENTIONS
OF SABOTAGING AS QUICKLY AS POS=
SIBLE AND FOR THE BETTER ALL OF
THIS ARCHAIC POLITICAL ACTIVISM.
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Art. 12: Hembers of the board must be Frenoh and enjoy full exercise

Art. 19: The treasurer is the agent responsible for the funds. He

LEGAL INEQUALITY keeps records of the receipts and expenses and deposits dues, gifts

and other acqusitions of funds., He c
CH HRS FOR 30 o otner ao . annot without the permission of
WHi authorize any new expenditures. His signature along with

LONG V’LIDHTED RND the signature of the President is Neégessary to authorize any
3 expenditure of funds for the Soeiety.
PROTECTED THER
DELEP‘”GN__' Art. 20: In the event of the death, resignation or removal of the

President, the Steering Committee will be required to meet at the
behest of the Board within ten days of the event.

) ¢
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s : ee or the Board while doing military servioe,

THER LIFESTYLE, THE '
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£ the . gnature 1
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ERS SUBMIT TO THE

BUT ALL THAT REALLY MADE OUR
FRIENDS LAUGH

THS WORLD HAS MADE US SEE THAT OTHER

WORLDS EXIST, COMRADES! BIG PEALL
LET'S PLAY POKER FOR THE PRESIDENCYL

AND TO THE

LOSER GOES THE
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I ..MONEY ISiN EFFECT THE CAUSE OF ALL
| CONFLICT, ALL HATRED, ALL AMBITIONS iT i$
iN A WORD THE CREATOR OF PROPERTY. WERE
WE NOT OBLIGED TO GIVE SOMETHING iN
EXCHANGE FOR WHAT WE NEED TO ASSURE
OUR EXISTENCE, GOLD WOULD LOSE iTS VALVE
AND NO ONE WOULD SEEK iT OR BE ABLE TO
ENRICH HMSELF SINCE WHATEVER HE MANAGED)|
TO AMASS WOULD NOT SERVE TO ALLOW HiM
TO PROCURE WEALTH SUPERIOR TO THAT OF
OTHERS. AS A RESULT, NO NEED FOR LAWS,
NO NEED FOR MASTERS.

ONCE AGAIN THE PRESIDENCY CHANGES HANDS WiTH EASE, BUT NOT S0
FOR THE TREASURY. THEY CONVINCED A WOMAN WHO BY CHANCE
HAPPENED TO BE PASSING BY ON THE SIDEWALK TO TAKE ON THE MORE
COMPROMISING ROLE OF TREASURER.

.C.R. = little assholes
F.C.R. = little assholes
F, C.R. = little assholes

P.C.R. = little asshole THEIR KNOWLEDGE!L

exhCTLY BY ouR

T EX
w MBIN CONCERNT

|
|
ISEE. THAT'S |
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j.C.R. = little msshole:
= little asenole OF LIFE OWED REIFICATION SERIOUS WORK. . .
= little msshole: E 5 WITH THICK BOOKS |
V.C.R. = little asshole: | NOT':"NG To Errl:IER : 3 AND LlleS oF
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R. = little asshole. THEIR SPORRDIC PAPERS ON A
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I.C.R. = little asshole:
I.C.R. = little asshole:
= little asshole:
= little asshole:
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.C.R. = little asshole:
LC.R. = little ssshole
U.C.R. = little sszhole:
LC.R. = little esshole
= little asshole:
= little asshole:
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o oy e il RPPROPRIATE PRACTICAL APPLICRTION. THEY HAD LITTLE BY LITTLE MANAGED TO
Foton CouaT M. | A | RECOGNZE THOSE FOR WHOMTHE DETERIORKTION OF THE SOCIAL MACHNE WOULD
ok s | ot BE A RELENTLESS GAME. IN'THS WAY TALKS BEGAN WTH THE “NTERNATIONAL OCCLLT.”
EEL TH TO BE POSSE .
/BLE. BUT TO REVERSE
COURSE, NO. | HAVE
TOO GREAT A HOE::U

BiG TABLE.
NO, I\NFINI)EI?-q i
RROUND. MOSTLY |
1JUST WANDER
AROUND.

