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New Light on the Soon-to-Be Famous Marie Duval
A Review Essay

David Kunzle

Simon Grennan, Roger Sabin, and Julian Waite. Marie Duval, 
Maverick Victorian Cartoonist. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2020. 272 pp. with bibliography and index; 
profusely illustrated.

Simon Grennan, Roger Sabin, and Julian Waite. Marie Duval, 
Myriad editions. Oxford. 144 pages, mostly reproductions of 
Duval work.

The Maverick Duval, as I shall call the bigger book, was preceded  
by the same three authors’ smaller Myriad Duval, as I shall call it, which 
(also) happens to suggest the variety of her opus. The first named is a 
ground-breaking, deeply and broadly researched investigation into a soon-
to-be renowned woman artist. It is also a much bigger and demanding book, 
not inappropriate for these times when many of us, deprived of our usual 
distractions, have extra time to give to it -- and maybe to much-needed 
laughter in general. The book is not for beginners, though maybe selectively 
so, being densely written and requiring close attention. The scope is large, 
too large perhaps, for apart from its primary purpose, to shine light on an 
extraordinary, recently discovered artist, Marie Duval, it aims to explore the 
“new congruence between different types of media culture … performance, 
illustration, narrative drawings [i.e. comic strips] periodicals and novels.” Add 
to this an outline tucked (as both afterthought and farewell?) into appendix 2 
(p. 244) in terms that suggest the three authors themselves, exhausted at the 
end perhaps, are aware they have taken on and complicated too much: “There 
is an added layer complexity due to the fact that the book is interdisciplinary 
… [incorporating] periodical studies [i.e. studies of magazines], theater 
studies, Comics Studies, drawing studies, comedy studies, media studies, 
cultural studies, and women’s studies, because not all of these disciplines 
and fields agree on definitions … Categories are contentious and constructed 
differently at different times.” 

Professional editing might have helped to mitigate any confusion 
arising from these manifold ambitions, and who knows but the authors what 
extra travails they and the press must have endured under the confines of 
the Pandemic. There is one conspicuous formatting feature that the Press 
imposed for no good reason: Complex arguments are clogged and smooth 
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reading impeded by a system of in-text footnoting and referencing very 
idiosyncratic and a bit of a hindrance where so many sources and authorities 
are named and repeated. Instead of a modest numerical footnote superscript 
to which we historians (as opposed to social science authors) are accustomed, 
we have a proliferation of names inserted all over the body of the text. The 
references to Duval placements in Judy are, oddly, all of them grouped in 
the bibliography under her name and date, where they run into the hundreds 
of items and five pages of print. The footnotes themselves are given over 
much to summary and ancillary information that might have been fitted into 
the main text. The very four letter title of omnipresent Judy is never used 
without the unnecessary Homeric appendage “or the London serio-comic 
journal.”	

The much shorter, picture driven Myriad Duval by the same triune 
authorship, published a few years earlier, is to be welcomed for its 139 
excellent  representative illustrations from a hard-to-find magazine. It is a 
“prequel,” with its succinct summary of the significance of Duval and her 
creations “in the new age of leisure” and purveying “an entire comedic 
world.” It points us to an extensive body of related media linked to the 
book and its Internet projection: the Duval online visual data base archive 
(www. MarieDuval.org) which gives us some 1,400 drawings and alerts us 
to concurrent exhibitions. While the earlier Myriad Duval targets a “general 
audience” it promises a longer “more academic” treatment: Maverick Duval, 
Academic (capital A), as we are told. Obviously, one has to have both. 

