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A d u l t C o m i c s 

In a s o c i e t y w h e r e a c o m i c e q u a t e s w i t h k n o c k a b o u t a m u s e m e n t f o r 
c h i l d r e n , t h e s u d d e n p r e - e m i n e n c e of a d u l t c o m i c s , on e v e r y t h i n g 
f r o m p o l i t i c a l s a t i r e t o e r o t i c f a n t a s y , h a s p r e d i c t a b l y a t t r a c t e d an 
e n o r m o u s a m o u n t of a t t e n t i o n . 

A d u l t c o m i c s a re p a r t of t h e c u l t u r a l l a n d s c a p e in a w a y t h a t w o u l d 
have b e e n u n i m a g i n a b l e a d e c a d e ago . In t h i s first s u r v e y of i t s k ind , 
R o g e r S a b i n t r a c e s t h e h i s t o r y o f c o m i c s f o r o l d e r r e a d e r s f r o m 
t h e end o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y t o t h e p r e s e n t . He t a k e s in t h e 
p i o n e e r i n g t i t l e s p r e - F i r s t W o r l d W a r , t h e u n d e r g r o u n d ' c o m i x ' o f 
t h e 1960s and 1970s, ' f a n d o m ' in t h e 1970s a n d 1980s, a n d t h e b o o m 
of t h e 1980s a n d 1990s ( i n c l u d i n g ' g r a p h i c n o v e l s ' and Viz.). C o v e r i n g 
c o m i c s f r o m t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s , E u r o p e and J a p a n , Adult Comics 
a d d r e s s e s s u c h i s s u e s as t h e g r a p h i c nove l in c o n t e x t , c u l t u r a l 
o v e r s p i l l a n d t h e r o l e of w o m e n . 

By t a k i n g a b r o a d s w e e p , S a b i n d e m o n s t r a t e s t h a t t h e w i d e l y - h e l d 
n o t i o n t h a t c o m i c s ' g r e w up ' in t h e l a t e 1980s is a m i s t a k e n one, 
l a r g e l y i n v e n t e d by t h e m e d i a . Adult Comics: An Introduction is 
i n t e n d e d p r i m a r i l y f o r s t u d e n t use , bu t is w r i t t e n w i t h t h e c o m i c 
e n t h u s i a s t ve ry m u c h in m i n d . 

R o g e r S a b i n is a f r e e l a n c e a r t s j o u r n a l i s t , l i v i n g a n d w o r k i n g in 
L o n d o n . He h a s w r i t t e n a b o u t c o m i c s f o r s e v e r a l n a t i o n a l n e w s -
p a p e r s and m a g a z i n e s , i n c l u d i n g The Guardian, The Independent and 
New Statesman and Society. 
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General editor's preface 

How can we recognise or deal with the new? Any equipment we bring 
to the task will have been designed to engage with the old: it will look 
for and identify extensions and developments of what we already 
know. To some degree the unprecedented will always be unthinkable. 

The New Accents series has made its own wary negotiation 
around that paradox, turning it, over the years, into the central con-
cern of a continuing project. We are obliged, of course, to be bold. 
Change is our proclaimed business, innovation our announced quarry, 
the accents of the future the language in which we deal. So we have 
sought, and still seek, to confront and respond to those developments 
in literary studies that seem crucial aspects of the tidal waves of trans-
formation that continue to sweep across our culture. Areas such as 
structuralism, post-structuralism, feminism, marxism, semiotics, sub-
culture, deconstruction, dialogism, postmodernism, and the new 
attention to the nature and modes of language, politics and way of life 
that these bring, have already been the primary concern of a large 
number of our volumes. Their 'nuts and bolts' exposition of the issues 
at stake in new ways of writing texts and new ways of reading them has 
proved an effective stratagem against perplexity. 

But the question of what 'texts' are or may be has also become 
more and more complex. It is not just the impact of electronic modes 
of communication, such as computer networks and data banks, that 
has forced us to revise our sense of the sort of material to which the 
process called 'reading' may apply. Satellite television and supersonic 
travel have eroded the traditional capacities of time and space to con-
firm prejudice, reinforce ignorance, and conceal significant difference. 
Ways of life and cultural practices of which we had barely heard can 
now be set compellingly beside - can even confront - our own. The 
effect is to make us ponder the culture we have inherited; to see it, 
perhaps for the first time, as an intricate, continuing construction. And 
that means that we can also begin to see, and to question, those 
arrangements of foregrounding and backgrounding, of stressing and 
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repressing, of placing at the centre and of restricting to the periphery, 
that give our own way of life its distinctive character. 

Small wonder if, nowadays, we frequently find ourselves at the 
boundaries of the precedented and at the limit of the thinkable: peering 
into an abyss out of which there begin to lurch awkwardly-formed 
monsters with unaccountable - yet unavoidable - demands on our 
attention. These may involve unnerving styles of narrative, unsettling 
notions of'history', unphilosophical ideas about 'philosophy', even un-
childish views of 'comics', to say nothing of a host of barely respectable 
activities for which we have no reassuring names. 

