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In February 1989, one year after the death of Richard Feynman, Physics Today published 

a special commemorative issue in honour of the late physicist. Remembered by his 

friends and admirers this glowing tribute to Feynman is particularly noteworthy for 

Murray Gell-Mann’s contribution, wherein he praised Feynman’s contributions to 

physics but had somewhat less flattering things to say regarding his character. Among 

other things, Gell-Mann expressed his displeasure with Feynman’s self-fashioning, 

describing how Feynman ‘surrounded himself with a cloud of myth, and he spent a great 

deal of time and energy generating anecdotes about himself… Many of the anecdotes 

arose, of course, through the stories Richard told, of which he was generally the hero, and 

in which he had to come out, if possible, looking smarter than anyone else’ (pp. 50-1).
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While this is not the place to discuss the complex relationship between Feynman and 

Gell-Mann, I do believe that these specific comments bear merit, particularly when we 

consider the historiography of Richard Feynman. Feynman’s own voice has been so 

strong in shaping the popular perception of his persona that frequently comes to dominate 

the way his story is told, particularly in works that are not concerned with the technical 

aspects of his scientific achievements. Feynman scholars cannot help but keep this in 

mind when reading Jim Ottaviani and Leland Myrick’s new graphic biography, simply 

titled Feynman (2011). 
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Before I discuss Ottaviani and Myrick’s Feynman, perhaps my decision to review what is 

essentially a comic biography requires some explanation. In the past few decades the 

cultural status of comic-style graphic media among post-adolescents in North America 

has increased dramatically. There is a now growing acceptance that some comics and 

graphic novels may be regarded as legitimate pieces of adult fiction, if not literature. As 

graphic media has transcended its original audience an increasing number of works have 

been created with sophisticated readers, and not primarily male youths, in mind. 

With the emerging legitimacy of graphic fiction in Western society comes the question of 

whether or not the comic format is applicable to the field of history. Graphic memoirs 

like Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1986, 1991), Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2003), and Joe 

Sacco’s journalistic treatment of Palestine and Bosnia have shown the amenability of 

graphic media for primary sources. Although graphic novels are far from a legitimate 

avenue for professional historians to share their work with each other there nevertheless 

exist several excellent popular comic histories, such as Larry Gonick’s The Cartoon 

History of the Universe series (1990-2009), complete with references, which suggests 

that perhaps good popular histories can be drawn as well as written. Finally, there are 

graphic biographies, books which lie somewhere between popular histories and 

novelizations, perhaps the best of which include Chester Brown’s Louis Riel: A Comic-

Strip Biography (2003) and Apostolos Doxiadis and Christos Papadimitriou’s self-

referential Logicomix (2009). There are, of course, dozens, if not hundreds, of less 

historically serious, popular graphic biographies. 

Given all this, what kind of work is Ottaviani and Myrick’s Feynman? 



Feynman purports to tell the life story of Richard Feynman, from his early childhood 

interest in science up to his participation in the Challenger inquiry two years before his 

death. It is largely drawn in conventional comic style, in coloured serial panels, and, 

evidently, without the use of a straight-edge. Readers will have to decide what they 

ultimately think of Myrick’s art; I personally find his style generally enjoyable, but far 

from my favourite. 

The narrative of Feynman is autobiographical, a format conducive to material that is 

often taken verbatim from Feynman himself. In fact, Feynman’s own voice dominates the 

text so strongly that incomprehensible gibberish of others comes across as ‘mugga 

wugga’, just as he described it in his own reminiscences. In a manner similar to Surely 

You’re Joking, Feynman’s life is parceled up into discrete sections, distinct tales with 

titles like ‘Safecracker (1942-1945)’ or ‘Road Trip (1948)’, which can last from panels to 

pages. The narrative is generally (but not strictly) linear, and, like a good quantum event, 

occasionally travels backwards in time. However, Feynman refrains from lingering on 

any one episode for too long, and the narrative moves brusquely through the years. In my 

opinion the pace is somewhat too quick to cover as diverse a story as Feynman wishes to 

tell, and I couldn’t help but wish that perhaps the book’s 250-someodd pages would be 

better suited to a more limited aspect of Feynman’s complex life. 

In general, Feynman avoids an in-depth discussion of the scientific work for which 

Feynman is so highly regarded in the first place. The closest the book gets to explaining 

Feynman’s conception of quantum electrodynamics is through a relatively involved 

retelling of his QED lectures, which occupies about 20 pages towards the book’s end. 

While equations and diagrams populate the book’s art, the physics that Feynman spent so 



much of his career goes unexamined – we are told that Feynman ‘got a lot of physics 

done’ at Gianone’s topless bar, but we’re not given the slightest hint as to what that 

physics consisted of. However, it might be inappropriate to chastise Ottaviani and Myrick 

too seriously for this. Indeed, it is difficult to see how Feynman could have been both a 

general and scientific graphic biography without being substantially longer and alienating 

a significant portion of its audience. 

On the whole, the picture of Feynman presented by Ottaviani and Myrick is a familiar 

one. Feynman comes across as both serious and impish, a man with a deep respect for the 

mysterious rules by which the universe is governed but one who nevertheless always 

retains an eager and playful approach to intellectual challenges of all kinds. The authors 

also paint (or rather draw and ink) a picture of Feynman as a straight-talking, down-to-

earth American who enjoyed mocking society’s unnecessary formalities. He is witty and 

likeable, a man whose triumphs were many and his faults were few. 

This compelling portrait of Feynman is at once this book’s greatest asset and greatest 

weakness. Taken as a popular work, Ottaviani and Myrick capture the enticing aspects of 

Feynman’s life and character, and their success in presenting an engaging view of a life 

in science is as inviting as the stories contained in Surely You’re Joking (1985) and other 

popular works. However, this narrative results in a disappointing work of history, as the 

authors’ subject deviates only barely from the character of Feynman as told by the man 

himself. At times the text reads as if it is an illustrated collection of ‘Feynman stories’, an 

effort to praise, not appraise, their subject. Ottaviani and Myrick may have written and 

illustrated Feynman, but it is Feynman himself who wrote the majority of their work’s 

stories. To call Feynman a popularization is too conservative – it at times reads as a 



popularization of an autobiographical popularization, albeit a nevertheless enjoyable one, 

complete with an annotated bibliography. 

The future of graphic media in history, particularly history of science, remains an open 

question, but if Feynman is any indication the medium itself poses significant challenges 

for serious scholarship. While appealing to the eye and conducive towards fiction, 

graphic media produced in the comic style seems somewhat less adapted to addressing 

the complex details of science’s past. Between the compulsion to write for the genre’s 

audience and the significantly decreased amount of information per page it is difficult to 

see how the medium as it now stands can be adopted by serious historians of science. If 

historians wish to engage with the enterprise of history in a graphic manner, to 

paraphrase Paul Dirac, perhaps some essentially new historical (or graphical) ideas are 

here needed. 
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