OF MEN [HATE THER
CVILIZATIONS, THER
VIRTUES, AND THER
GODS TOO MUCH

anacua. .n.LEs. mn‘kmsrmn o
| FRANCISQUE, BORN 11 OCTOBER 135%,
HEIGHT 1M 666; PROFESSION: DRYCLEANER; |
C ONNECTIONS: nevaqnonnwpacnson
'FOR DETENTION: DESTRUCTION OF
'BULDINGS - AND wssmon or EXPLOSIVE
DEVICES. 2
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THE RETURN OF THE DURUTTI COLUMN 415

M w . IN ADDITION, THEY HURRIED TO ACCOMPLISH THE LITTLE TASKS NECESSARY TO THE
T WAS TiME FOR DEFENSE OF STUDENT INTERESTS .

ACTION ... P
YES. a‘lﬁ‘:_‘ffs C RTIGUE OF
SURE ERYDRY LFE

. . because it is this exclusive concentration
on the real world that will produce a new

life and new great men of great character
and great actions

As a result of this victory you will soon be able to procure for
yourseff, edited by the board of the A. F. G. E. 8. the most scandalous
brochure of the century. On the Wretchedness of Student Life Considered
from Its Economic, Psychological, Political, Sexual and Most Notably Intellectual
Perspectives is a cardiogrom of everyday redlity that will allow you
to choose for yourself, whether you are for or against the current misery,
for or against the powers that by taking your own history away from
you prevent you from lving. @

TS _YOUR TURN TO PLAY

GENERAL FEDERATIVE ASSOCIATION OF STRASBOURG “STUDENTS”
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416 APPENDIX 2
Notes

1 A black panel with speech bubbles is labeled at the bottom with the words “Paris
Match”—apparent humorous reference to the French weekly magazine founded
in 1949 and immensely popular through the 1950s though in significant decline
through the 1960s. The magazine’s moto was “Lepoids des mots, le choc des photos”
and was most popular for its simultaneous coverage of world events and celebrity
lifestyles. The Situationists would have considered it a quintessentially “bourgeois”
publication deserving little more than ridicule, a magazine worth stealing perhaps
but certainly not worth buying. One voice mentions “UNEF”—Union nationale des
étudiants de France—the primary national student union in France founded in
1907 as an umbrella organization to unify the various AGEs (Associations générales
d’étudiants) that existed and still do in each city where there is a university. Histor-
ically the most noteworthy action of the UNEF was its annual meeting on May 27,
1968 at which nearly 40,000 students came together in the Stade Sébastien Char-
lety in Paris for one of the most significant and politically charged events of the
May '68 student revolt. Another voice in the dark panel mentions Abraham Moles
(1920-1992) who held doctorates in physics and philosophy. He was a pioneer in
the field of communication aesthetics who at the time of the publication of this
comic taught sociology and psychology at the University of Strasbourg. He is per-
haps best known for his work in electroacoustics in particular his invention of the
“morphone,” an electronic echo chamber as well as his theories on the dynamics of
“kitsch.” Moles had been singled out by the protesting students for particular scorn,
on one occasion pelting him with tomatoes as he lectured.

2 A panel with a photo of a woman smiling while covered in soap suds. Below the
panel are the words “Positif”—a popular monthly French film magazine founded
in 1952 and still in production today. It was known in its early years primarily for its
leftist political language due in part to the fact that the review was managed not by
professional journalists but by university academics and students interested in film
both as an art form and a medium of popular culture.

3 “Durutti Column”—allusion to the Durruti (note misspelling) column, the larg-
est anarchist column formed during the Spanish Civil War. The column was lead
by Buenaventura Durruti and consisted of 6,000 volunteers organized into cen-
turiae or militias many of which were composed of foreigners and often named
after influential anarchist thinkers. The Centuria Sébastien Faure was composed of
French and Italian volunteers including Simon Weil, the Centuria Erich Mithsam of
Germans and the Centuria Sacco and Vanzetti of Americans.