In this situation, straightforward elucidation, careful unpicking, 
informative bibliographies, can offer positive help, and each New 
Accents volume will continue to include these. But if the project of 
closely scrutinising the new remains nonetheless a disconcerting one, 
there are still overwhelming reasons for giving it all the consideration 
we can muster. The unthinkable, after all, is that which covertly shapes 
our thoughts. 

TERENCE HAWKES 
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Introduction 

The traditional image of a comic in most people's minds is of a cheap, 
throw-away periodical for children - if you're British, that invariably 
conjures up memories of knockabout characters inflicting unspeakable 
violence on each other; if you're American, of brightly-costumed 
superheroes dispensing two-fisted justice. The Oxford English 
Dictionary definition until recently was 'A children's paper . . . having 
as its express aim to excite mirth.' Comics are not seen as the most 
sophisticated of media, but then they don't have to be, orientated as 
they are towards the juvenile and uncritical. 

But in recent years, that image has been challenged as a 'new 
breed' of adult comics has come to the fore. Their aims are much more 
ambitious: today it is common to come across examples that are expen-
sively produced (often in book form), and which deal with subject-
matter ranging from political satire, to erotic fantasy, to eyewitness 
accounts of the Nazi holocaust. Such publications are reviewed in the 
quality press, and are available from newsagents, bookshops, specialist 
comics shops and even local libraries. The latest dictionary definition 
has been modified to: 'a children's periodical [or] . . . similar publica-
tion intended for adults'. 

The media has called it a 'revolution'. The press, and to a lesser 
extent radio and TV, have all made much of the story that comics 
'grew up' in the mid-to-late 1980s and are no longer 'kids' stuff'. From 
being the preserve of 8- to 15-year-olds, we are told that suddenly 
comics are respectable reading matter for post-adolescents. It was, and 
is, a seductive interpretation of events, and has become one of the 
recurring cliches of arts journalism. 

But what the media did not do (could not do) was to provide any 
sort of context for events, any kind of informed background to the cur-
rent boom. Which is why Adult Comics exists. The intention here is to 
show that the history of comics for older readers stretches back a long 
way before the mid-1980s, to the nineteenth century in fact, and to 
show that the 'adult revolution' is actually just one stage in the long and 
complicated evolution of the form. The method will be to survey the 
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main titles from the past, and thereby to map the contours of an adult 
comics history. The book is intended above all to be an introduction to 
the subject, and assumes no prior knowledge. 

It is also intended to plug a gap. In the 1990s, with the new 
sophisticated titles, comics are beginning to be taken seriously, and can 
find themselves co-opted as a subject for study on to courses in litera-
ture and cultural studies at every level (a similar kind of assimilation 
happened to pulp novels in the 1960s, and to science fiction in the 
1970s and 1980s - comics were bound to be next). Although this 
process is still in its early stages, there is nevertheless a need for a 
primer-textbook that treats adult comics as an identifiable area for 
discussion. 

Having said that, it is necessary to define our boundaries. First, 
this is a history of comics periodicals - not strips or cartoons in 
newspapers and magazines. These areas are linked very closely, of 
course, as each uses a combination of words and pictures to communi-
cate (additionally it could be said that the newspaper is the principal 
place where adults come into contact with such a form). Yet, cartoons 
and strips ultimately conform to very different aesthetics - in the case 
of the former, this might involve the need to be topical or to make some 
kind of political point; for the latter, to get to a punch-line in three or 
four panels; and so on. As such, distinct traditions are involved, which 
are not the concern here. 

Nor is the book about all comics. It is about 'adult' comics - a 
particular, and historically minor, sector of the industry. Children's 
comics have constituted the vast majority of titles published since the 
beginning of the form, and although a chapter has been included on 
them in order to provide background information, they are not the 
focus here. Readers wishing to find out more about them are advised to 
consult one or other of the general histories listed in the bibliography. 

But even narrowing down the compass of the book in this way, 
the subject-matter remains very broad. As we shall see, the history of 
comics for older readers is a surprisingly rich one, and it has been 
impossible to give anything but a very selective account. Indeed, whole 
genres have had to be ignored - educational, propagandist and reli-
gious comics to name three. Moreover, in respect of those titles that 
have been mentioned, comment has had to be kept to a minimum, 
space being dictated more-or-less by historical importance, and by the 
extent to which they have been covered in sources elsewhere. Therefore 
it is only fair to warn any reader expecting a detailed analysis of fifteen 
years of Cerebus, for example, that they are likely to be disappointed. 

Where an 'adult' comic begins, and any other kind ends, 
however, is much harder to say. The fact is that comics, like any other 
medium, can be read on a number of levels. It would be silly to deny, 
for instance, that a number of children read adult comics, or that some 
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adults read the Beano. For this reason, many comics fans find the 
'adult' distinction patronising ('the last time I said I was "adult"', as 
one fan said to me, 'I was 6 years old'). More usefully, they claim, the 
split should be made between children's comics and comics for a 
general readership: after all, we don't have 'adult TV' or 'adult 
libraries'. This argument undoubtedly has some validity. 