Let us start with a comparison of cover images: the earlier book, in 
a slightly larger format, but with half the number of pages, features a thin 
elderly female in a fancy bonnet -- one assumes the commanding  Judy herself, 
personified as editress and owner of the magazine devoted to Duval’s work. 
Standing tall on the back of an ostrich, she whips it forward, the thongs of the 
whip curling into the familiar signature initials MD. This exotic bird allows 
me to slip in, discreetly I hope, an example of what I offer as an “exemplary” 
superscript marking and content of a footnote.1 The Maverick volume, in 
contrast, has on the cover a shapely-rounded female figure standing on a 
precipitous rocky Alpine outcrop, holding a terrified, tiny male who flounders 
in the void and loses his bowler hat. Face averted, she might stand for Judy 
(again) or else Marie Duval herself, playing with and mocking what turns out 
to be, as shown in context towards the end of the Myriad Duval book, the tale 
of a miserable, just-married husband on his honeymoon.

Enter Duval into Judy

The magazine industry, after the removal of the “taxes on knowledge” 
(on paper, printing, and distribution), in the later 1860s experienced sudden 
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growth and enterprise, in an era of unwonted economic prosperity (add: 
for some), in an “age of leisure.” Many new titles were born, including 
ten humorous ventures in 1867 alone, most of which went under quickly. 
Exceptions were Fun (1861-1901) and Judy (1867- 1907). Both of these were 
weeklies priced at twopence, thus below Punch’s threepence, and are usually 
cited as “rivals” or even “clones” of Punch, which is misleading, since the 
much older and much longer-lived weekly had been and remained virtually 
a European fixture  (1841-1992, 1996-2002) and was unassailable. The 
artwork as well as the articles in Punch (both by names well-recognized then 
as now ) was certainly regarded as superior, appealing above all a decisive 
social class difference in targeted readership. Unsurpassed in seniority and 
reputation, Punch’s content of cartoons and other features was aimed at and 
reached a higher and more educated class than Judy -- the upper-middle and 
upper; it was taken by the royal family and prime ministers who were gently 
mocked, as were the social and governing elites generally; lower classes 
when represented, were shown as lower, not always unkindly. Judy and Fun 
expected to be read, and bought, typically by the lower-middle class and, to 
a degree, the upper working classes. Circulation figures, where they exist, 
are not reliable, but it may be that Judy was a rival to Punch not so much in 
influence, as in readership numbers, especially if apt to be read aloud, shared, 
and just left lying around in public spaces.

Marie Duval, permanently adopted pseudonym of Isabella Emily  
Louisa Tessier, was of French origin though of English birth. After a stint 
as governess she acquired a small reputation as an actress in light drama, 
comedy, and pantomime. It was probably through theatrical connections 
that she met a prolific playwright, novelist, and magazine editor Charles 
Henry Ross. It was he who, having cast her in productions of his own plays, 
brought her to Judy and, above all, helped keep her there, where she stayed 
for fifteen years having taken over the Ally Sloper figure (from 1869) briefly 
adumbrated by Ross (in “Some of the Mysteries of Loan and Discount,” 
Judy, August 14, 1867). It was Marie Duval, who among many other kinds 
of illustration, devoted herself to the continuous development of a character 
who quickly reached a point of great celebrity and became virtually a cult 
-- which is now reborn.       

Ross’s role in devising stories and captions for Ally is uncertain;  as 
editor of Judy he may be regarded at least as Marie’s anchor there -- and 
more. We do not know just when they became lovers, and it is among the 
book’s foremost discoveries about the fundamental events in Duval’s patchily 
documented life, now gradually emerging from the shadows, that she bore 
him a son, who became active later and wrote scenarios and a musical based 
on Ally Sloper, and embarrassed herself with a lawsuit when cited as co-
respondent in the divorce suit of the (amusingly named) litigants Such versus 
Such. I take it as significant that she was buried, in 1890, as Isabella E. Ross, 
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the surname of her life and work partner as we may call him, who was married 
to someone else for much of the time.

