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The series &quot;Vater und Sohn&quot; (Father and Son), created by the German illustrator Erich Ohser under 

the pseudonym e.o. plauen, represents a cornerstone of 20th-century visual storytelling. First published in the 

1930s in the Berliner Illustrirte Zeitung, these wordless comic strips have transcended their original historical 

context to become essential pedagogical tools in modern language arts and creative writing curricula. This article 

provides an in-depth technical analysis of the narrative mechanics, historical significance, and pedagogical 

application of these picture stories, with a specific focus on the iconic installment &quot;Die Unterschrift&quot;

(The Signature).

1. Historical and Biographical Context: The Genesis of e.o. plauen

To understand the depth of the Vater und Sohn series, one must first analyze the socio-political environment of its 

creation. Erich Ohser, a gifted caricaturist, was prohibited from practicing his profession by the National Socialist 

regime due to his political cartoons. To continue working, he adopted the pseudonym e.o. plauen(Erich Ohser

from Plauen). The series debuted in December 1934 and ran until 1937, comprising roughly 157 stories.

The technical brilliance of Ohser&rsquo;s work lies in its wordless nature. By removing dialogue, Ohser relied 

entirely on character design, expressive anatomy, and sequential pacing. This was not merely a stylistic choice but 

a functional one that allowed the stories to be universally understood, regardless of the reader&rsquo;s literacy 

level or native language. This universality is what makes the series a prime candidate for contemporary educational 

assessments, particularly in the 5th and 6th-grade levels (5. Schulstufe).

2. Narrative Mechanics and Visual Literacy

Visual literacy is the ability to interpret, negotiate, and make meaning from information presented in the form of an 

image. In Vater und Sohn, the narrative mechanics are driven by three core components: Character Dynamics, 

Sequential Logic, and Irony.

A. Character Dynamics

The duo consists of a stout, balding father with a characteristic mustache and a small, unruly-haired son. Their 

relationship is defined by mutual affection, mischief, and a subversion of traditional patriarchal authority. Unlike the 

stern figures found in Struwwelpeter or Wilhelm Busch&rsquo;s Max und Moritz, the Father in Ohser&rsquo;s work

often participates in the Son&rsquo;s games or displays human fallibility, which creates a deep sense of empathy in

the reader.

B. Sequential Logic

Ohser utilizes a linear panel structure, typically ranging from 4 to 9 frames. The transition between frames (known

in comics theory as 'closure') requires the reader to mentally fill in the actions between still moments. For example,

in the story &quot;Die Unterschrift,&quot; the transition from the Father being blindfolded to him signing a paper

requires the reader to infer the Son's manipulative intent and the Father's gullible participation.

C. Structural Irony



The &quot;twist&quot; or Pointe is a staple of these stories. Technical analysis of the plots reveals a frequent use of 

Situational Irony, where the outcome is the opposite of what the characters (usually the Father) intended. This

provides a clear climax and resolution, making it an ideal model for students learning to structure a narrative arc

(Introduction, Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action, Resolution).

3. Case Study: &quot;Die Unterschrift&quot; (The Signature)

The story &quot;Die Unterschrift&quot; is frequently used in Klassenarbeiten(class tests) to evaluate a

student&rsquo;s ability to transform visual cues into a coherent written narrative. The plot involves a classic school-

age conflict: the dreaded bad grade and the requirement for a parental signature.

Technical Breakdown of the Panels

1.  Panel 1: The Conflict. The Son returns from school with a document (likely a failed test or a reprimand). His 

body language indicates anxiety or calculation.

2.  Panel 2: The Strategy. The Son approaches the Father. In some versions of this trope, a game is initiated 

(e.g., Blind Man&rsquo;s Bluff) to distract the Father.

3.  Panel 3: The Action. The Father, while distracted or blindfolded, provides his signature on the document, 

believing it is part of the game or a mundane task.

4.  Panel 4: The Aftermath. The Father removes the blindfold, satisfied with the &quot;game,&quot; while the 

Son quickly retrieves the signed document, having successfully avoided the expected confrontation.



Element Visual Cue Narrative Interpretation (German 
Context)

Protagonist The Son (Der Sohn) Needs a signature for a bad grade 
(schlechte Note).

Antagonist/Ally The Father (Der Vater) Unwittingly signs the document 
(unterschreibt blind).

Atmosphere Domestic setting Use of häusliche Umgebung to 
ground the story.

Climax The act of signing The critical moment of deception 
(Täuschung).

Tense Requirement N/A Writing in Präteritum 
(Mitvergangenheit).

4. Pedagogical Framework: Writing a Picture Story (Bildergeschichte)

In German secondary education, writing an essay based on Vater und Sohn is a standard method for developing 

descriptive and narrative skills. To produce a high-quality Aufsatz, students must adhere to a specific technical

framework.

I. Preparation and Observation

Before writing, the student must perform a Semiotic Analysis of the panels. This involves identifying facial 

expressions (Mimik), gestures (Gestik), and symbols (e.g., exclamation marks, sweat drops). The goal is to

translate these visual signifiers into descriptive adjectives and adverbs.