And yet, 'adult comics' is the terminology the industry itself 
prefers. It is in widespread use in advertising, marketing and wherever 
else comics are discussed, and has been taken up wholesale by the 
press. It is an easy shorthand, and in general terms describes a comic 
with a mature bent, in contra-distinction to titles in the traditional pre-
adolescent and adolescent categories. 

To be more specific than that, however, raises the issue of pre-
cise age-groups - and here even the industry itself is not so definite. The 
biggest publishers of adult material for the British market, for instance, 
DC Comics, Marvel, Titan Books and Fleetway, target the over-16s, 
and generally include a 'Mature Readers' label on their comics; but the 
label 'Adults Only' that appears on many other American and British 
titles is an indication to retailers not to sell to anybody under 18. To 
confuse things further, there are a variety of other labels, such as 'Not 
For Sale To Children', which are also not age-specific. The whole ques-
tion is set against a background of ambiguity in British society as to 
where adulthood begins; the school-leaving age is 16, but the voting 
age is 18. Such confusion suits some publishers of course. So long as 
boundaries remain blurred, they can seek to maximise the age-range 
that will buy their comics. Indeed, a few have openly admitted that they 
use labels such as 'For Mature Readers' specifically to generate 
curiosity among a younger audience. 

Thus, for the purposes of our discussion, we are forced to take 
a somewhat arbitrary stance, and to consider an 'adult comic' to be any 
title orientated primarily towards an over-16 readership, and a 'chil-
dren's comic' to be for any age younger than this. It should be noted 
that within these categories the historically predominant target age-
range for an adult comic is 16 to 24, and for a children's comic 8 to 12 
(comics falling between the two camps, i.e., 13 to 15, are sometimes, 
though rarely, referred to as 'adolescent comics', and below 8 years as 
'nursery comics'). Any instances of titles targeting a 'general' reader-
ship or of the occurrence of 'crossover' readerships - for example, 
where a children's comic picks up an adult following or vice versa -
will be noted as we go along. 

Finally, the book has two underlying idiosyncrasies. First, it is 
written from a British perspective, which may be an obvious statement 
since the author is British, and bound to bring a British sensibility to his 
subject. But it is necessary to bear in mind the overwhelming impact 
American comics have made in Britain in the last two-and-a-half 

INTRODUCTION 



decades (the 'adult revolution' itself, as we shall see, was built almost 
entirely on American-originated titles). For this reason, comics history 
is too often seen as 'American comics history' - a distortion reinforced 
by the fact that almost all the secondary sources on the market are 
themselves American and largely ignore comics originating in other 
parts of the world. 

Second, an effort has been made to get away from the 
predominant treatment of comics as collectable commodities. Most 
books about the subject tend to treat it from a 'fan' perspective - that 
is, informed by a combination of artwork appreciation, nostalgia, 
'trash aestheticism' and, increasingly, investment potential. There is 
nothing wrong with this on its own terms, of course. But in order to 
explore comics' wider role, and their place in modern society generally, 
it is necessary to approach them from another angle, one which stresses 
historical and cultural imperatives. Indeed, some historians are begin-
ning to reverse the equation, and to ask what comics can offer as an 
historical source. Significantly, then, Adult Comics is not written by 
someone with a fan background, and is not intended primarily for fans. 
Indeed, at a time when fan culture is becoming more and more 
business-orientated, perhaps it is more appropriate than ever to stress 
that comics have a value beyond that which a dealer might put on 
them. 

Methodology 

Adult Comics is divided into three parts. The first two attempt to put 
the 'adult revolution' in historical context by giving a general chrono-
logical account of adult comics in Britain and the USA. The third 
endeavours to give a wider contextual picture by looking at adult 
comics in other parts of the world - particularly Europe and Japan -
as well as at the relationship of adult comics to other media, the role of 
women and the significance of the 'graphic novel'. Suggestions for fur-
ther reading are given at the end of each chapter, and a select bibliog-
raphy appears at the end of the book, broken down into categories 
including sources in English, foreign language sources, fanzines and 
videos. 

Names and dates 

Where a comic is a collaborative effort, the name of the writer will be 
given first, followed by that of the artist (space forbids the listing of 
inkers, letterers and editors where involved). Dates given are of the first 
date a comic appears; this is simply due to the sometimes erratic nature 
of comics publishing - titles have been known to cease, restart, cease, 
merge with another title and restart. Full dates for key comics are given 
in Appendix 2. 
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What is a comic? 

It seems a simple enough question - after all, we've all read comics, so 
we all know pretty much what they are. But actually to define one is a 
little more difficult. Terms tend to mean 'what they have come to 
mean', and putting a neat definition on a 'common-sense' idea can 
often lead to descriptive contortionism. All we can do is work back-
wards, in a sense, trying to fix certain essentials that hold true for most 
examples of the form - old and new, adult and juvenile. 