Duval’s first signed drawing appeared in Judy in March 1869. Glossed 
over, or not explicitly accepted as Duval work by the authors, are two 
pages of designs I found in another, newly founded magazine Will o’ the 
Wisp, in June 5 and July 1 of that year, nine drawings on each of the two 
pages, neither signed but both in the familiar skittish Duval style, entitled, 
respectively “Emma’s Uncle Obadiah,” and “The Little Great Grand Duke 
of Sloshenboshenstein.” The first recounts how an Ally Sloper lookalike, an 
impecunious nephew fails to touch up his ailing uncle. The second Duval 
page features a scraggy youth in build if not in age akin to Ally Sloper, here 
an anonymous university student and heir to some minute German dukedom, 
whose passion is only for his pipe. The titles to these anecdotes are much 
elaborated, mock-heraldically, in a manner looking ahead to Duval’s only 
independent picture album for young children,, called Queens and Kings 
and other things smorgasbord of nonsense, to which Roger Sabin pays close 
attention. I offer these attributions because beginnings of great things always 
fascinate, in a little regarded magazine actually devoted to the comic strip by 
various hands, but no others by Duval.

Marie Duval is a conspicuous signature (in initials) during the later part 
of the year 1869, and by 1870 she is in full stride, and would fill Judy with 
hundreds of drawings featuring Ally over ever more emphatic signatures. 
It is my supposition that she was early on, understandably, irked by public 
attribution of her drawings to partner Ross -- a story in itself sadly familiar 
in art history which denies the agency of women artists through the ages. 
Duval arrived, in the late Sixties at a propitious moment for new ventures in 
humorous art. English cartooning and comic strip underwent a shift, of which 
Duval is a prime mover in Judy, as Du Maurier is in the same years in Punch.  
The senior magazine, aware of a certain qualitative decline noticed also by its 
later critics, having lost one of their best and most popular artists, John Leech 
(in 1864), and failed to replace Richard Doyle (angry departure in 1851) but 
valued as the permanent designer of the Punch wrapper. With his childish-
looking scribble and often medievalising crudity of design, Doyle in Punch 
(if not post-Punch as fairy-tale illustrator) may be regarded as a forerunner of 
Duval. Punch, breaking a reputation hitherto as a closed shop, looked around, 
and decided around 1866 to open the gates to newcomers: Charles Bennett, 
a Doyle-ish decorator of impish initials and margins, and for the first time in 
Punch history, hired a woman, Georgina Bowers. There was, Punch historian 
Spielmann tells us (pp. 529-530), a colonial Punch edited by a lady, but “up 
to this year of grace [1866] no female caricaturist had yet appeared before 
man’s vision.” After encouragement from Leech himself,  Bowers filled the 
gap he had left with her own succession of vignettes or half-page “socials” 
of hunting scenes. These lasted for ten years, despite her obvious inferiority 
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in design compared with Leech, and caused some offense when she depicted 
recognizable and nameable figures of her acquaintance. Add Bowers to the 
chapter by Simon Grennan on women employed “at their peril” in masculine 
domains, for she showed women to be often superior to men on horse-
back (benefitting from improved saddle–design), and despite her minimal 
presence in Maverick, appears to have superseded the supposition, and 
evidence, so much debated there: how unusual, difficult and even downright 
embarrassing it was for a women to risk  “masculinizing” and “defeminizing” 
herself, and threatening to “emasculate” men in a man’s world. In a hint that 
there were other females vying for such a position on respectable magazine 
pages, Punch historian Spielmann lists in a footnote a number of names of 
hopeful contributors, all “Misses,” around this time without finding evidence 
of credited work graphic or text. The two conceivable rivals to Duval’s title 
as first European professional cartoonist would be Florence and Adelaide 
Claxton, sisters briefly discussed by (Duval) biographer Ellen Clayton, but 
they are more mildly humorous illustrators than cartoonists or caricaturists..