4 A panel with a man with a woman in his lap with his hand on her thigh has the
words “Positif” below (see Appendix 2, note 2).
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THE RETURN OF THE DURUTTI COLUMN 417

5 A panel with a photo of Lenin which is an excellent example of détournement as it
is employed throughout this comic. The original photo manipulated in this image
was of Lenin speaking in Red Square on November 18, 1918 to commemorate the
first anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. In particular, it should be noted how
Lenin’s right hand has been redrawn and extended into the previous panel for obvi-
ous effect. The speech bubble mentions the J.C.R—Jeunesse communiste révolu-
tionaire—politically far left student organization with Troskyist leanings. The group
was formed from the remains of the Union des étudiants communistes when this
group was excluded from the Parti Communiste Frangais for having refused to back
Frangois Mitterand’s bid for the presidency in 1965. The JCR was closely aligned
with the Ligue Communiste until the French government in June 1968 invoked the
Loi du 10 janvier 1936 sur les groupes de combat et milices privées (Law of January
10,1936 concerning armed groups and private militias) in an effort to disband both
groups. This action was not without irony in that the law was originally enacted to
control right—wing extremist groups.

6 Reproduced here is a portion of the bylaws for A.F.G.E.S. These appear to be the
rules that were broken by the protesting students when they used the organization’s
money to produce this comic.

7 Francisco Goya, Los Caprichos, No. 49 “Duendecitos”(Hobgoblins). In this series of
prints Goya intended to point out the cruel stupidity in human nature.

8 Another derogatory reference to the J.C.R. Appendix 2, note 5.

9 The photograph of two cowboys on horseback is George Hamilton and Arthur O’Con-
nell in the movie A Thunder of Drums (1961). The dialogue between the two cowboys
is actually a quote from the Situationist Michele Bernstein’s novel All the King’s Horses
(1960). Bernstein was married for a while to the Situationist leader Guy Debord and
her novel is one of very few contributions by a woman to the Situationist’s literary
output. This image is perhaps the most famous of the entire comic in that it seems to
appear in every discussion of both situationist thought and the use of détournement
as a visual device. In 1978 an English Punk band named themselves The Durutti Col-
umn and used this image for the cover of their first album released in 1980.

10 The photograph of Jules Ravachol (1859-1892) makes him appear like a respectable
academic when in fact he was a French anarchist implicated in numerous bombing
attacks aimed at the government, the police and the courts. Arrested in Paris in
April 1892, he was tried and executed by guillotine on July 11 of the same year. Wit-
nesses reported that he refused the services of a priest and walked to the guillotine
singing a popular anarchist song. As he shouted, “Vive lare...,” the blade came down
and his head rolled into the basket. Unconfirmed reports say that half of his head
that had been preserved in formaldehyde at the Ecole de médicine de Paris was
stolen and later found nestled against the foundation of the Panthéon.
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1 This image is drawn originally from the tapisserie de Bayeux. The panel depicts a
banquet held by William (the not quite yet conqueror) surrounded by his barons
and the Bishop Odon who is blessing the wine and food. The banquet takes place
after William has arrived in England, constructed an armed fortress but prior to
the fateful battle with Harold. Within the context of the comic the image is one
of extreme, smug confidence on the part of the ruling classes represented here by
members of the royal class, high ranking clergy and the military—all members of
the “international occult” referenced in the text and suggesting through détour-
nement elements of excessive wealthy, political ambition and military power com-
bined with church sanctioned authority.

12 The painting by Eugéne Delacroix, The Death of Sardanapolous (1827), is a classic
example of orientalist decadence. Here is shown Sardanapolous, the last king of
Assyria, as he calmly looks on while all of his wealth is destroyed and his concubines
murdered. The ironic reference to Marxist thought as a “critique of everyday life” is
intended to underscore the disparity between theory and action. This comic is essen-
tially a call to action especially with the final underlined text, “It’s your turn to play.”

13 On the Wretchedness of Student Life ... (De la misére en milieu étudiant considérée sous
ses aspects économique, politique, psychologique, sexuel et notamment intellectuel et
de quelques moyens poury remédied, was a 29 page political brochure written pri-
marily by Mustapha Omar Khayati, a militant Tunisian member of the Situationist
International and close associate of Guy Debord. He left the organization in 1969 for
Jordan where he joined the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine.

One year after the original French publication an English translation was published
in London entitled, Ten Days That Shook the University—The Situationists at Stras-
bourg. This publication included the complete text of the pamphlet and selected
panels from the comic with translation.

In 1976 Khayati contested the commercial publication of the pamphlet by Editions
Champ Libre claiming that such publication was a violation of the original intent of
the work which was published, as were most Situationist texts, without copyright.
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