The fundamental ingredient of a comic is the 'comic strip'. This 
is a narrative in the form of a sequence of pictures - usually, but not 
always, with text. In length it can be anything from a single image 
upwards, with some strips containing thousands. A 'comic' per se is a 
publication in booklet, tabloid, magazine or book form that includes 
as a major feature the presence of one or more strips.1 Comics are 
usually published regularly (weekly, monthly, occasionally quarterly), 
and are generally cheap in order to be accessible to the widest possible 
audience. 

Strips usually share certain conventions. In terms of graphics, 
the most obvious are bordered panels, which serve to break down the 
action into readily-understandable segments. These are like windows, 
through which events are seen, and are occasionally expanded or 
enlarged to emphasise a dramatic moment. Other visual conventions 
include speed-lines, speech-balloons, think-balloons and various forms 
of graphic symbolism such as bulging eyeballs to suggest surprise. 

The text too has conventions. There are three basic types of lan-
guage in comics - narrative, dialogue and sound effects. Narrative 
often appears in a box at the top of the panel, usually to introduce a sit-
uation depicted therein. Dialogue is typically presented in speech-
balloons, which issue from characters' mouths (it has been argued that 
this device originates from the appearance of 'steam clouds' when a 
person speaks on a cold day). Finally, sound effects are often 
onomatopoeic - 'pow!', 'ker-splat!' and so on. The size of the lettering 
in each case is sometimes varied to suggest loudness. 

Taken together, these conventions constitute an abbreviated 
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Figure 0.1 A schematic 

illustration to show the 

passage of the reader's eye 

over a panel from a 

romance comic. 

Reproduced from research 

published in the Journal of 

Popular Culture, no. 19, 

1986. © 1986 Lawrence 

Abbott 

style or shorthand that allows the reader to fill in the gaps using his or 
her imagination. Like anything else, reading a comic is an acquired 
skill. It takes an amazing number of eye-movements to understand a 
panel - flicking from picture to text and back again - though the strip 
itself is invariably read traditionally, left to right, like a book (see 
Figure 0.1). Since comics require this high level of reader-p articip ation, 
newcomers sometimes find them tiring to read for any length of time. 

In terms of content, strips basically tell stories. Most are fic-
tional, and most conform to a formula - working through a series of 
typical phases and ending in foreseeable fashion. They characteristi-
cally star a number of regular characters, who appear in every issue of 
the comic and who act within relatively predictable ranges of behav-
iour. Historically most, though by no means all, have been humorous 
(hence the origins of the word 'comic'). 

In telling these stories, strips predominantly utilise a 'cinematic' 
approach (the analogy with cinema is a useful one, although it should 
be noted that the two forms developed independently).2 Composition-
ally, they often make use of 'establishing shots', 'close-ups', 'pano-
ramas' and so on; different 'camera-angles' can add greatly to the 
drama of a strip. Editing techniques also associated with film are simi-
larly used: for example, 'segueing' - the device of echoing the image in 
the final panel of one page in the first panel of the next; and 'jump-
cutting' - flashing abruptly from one scene to another. (The advantage 
of a comic over film, of course, is that entire universes can be created 
with the stroke of a pen - with just the price of the ink to consider.) 

Finally, because comics involve text and pictures, most are 
produced not by one person, but by a team - a writer and an artist, 
with sometimes an inker, colourist and letterer. These team members 
are known as 'creators'. In addition, there may be another member, the 
editor, whose job, among other things, is to be in overall control of the 
strip and to cut out superfluous material. 

Many of these points may seem obvious, but we should pause 
here for a moment to consider some qualifications. Above all, any 
definition is an 'evolving' concept, and characteristics will accrue or 
disappear over time. Hence, fixing an archetype has its limitations: all 
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Figure 0.2 Panel from the 

horror comic Reaper of Love 

(1991). Art/script: Berni 

Wrightson. © 1991 The 

creator 

we can really say is that a clearer idea of 'what a comic is' at any 
particular time will emerge as the book progresses chronologically. 

Similarly, there are exceptions to the rules, and even the most 
seemingly self-evident characteristics are open to question. The key 
word in the definition thus far has been 'most' - what most strips and 
comics are like. Yet, it is worth bearing in mind that there are strips in 
existence that are not 'sequential', and have 'jump-cuts' every panel; 
there are strips that are not narratives, and feature a series of unrelated 
abstract images; there are strips that do not use conventions, and do 
not star a recurring cast; there are comics that are not cheap (£20 is not 
unheard of), and that do not come out regularly. The list could 
continue. 

Nevertheless, flawed as it may be, this definition is a starting-
point. It allows us to go a stage further and to look briefly at some of 
the storytelling possibilities a comic can suggest. 

To begin with, a strip can compress or extend time. For 
example, in the detail from the horror comic Reaper of Love (Figure 
0.2) the assailant mutters ' . . . and disable . . . ' , while in the process of 
slamming down a large club on to his victim, who simultaneously 
screams 'Gar!! . . . My Leg . . . ' Clearly this is not 'real time'. A com-
pression has taken place to create the maximum dramatic effect. 
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Figure 0.3 The first page of 

Watchmen (1987), demon-

strating several comics 

techniques and 

characteristics: narrative, 

dialogue, 'camera 

positioning' (in this case 

going from close-up to long-

shot), and an expanded final 

panel for dramatic effect. 