Bowers, while enjoying the status of Punch, was no Leech, but for 
Leech himself one can claim an important early attempt  to introduce a 
recurrent personality into comic narrative, a novelty at the time. This was the 
“immortal” character called Briggs whom Leech activated in that magazine 
in the early 1850s. Briggs is notable as the first cartoon character to acquire 
some fame and popularity, thus in some measure a predecessor of Ally Sloper. 
Hitherto unnoticed in the current literature, this unprepossessing, plump 
and clumsy, staid and stoic, (upper) middle-class “everyman” Mr. Briggs is 
unable to learn from experience. He added supremely foolish stunts when 
brought on the theatrical stage, but his continuous presence in Punch made 
him for some years very popular; if he took the occasional leave of absence 
from the magazine, then became the subject of reader complaint. Graced with 
the sobriquet “immortal,” and mildly funny, bourgeois Mr. Briggs may be 
regarded as a higher-class, torpid, wife-ridden avatar of Sloper, but one who 
entirely lacks that lower-class worthy’s pizzazz.

The class issue is paramount. The supposition that a respectable girl 
or woman who chose, or needed to work in a male establishment was apt to 
be considered as “declassing” herself would depend on the character of the 
woman and of the establishment in question. It is hardly valid in the theater, 
despite the grundyites who thought actresses were little better than prostitutes 
or kept women. Duval could have been accused of being a “kept woman”; 
the authors here suspect she was regarded as a bit “vulgar,” which is possible 
but not proven. As to the occasional references to her as Ross’s “wife,” the 
term is surely suppositional; “common-law wife” would be nearer the mark.

Duval was almost solely a property of Judy, where she also, and 
predominantly, became a kind of fashion editor, as we may judge from 
her predilection for drawing pretty women (copied probably from French-
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imported fashion plates), and the latest styles in extravagant headwear and 
chignons. Those of us (like myself) who initially came to Sloper as the 
mainstay of Judy magazine, creator of the unique, long-lasting, recurrent 
original character called Ally Sloper who became something of a folk-hero, 
may be surprised to find that she spent more time and energy on fashion 
designs, as is well visualized in the Myriad Duval book. These proliferate 
very much under the influence of theater, where costuming was so important: 
at one point (in 1879) Marie D. and her magazine Judy were hailed as “the 
one and only reliable authority on ladies’ dresses, [so that] every pretty 
fashion now in vogue has long previously been foreshadowed in her sprightly 
pages” (p. 221). Her own preference was for dressing in elegant black, and 
she occasionally signed drawings simply “Noir.” Her drawings show she was 
not averse to the notorious and controversial cuirasse style, the post-crinoline 
celebration of figure-revealing, upper torso hugging and moulding as we see 
it (Myriad Duval, p. 26) in the demure, erotic ice skater who devastates the 
men all around her to the point of collapse and serious injury at the sight of 
her. Her sinuous shape depends not on the (invisible here, otherwise normal) 
tell-tale imprint of the dominant infrastructure, the so-called cuirasse corset 
beneath; this heavily fortified garment allowed for tight-lacing, the habit that 
Duval elsewhere reviles like just about all “responsible” journalists. Many of 
her drawings however follow the established graphic traditions of more or 
less pronounced wasp-waists. It is wrong to assert, by the way, that women 
had to forgo corsets in most lowly occupations, urban and rural, the very 
opposite may be true (Swanbill Corsets were continuously advertised in Judy 
itself); it is known that shop-assistants, for instance, liked to appear elegant, 
and were encouraged by bosses to do so. Judy like all the comic magazines, 
led by Punch, abhorred the new (corsetless) “rational  dress” as much as they 
had the earlier “bloomer” craze imported from the U.S.