II. Linguistic Execution: The Tense System

A technical requirement for these essays is the use of the Präteritum (Preterite/Simple Past). In German, this is 

known as the Erzählzeit (narrative tense). Students are often penalized for switching to Perfekt (Present Perfect) or 

Präsens (Present).

•  Correct: &quot;Der Vater setzte sich auf den Stuhl und nahm die Feder in die Hand.&quot;

•  Incorrect: &quot;Der Vater hat sich auf den Stuhl gesetzt.&quot;

III. Drafting the Narrative Arc

The technical structure of the essay must follow a logical progression:

1.  Introduction (Einleitung): Introduce the characters, setting, and initial situation. Who, where, when, and what?

2.  Body (Hauptteil): Describe the sequence of events. Use varied sentence structures and transition words 

(zuerst, danach, plötzlich, schließlich). Incorporate Direct Speech (Wörtliche Rede) to bring the characters to life, 

even though the original comic is silent.

3.  Conclusion (Schluss): Summarize the outcome and the &quot;lesson&quot; or the emotional state of the 

characters.

5. Comparative Analysis: Vater und Sohn vs. Traditional Comics

The following table compares Ohser&rsquo;s work with other prominent 19th and early 20th-century illustrated

stories to highlight its unique technical attributes.



Feature Vater und Sohn (e.o. 
plauen)

Max und Moritz (W. 
Busch)

Modern Comic Strips 
(e.g., Peanuts)

Dialogue Absent (Wordless) Rhymed Couplets Speech Bubbles

Moral Tone Empathetic, Humanist Moralistic, Punitive Philosophical, 
Observational

Art Style Clean line, High contrast Woodcut style, Detailed Varies (Minimalist to 
Detailed)

Primary Conflict Everyday 
misunderstandings

Malicious pranks Social/Interpersonal issues

Pedagogical Use Creative Writing / 
Description

Rhythmic Reading / Ethics Cultural Analysis

6. Technical Challenges in Interpretative Writing

When translating Vater und Sohninto text, writers often encounter several &quot;failure modes.&quot; Addressing

these requires a strategic approach to technical writing and literary analysis.

A. The Trap of Mere Description

A common error is simply listing the objects in the frame (e.g., &quot;There is a table. There is a lamp.&quot;). A 

technical writer must instead focus on Action-Oriented Prose. Instead of describing the lamp, describe how the

light falls on the paper the Father is about to sign, creating a sense of focus or tension.

B. Managing Temporal Transitions

Because comic panels represent &quot;frozen&quot; moments in time, the writer must create the temporal bridge 

between them. This requires the use of Connective Adverbs. Without these, the story feels disjointed and lacks 

flow (Kohärenz).

C. Psychological Depth

Since the characters do not speak, the writer must infer and articulate their internal states. This involves 

Psychological Characterization. Why does the Son feel the need to trick his Father? Is it fear, or is it a game?

Defining this motivation is crucial for a sophisticated analysis.

7. Guidelines for Educators and Students

For those utilizing Vater und Sohnin a professional or educational capacity, the following checklist ensures a

comprehensive exploration of the material:

•  Vocabulary Expansion: Focus on synonyms for &quot;said&quot; (sagte, rief, flüsterte, schimpfte) and 

&quot;went&quot; (schlich, rannte, spazierte).

•  Perspective Exercises: Rewrite the story from the Father&rsquo;s perspective vs. the Son&rsquo;s 

perspective to understand Narrative Point of View.

•  Structural Integrity: Ensure the Pointe (the joke or twist) is clearly explained and not glossed over, as it is the 

functional heart of the comic.

•  Historical Reflection: For older students, discuss how the warmth of the Vater und Sohn relationship stood in 

stark contrast to the rigid, authoritarian propaganda of the 1930s.



8. The Enduring Legacy of the &quot;Silent Narrative&quot;

The technical brilliance of Erich Ohser lies in his ability to capture the complexities of human relationships through

simple, elegant line work. The story &quot;Die Unterschrift&quot; serves as a perfect microcosm of the

series&mdash;showcasing a blend of deception, innocence, and the eventual triumph of the &quot;underdog&quot;

(the child) over a bureaucratic or parental obstacle. 

From a technical writing perspective, these picture stories are more than just comics; they are Encoded 

Sequential Data. The task of the student or writer is to Decode this visual data and Re-encode it into a linguistic 

format. This process builds essential cognitive pathways between visual perception and verbal expression. As we 

continue to move toward a more visually-oriented digital culture, the skills developed through the study of 

Bildgeschichtenremain more relevant than ever. They teach us that even in silence, there is a profound narrative to

be discovered, analyzed, and shared.

Ultimately, the success of Vater und Sohnin the classroom and beyond is a testament to the power of universal

storytelling. By focusing on the fundamental bond between a parent and child, Ohser created a timeless framework

that continues to challenge and inspire writers, educators, and artists nearly a century later. Whether analyzed for

its historical importance or used as a tool for linguistic mastery, the work of e.o. plauen stands as a masterclass in

visual communication.
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