Art: Dave Gibbons. Script: 

Alan Moore. © 1987 DC 

Comics Inc. 

By the same token, strips can compress information in a clear 
and understandable fashion. Recent research into the production of 
military training manuals by the US Defense Department concluded 
that, out of all of the options - plain text, illustrated text, text with 
photos and comic strips - comic strips proved the most effective in 
getting the requisite information across.3 The research showed it is 
possible in comics to convey enormous amounts of information in a 
very limited space. 

Finally, strips are capable of innumerable narrative 'tricks'. 
Words and pictures do not have to refer to the same thing, and creators 
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can play with juxtaposition to create a variety of dramatic moods (for 
example, a nursery rhyme in caption-form over an image of a vicious 
murder would produce a disturbing and chilling effect). Strips are a 
great form for metaphor, and ironic or dramatic counterpoint is a 
frequently used technique. 

All of these devices highlight the fact that a strip does not 
'happen' in the words, or the pictures, but somewhere in-between, in 
what is sometimes known as 'the marriage of text and image'. The 
strips may be just a mix of words and pictures, but the permutations of 
the two are almost endless - limited only by the imaginations of the 
creators. In short, strips have their own aesthetic: they are a language, 
with their own grammar, syntax and punctuation. They are not some 
hybrid form halfway between 'literature' and 'art' (whatever those 
words might mean), but a medium in their own right. 

Having come to this simple but crucial conclusion, it follows 
that, technically speaking, there is no good reason why comics should 
be confined to any particular age-group. They are capable of the same 
range of subject-matter as novels, films or any other media - as well as 
the same degree of depth in artistic and literary expression. Theoreti-
cally at least, comics have the same potential as a means of communi-
cation for adults as for children. How theory and practice have 
matched up historically is one of the key themes of this book. 

Further reading 

Will Eisner's Comics and Sequential Art (Tamacac, Florida: Poor-
house Press 1985) is an excellent 'how-to' guide to storytelling from a 
creator's point of view, a masterpiece of instructional simplicity. Alan 
Moore's essay 'On Writing for Comics', FA, 92 -5 (August 
1985-February 1986), reprinted in Comics Journal, 119-21 
(January-April 1988), contains useful insights into the thought-
processes of one of today's top auteurs. The best study in English of the 
semiotics of comics is Lawrence Abbott's article 'Comic Art: Charac-
teristics and Potentialities of a Narrative Medium', Journal of Popular 
Culture, 19 (spring 1986), pp. 155-73. 
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The first adult comics 

For the Benefit of Old Boys, Young Boys, Odd Boys 

Generally and Even Girls 

(Subheading, Ally Sloper's Half H o l i d a y , 1884) 

The first comics in the world to fit our basic definition are generally 
acknowledged to have appeared in Britain towards the end of the 
nineteenth century. Born out of economic opportunism, they were 
designed as cheap and cheerful entertainment for the working classes. 
At the time, Britain was one of the chief industrial nations of the world, 
and not only did the economic capacity exist for mass-produced leisure 
publications, but the level of literacy among the population was rela-
tively high. To maximise the audience, the comics were orientated not 
solely towards children, but had a mixed market in mind, with white-
collar, male adults as their main target readership. 

The distant historical origins of comics are disputed. Certainly 
they did not just appear out of a vacuum, fully-formed, but evolved out 
of previous forms of visual narrative communication. It is a common 
starting-point for histories of comics, for example, to trace them to 
ancient beginnings, such as the Bayeux Tapestry or Egyptian hiero-
glyphics - sometimes even to paleolithic cave paintings. However, this 
kind of historical extrapolation is dubious in its logic, and often used 
to 'justify' comics by association with more culturally-respected forms. 

More usefully, some historians have looked to illustrated litera-
ture in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries for roots. One popular 
theory traces comics to the growth of children's book illustration; 
another sees comics as an outgrowth of (or reaction to) the 'penny 
dreadfuls' - sensationalist, illustrated, bit-part novels - that flourished 
in Victorian Britain. But although both forms have tangential links, 
they constitute historical tributaries rather than the mainstream.1 

For the first comics were above all intended to be funny. It is, 
therefore, necessary to place them in the context of the developing 
humorous publications of this era, a genre that can be said to begin 
with the emergence of prints, broadsheets and illustrated magazines 
dealing with satire. Here were to be found not only the origins of 
modern satirical joke-telling, but also the widespread use of techniques 
such as captions, speech-balloons and drawn-in panel borders.2 

Technology played a major part in the satire boom. The 
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dominant eighteenth-century method of printing involved etching a 
design on to a copper plate by means of a special tool: prints and broad-
sheets produced by this method were occasionally advertised as 'comic 
cuts' (a 'cut' being the traditional name for an engraving). This process 
gave way in the 1820s to 'lithography', based on the chemical reaction 
between ink and grease, which made multiple reproductions possible 
without any deterioration in quality. As humorous lithographs became 
common, so the term 'the comicals' became the established colloqui-
alism, sometimes abbreviated to just 'the comics'. Thus the word 
'comics' itself was in frequent use long before the category as such had 
been invented. 