The question whether Duval may be called a “feminist” is raised at 
several points, much argued over, and admittedly fraught with definitional 
problems. Judy in its first, programmatic issue, repudiates the idea of 
“women’s rights,” particularly the right to vote (anathema!) in favor of 
safely conservative “protection of women.” Any discussion of the demand 
for “rights of women” must take on the foremost “feminist” texts of the era, 
published by the most notorious and influential social philosopher at the time, 
notably The Subjection of Women by John Stuart Mill, but this is missing. So 
too we miss discussion of the first really important legislation, the Married 
Women’s Property Rights, which was introduced into Parliament in 1868, 
after continuous agitation, passed in 1870, and extended in 1882, when 
women were allowed to keep their own property in marriage, inheritance, 
and the children in case of a divorce. Also oddly missing is the passing and 
effect of the various Education acts, notably the Elementary Education Act 
of 1870, which increased accessibility and readership of the magazine in 
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the new “age of leisure.” This increase benefitted from the Saturday Half-
Holiday Movement, enshrined in 1884 in a new magazine title joined with 
the name of work-shy Ally Sloper himself. 

Judy proclaimed itself all for protection of the family which much 
of this legislation was seen to threaten, and identified as a family-friendly 
magazine, like most of its journalistic kindred, which liked to show the family 
united in the reading of a magazine around the hearth. The bond transcended  
generations, and included young children with the parents who might be 
reading to them aloud. Ally Sloper himself, with his occasional sidekick 
Iky Mo, was a loner and no family man -- was that part of his attraction? 
Anyway, Ally Sloper’s Half-Holiday was launched in 1884 with a new Ally 
on the cover page, far from Duval’s in looks and behavior, “improved” 
by more professional artists. His acquisition of wife and daughter is more 
fully developed in his later incarnation, as are aspirations to higher class 
amusements. This  new Ally deserves a book to itself. 

Mazeppa and Menken

The ascendance of women in the arts, the broader question the book 
embraces, was most pronounced in the theater, where the best actors and 
singers were often female, and paid huge salaries. A stellar case worth 
bringing on board at exactly this critical moment (late 1860s) was the 
American actress, poet, and society hostess Adah Isaacs Menken, friend of 
Charles Dickens and Algernon Swinburne, to cite contrasting figures who 
succumbed to her spell. She became most notorious, and wildly popular, when 
she impersonated Mazeppa. This quasi-real, quasi-legendary historical (17th 
Century) personality became perhaps the most popular drama-cum-spectacle 
of the time. For an astronomical salary, which she gave to charity, she had 
herself tied, as the legend demanded, in flesh tights suggestive of nudity, to 
the side of a horse, on a death-inducing ride as mandated by his legendary 
punishment. But Mazeppa, a “supermasculine” Ukrainian nobleman instead 
of being played as such as tradition demanded, was at this moment suddenly 
substituted by female actors, led by Menken. Punch, having rudely accused 
Menken of the indecency of near-nudity, ran a picture story about her 
awesome performance, insisting however that the hero-victim be drawn (by 
Briton Riviere) as a male, in defiance of the sensational female novelty in the 
role, and the naked-looking, (androgynous) figure strapped to the horse in the 
poster. Duval had reason to remember Menken as a brave martyr from previous 
impersonations in the role she came to embody, when the performance  laid on 
Vienna and Paris resulted in serious accidents when she was thrown from the 
horse to which she was tied. One of these led to her premature death, the other 
one to the intervention of surgeons who included the personal physician of 
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the Emperor Napoleon III. Duval must have remembered all this, which was 
much publicized, when she had her own serious on-stage accident (1874?) in 
Yarmouth, which stopped the performance; and eopardized her stage career.  
This accident, provoked by a fellow-actor (or stage-hand?) the exact date of 
which eludes us although described in some detail by Clayton (and evoked 
in Maverick, p. 93), must have been noticed in the press or in memoirs. This 
source  has found disappointingly little to add to Clayton’s account, which 
suggests a real caesura in Duval’s career.

Influences from the Continent?  France.