In terms of the content of these early publications, the tone was 
set by four outstanding talents. William Hogarth (1697-1764) is today 
recognised as the founding father of modern satire, and refined the use 

Figure 1.1 '"The Friend of 

the People" and his Petty 

New Tax Gatherer Paying 

John Bull a Visit' (1806) by 

James Gillray, the first pol-

itical cartoonist in the 

modern sense (the 'friend of 

the people' caricatures the 

statesman Charles James 

Fox, and the 'Petty Tax 

Gatherer' the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer, John Petty) * F/m'v >, j 'ttirl'KunJ-: 
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of sequential images for his scathing didactic images of poverty and 
affluence. Thomas Rowlandson (1757-1827) belonged to the next 
generation of social commentators, and took the art of caricature to 
new levels, creating outrageous likenesses of public figures - among 
them royal dukes, actresses and auctioneers. James Gillray 
(1757-1815) is today acknowledged as the first political cartoonist in 
the modern sense: his acidic attacks on the social injustices of the reign 
of George III still have the power to shock. Finally, George 
Cruickshank (1792-1878) was arguably the finest draughtsman of the 
four, and produced many penetrating party-political satires in a 
meticulously-rendered style. 

Audiences were of two basic types. Traditional prints and 
broadsheets had small print-runs and were.well-produced and expen-
sive (by 1820, this usually meant 1 shilling a time, rising .to as much as 
6 shillings for a colour version). They tended to be highly political in 
orientation: a print might depict a single caricature or cartoon of a 
public figure or politician, while a broadsheet typically consisted of a 
page of a variety of such images. The readership was thus intended to 
be monied, educated and middle class; and moreover to have a better 
than average knowledge of politics. Similarly, the few magazines that 
utilised such illustrations were expensive and select. 

But there were also lower-class prints and broadsheets aimed at 
a much wider audience. Usually these were more slapstick than satirical, 
and much cheaper (prints usually retailing for 1 penny), with bigger 
print-runs. Big names like Gillray, Rowlandson and Cruickshank still 
featured fairly regularly, though usually in pirated form. The Seven 
Dials region of Holborn in London was the centre of this kind of pub-
lishing in the early nineteenth century, and sometimes the circulation of 
a particularly popular sheet from here could top 100,000. 

Thus we can speak of a satire 'industry' by the second decade of 
the nineteenth century, catering to a wide spectrum of the population. 
Taking the middle-class and working-class markets together, it 
employed many hundreds of cartoonists and caricaturists, most of 
whom toiled for little money, and less esteem. Many indeed remained 
anonymous for the whole of their careers, and assumed a cultural 
status somewhere on a par with sign-painters. According to one 
historian: 

As a mere draftsman, illustrator or engraver, [the cartoonist] 
was not admitted to full membership of academies; nor was his 
work exhibited, except in a peripheral and subordinate way, for 
his engravings and comic sketches were not considered art like 
painting.3 

As printing technology became ever-more sophisticated, so cer-
tain humour magazines began to concentrate on pictorial content. One 
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in particular set new standards in production - Punch, a monthly 
founded in 1841. Named after the popular puppet, Punch belonged to 
the middle-class tradition, and apart from a brief period at its inception 
was not 'radical' in the recognised sense, but gently satirical - a 
humorous vein the magazine tapped until its demise in 1992. It fea-
tured a mix of funny prose stories, cartoons (the forerunners of today's 
newspaper editorial cartoons) and occasional strips (usually with the 
text running underneath). A number of brilliant cartoonists and 
caricaturists were showcased, among them John Leech, Richard Doyle 
and John Tenniel, but although their work was often outstanding, 
their craft was still not held in great respect: as Leech commented ' [I] 
would rather be the painter of one really good picture than the 
producer of any number of "the kind of things" [I do] '.4 

Punch was a huge commercial success, however, and pioneered 
a formula that others would soon follow. By the 1860s some publishers 
had come to the conclusion that a readership for similar humour maga-
zines might exist among the working and lower middle classes. (Even 
before the famous 1870 Education Act, which introduced the principle 
of elementary education for all, the level of literacy among these classes 
was reasonably high.) Hence, more 'popular' versions of Punch began 
to appear. These included Fun (1861), Judy (1867) and Funny Folks 
(1874). Like their working-class broadsheet predecessors, they tended 
to be cheaper than their middle-class counterparts (usually 1 penny), 
less politically sophisticated and more inclined towards slapstick. They 
also featured a greater number of strips. 