In Clayton’s 1876 book on women artists, the first (and only) biography 
of Duval, the author speaks in the course of an interview with an artist who 
was evidently an intimate, of Duval’s contributions to French and German 
magazines. This has puzzled our trio of authorial connoisseurs, since no such 
has been found by them, or me who have been much busied with continental 
journals. The explanation may be that Duval’s words were misremembered 
by Clayton, in admitting some acquaintance with German and French 
magazines. Duval’s French was certainly fluent; it is likely she subscribed to 
Le Charivari and she found stimuli in German magazines and related albums, 
notably those of Wilhelm Busch, English editions of whose work appeared 
in 1868 and 1872. The subjects of the drawings appearing under the name 
Marie Duval (and after her death attributed, mistakenly, to Ross), according 
to printers/owners the Brothers Dalziel “often savored somewhat of French 
Origin” (A Record of Work , 1902, p. 320). This need not surprise us. French 
models were all over the media. Other caricaturists  and playwrights  borrowed 
readily from the French, like Dickens’ young Nicholas Nickelby, summoned 
by a theatrical director to produce a play almost overnight: easy, he was told, 
just translate from some French original. Duval, in a geometrically parodic 
comic strip adaptation, herself evokes a French play called Les Danicheff  
which was a “great success in London” (early Myriad  Duval, p. 42). 

The French were the long-time masters of caricature, comic strip, and 
light comedy in all media. To compare her art with that of Honoré Daumier, 
as does a Guardian columnist on the back cover of Maverick Duval, does her 
a disservice.  Her own drawing style is different, not at all French, but she 
may have borrowed from French thematic material more than we know. It 
might have been Duval who suggested the use of a French graphic anecdote 
to a recently founded magazine just before her permanent attachment to Judy. 
The borrowing told the tale of a courtship gone wrong, and was printed in 
Will ‘o the Wisp of April 24, 1869, as “The Rivals, or a Romance of the 
Regent’s Park.” This was unobtrusively copied from La Lune, in an outline 
style, possibly by Duval herself. Judy, as far as I know, copied little from 
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alien journals, barring just a few instances (see below). The practice later 
became commonplace in the cheaper press.  

Dessin au Trait, Léonce Petit and Wilhelm Busch

Duval from the start, like other gifted amateurs, favored the sketchy 
outline, the starting point of her graphic approach. It was not at all new, 
although conventional (book) illustration and (journal) cartoon expected 
a more fleshed out look. She would have seen it fully manifested, a line 
trembling and often abbbreviated, in that self-proclaimed fountain of 
foolishness, the newly minted graphic novels of Rodolphe Töpffer; in 
Gustave Doré (Les Travaux d’Hercule, 1847); nearer home in Richard 
Doyle; and more recently, in Charles Bennett mainly in Punch. The “dessin 
au trait” was favored in France for scenes of crowds and rural, village peasant 
festivity, and as such taken up (after Doré quit caricature) by Léonce Petit for 
his immense “Histoires Campagnardes” in Le Journal Amusant (1872-1882).  
One of these, remarkable for their longevity and originality of theme, lay, I 
believe, behind Duval’s “Sloper Slayer of Wolves” (Judy, 1875 and Sloper’s 
Book of Beauty, 1877). This, with its 14 drawings, relatively long for a Sloper 
adventure, is surely inspired by Petit, set in a wolf-country like France (Britain 
had no wolves), and in a French provincial commune (explictly showing the 
usual Breton costumes favored by Petit), and your typical drunk French small 
town mayor.