There were other, less obvious differences. In order to keep costs 
down to within the range of working men and women, corners were 
often cut. In particular, cheap paper was used, and cartoons and strips 
were sometimes 'borrowed' from foreign publications. This latter 
exigency caused much resentment among the regular staff (being 
openly compared on occasion to the hiring of scab labour), and led to 
even more depressed rates of pay. This trend towards cost-trimming 
and exploitation was one that would intensify over the next few years, 
leaving an unfortunate legacy for the comics industry. 

In the 1870s, however, the British working class itself began to 
change. Historians have shown that complex economic and social 
forces converged to 'remake' the class, especially in the south, with the 
result that a new culture was born, based on pubs and music halls. It 
has also been persuasively argued that this culture was politically con-
servative; that after the collapse of Chartism, working-class radicalism 
was stifled, and that thereafter the tendency was to accept class divi-
sions and the distribution of wealth as the natural order of things. From 
the point of view of popular publishing, a publication that could tap 
into this new mood of political fatalism, but make a joke of it, was 
bound to have an enormous impact. 
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Figure 1.2 Cover to Ally 

Sloper's Half Holiday, no. 1 

(1884), the first ever comic 

and the first adult comic. 

Art/script: various. © 1884 

Gilbert Dalziel 

That publication was Ally Sloper's Half Holiday - the first 
modern comic - published by Gilbert Dalziel in 1884. Like the 
working-class humour magazines, it had strips, cartoons and funny 
stories. Like them it was cheap (Id) , and aimed at a primarily adult 
readership. What made it different, however, and gives it its claim to 
being the first of a kind, was that it was based on a recurring character 
- the eponymous Alexander Sloper.5 

Ally Sloper was a conman-cum-tramp with a bulbous nose and 
spindly legs who was always scheming, always getting into trouble, but 
always coming out on top. He appeared first as a character in Judy, 
created by comic novelist Charles Ross, and was probably influenced 
by a number of sources: almost certainly by Dickens's Mr Micawber, 
to whom he had a strong physical resemblance, and possibly by various 
of the contemporary musical hall acts about tramps and misfits. At the 
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start of his existence, Sloper was nothing more, and nothing less, than 
a feckless layabout from working-class origins. 

When the character was given his own magazine, however, Ross 
was replaced by a number of other artists (the most famous being W. 
Baxter), who went on to modify the character in certain respects. 
Sloper now became a 'man of the people', a social commentator who 
took on a 'mock gentrified' appearance (he was still identifiably 
working class and kept many elements of his previous persona, but it 
was a significant shift in emphasis).6 In this way, two further prece-
dents were set: it was the first occasion a creator had lost control of a 
character; and the first time a character had undergone a revision. 

But there were certain constants to Sloper's behaviour that were 
crucial to his satirical appeal. Drink was an undisguised feature of his 
life, and he was often depicted with a bottle sticking out of a back 
pocket or in close proximity (his nose was undoubtedly meant to be 
swollen by gin, his favourite tipple). This may not seem terribly daring 
now, but the temperance movement was still at its height in the 
1880s. Moreover, his name was a pun on the Victorian practice of 
sloping up alleyways to avoid the rent-collector. Again, this has to be 
seen against a background where the penalty for rent evasion was a 
spell in one of Her Majesty's less-than-humane jails. In short, Sloper 
was the ultimate Victorian anti-hero, and articulated a side of 
working-class life rarely touched upon in other publications. Today he 
seems charming rather than trenchant, but to a contemporary audience 
he was a sensation. 

This is not to say that the comic was 'radical' in the same sense 
as some of its broadsheet ancestors. On the contrary, as an expression 
of the new working-class culture, it was ultimately quite conservative. 
There was no suggestion of class struggle, and the depiction of the rich 
was comic rather than hostile, with no reference to the source of their 
income. Similarly, the contemporaneous rise of socialism was seen as 
something to scoff at, and the comic was proudly monarchist. On the 
occasion of the Queen's Golden Jubilee in 1887, for example, a 
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celebratory song-sheet was given away free.7 Thus, the character of 
Sloper, for all his cheekiness, was like that of many popular music hall 
acts (notably Dan Leno and, later, Charlie Chaplin) - namely, the 
'little man' who 'knows his place'. 

But it was because Half Holiday articulated people's feelings 
that it became such a success. The readership was mainly male, in their 
teens and 20s and white-collar (clerks and office juniors), though there 
was a vast variation outside this. From the start the publishers were 
careful to point out that the comic could be read by everybody: it 
also had a large blue-collar readership and was a cult among the 
intellectual middle class (William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones 
were known to be avid fans).8 With such a broad constituency, it soon 
became, in its own words, 'the largest-selling penny-paper in the 
world', with estimated sales at the height of its popularity of 350,000 
per week. Sloper, for his part, became a veritable institution -
spawning Sloper mugs, watches, pipes and all manner of other para-
phernalia (disproving the widely-held belief that comics merchandising 
began in the 1950s). Ally Sloper was truly Britain's first comics star, 
and Half Holiday lasted, with minor interruptions, until 1923. 

However, it wasn't until 1890 that the success of this pioneering 
comic was capitalised upon. Alfred Harmsworth, the 25-year-old 
proprietor of the magazine and story-paper publishers Amalgamated 
Press, had some spare space on his presses, so decided to exploit the 
new craze. He felt the only way to make a real impact was to keep the 
price of his comics down to Vid, in order to undercut rivals (Half 
Holiday and the humour magazines) by half. This was an enormous 
risk, and went against the wishes of many newsagents, who couldn't 
envisage making any profit with prices so low. 

Harmsworth's flagship comics were Comic Cuts ('One Hundred 
Laughs for One Halfpenny!') and Illustrated Chips, both launched in 
1890. They followed the basic style laid down by Half Holiday, and 
starred their own working-class anti-heroes (this was blatant 
plagiarism, and in its first editorial, Comic Cuts paid specific homage 
to its predecessor). Hence a new range of tramps, bungling thieves and 
misfits was foisted on the British public - all of whom were in the same 
basically 'cheekily conservative' mould as Sloper. These comics, too, 
were aimed primarily at adults but, like Half Holiday, had one eye on 
a younger readership. 

To keep to the all-important Vid price, further corners were cut. 
For the first few issues Harmsworth 'borrowed' material from other 
British magazines and American Sunday paper strips, without permis-
sion or recompense. The editorials claimed he was using good quality 
paper, but that was manifestly not the case. As for the conditions of his 
staff, we can presume that they were routinely exploited, as was now 
customary for this kind of work. 
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It is paradoxical, in the light of the above comments, that Cuts 
and Chips were also notable for refining comics art. In particular, 
Chips had an outstanding artist in the person of Tom Browne, who 
created two picaroons in the established fashion, 'Weary Willie and 
Tired Tim', who were to become almost as well-known as Sloper. 
What was unique about them was that Browne eschewed the conven-
tional Victorian drawing style, with its heavy shading, in favour of a 
much more up-beat, uncluttered technique. He had grasped that strips 
flowed better when unembellished, and thus set an example that a 
whole generation of future comics artists was to follow. Browne can 
therefore be seen as Britain's first major comics creator.9 

Despite the fears of the newsagents, Harmsworth's gamble paid 

Figure 1.4 Cover to 

Illustrated Chips (1902), 

featuring Tom Browne's 

ground-breaking 'Weary 

Willie and Tired Tim'. © 

1902 Alfred Harmsworth 

CHIPS' NEW WAR GAME, "THE SCOUT," GIVEN AWAY! 

i ^mf ^ ^kmhmSP 

r — 

III 

J 

I - . " " - - ^ 

Q A D U L T COMICS 



off. Cuts and Chips proved to be extremely successful, and were soon 
selling over half a million a week between them. Harmsworth had 
shown that, even with unprecedentedly low prices, if the circulation 
was big enough sizeable profits could be made. It is usually agreed that 
their spectacular sales mark the point historically where comics became 
a 'mass' medium. 

They were followed by a number of emulators, of varying 
quality, some more 'adult' than others. Most attempted to keep to the 
Vzd line set by Harmsworth and thus were under the same pressure to 
economise and exploit staff. Most were satirical - Comic Life was par-
ticularly notable for its jokes about 'new women' and socialism - while 
others appealed to adults in different ways - The Joker, for example, 
included pin-up cartoons of female music hall stars. However, all kept 
to the broadly conservative consensus of the day. 

Though other publishers joined the fray in this period, Amalga-
mated Press retained its primacy, and by 1892 Harmsworth was 
boasting of overall sales of 2.5 million. He went on to launch the Daily 
Mirror and Daily Mail on his comics' proceeds, and in the process 
became 'Lord Northcliffe', one of the biggest tycoons on Fleet Street. It 
would not be the last fortune to be made out of the comics medium. 

Thus, within a decade, a whole new kind of publication had 
emerged on the British cultural scene. Gradually two sides to the defini-
tion of a comic took shape. On the one hand, comics were seen as 'what 
they said they were' - jolly, lightweight, gag-orientated entertainment. 
Although the term 'comic' had been in use for about seventy years, it 
was only now that it came to mean a specific kind of amusing publica-
tion with strips about recurring characters (Comic Cuts had been the 
first to use the word in its title). 

On the other hand, comics were not 'respectable', and in the 
pantheon of Victorian and Edwardian literature, they came at or near 
the bottom. Previously this dubious distinction had belonged to the 
penny dreadfuls, but with their decline in the 1880s, comics became the 
next worst thing. The reasons for this were many and complex, but 
were rooted in prevailing middle-class prejudices. At worst, comics 
were considered to be base ephemera: working-class, mass-produced, 
often shoddy-looking and essentially flippant. At best, they were 
'railway literature', mildly diverting lowbrow entertainment to read 
between stops on a train.10 

But more than this, being heavily visual, comics were considered 
by some to be detrimental to reading, a 'threat to literacy'. The 'threat', 
of course, was to the working class, since the middle-class audience 
was relatively small. Middle-class paternalists thus decreed that 
working-class literacy and educational standards were at stake, 
and that British working men and women should be encouraged 
instead to read 'improving literature', which is to say texts without 
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