More important by far is the graphic model of Wilhelm Busch in 
Germany, given a few lines in Maverick Duval, and a full page, without 
comment, at the start of the earlier Duval book. It has been shown that 
Busch was massively plagiarized in many European magazines (with his 
name removed) from the 1860s and 1870s onwards, the theft facilitated by 
photomechanical reproduction which obviated the need for re-engraving. This 
happened, locally, to Duval, too, many or most of her Ally Sloper vignettes 
being reproduced with her name removed, and surely without her knowledge 
or permission, in Ally Sloper’s Half- Holiday (1884 f.), when she had stopped 
drawing for Judy. I have said that Judy had little need for copying. I have 
however found just one instance of the essence and the best part of a whole 
Busch item purloined: an older Bilderbogen (broadsheet, 1863 and 1865) 
called “Der Schnuller,” which means a baby’s bib or comforter. This title was 
translated in a little Judy album (The Comic Album of Folly and Fashion, 
Ross ed., 1870) as “Fifteen minutes in the Life of an Unprotected Infant,” 
which follows closely Busch’s cast of actors, a dog, a wasp, and finally a 
nurse, as well as the baby. The same story was copied complete in New York 
as “The Sucking-Bag” in 1875. It is not clear what item (this one in Judy ? or 
a single drawing(s)? is at issue in Sabin’s  remark “Duval on occasion swiped 
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from him directly” (p. 23). It may be that the Schnuller was an editorial idea, 
not Duval’s, although she may have provided the template from an original 
version. If Duval did not copy whole stories from Busch, she was much 
affected by his representation of violence for which the German is notorious 
-- violence of feeling and movement, in multifarious ways: “special effects” 
as the coming film age will call them. 
  	

Special Effects: the Theatre

 The novelty and appeal of Busch were soon recognized internationally, 
as comic narrative and for his wide range of graphic effects. Wilhelm Busch 
as comic artist and poet was already famous throughout  Germany and on the 
way to becoming a kind of folk-hero in his native land. His impact on comic 
strip history started long before he inspired the Katzenjammer Kids in a U.S. 
newspaper (1897 ff). It was he above all who with his pre-cinematic special 
effects enlarged and enriched the language.  These served above all to convey 
physical movement and sensation, and established him, pre-Duval, as “father 
of modern slapstick.” He is briefly honored  in Maverick Duval (his name 
does not occur in the very inadequate index), despite his enshrinement at 
the very beginning of  Myriad Duval with a page of eleven drawings from a 
Busch Bilderbogen comic strip, “Der hohle Zahn” (The Rotten Tooth, 1862), 
printed opposite Duval’s “A Tale of a Tooth” (1870). It may be that the latter 
“mimicked the manner” of the former, which actually precedes Busch’s 
subsequent (from Max und Moritz, 1865 onwards) discovery of many of the 
special effects he pioneered. They recur in Duval’s oeuvre everywhere, in the 
adventures of Ally, and throughout her fifteen year career with Judy. They 
were (via Duval and others) much cherished embellishments in the 1880s 
and 1890s and beyond, and became indispensible to different genres, both to 
the farcical, knockabout comedies and serious adventure stories in the 20th 
Century, and remain with us. 

 These effects, in their great variety, may be summarized as evoking 
extreme bodily/psychological (psycho-somatic) states: the dizzy and swirling 
sensation of drunkenness, bodily melting and freezing, oscillations and 
reverberations, shiverings and tremblings, flailing limbs optically enhanced 
by oscillation. They served Duval in depictions of falling and fooling in every 
way, as distortions caused by sudden pain, from the extreme, existential pain 
of toothache, down to the shrivelling of the whole body as provoked, for 
instance by the ingestion of an unpleasant-tasting medicine to alleviate a 
“New Year’s Day Hangover”’ (Busch, 1868). This bears comparison with 
Duval’s “Sloper begins the year well” where his spiralling body and nightcap 
express a similar agony (Myriad Duval, p. 48); I make the confrontation in 
my 1990 book, p. 358). Such significant comparisons (Sabin suspects the use 
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of the word “influence”), or to take just another example: Busch’s freezing 
and melting of Ice Peter (1864) compared to Duval’s gradual shrinking of 
Ally’s whole corporality into formless rags in “Another Disappointment,” 
1872;  cf my 1990 book).  

Since the present Duval books make much of another kind of source 
for the special effects, the theater, we might ask whether Busch was not also 
aware of this comedic source. I have not seen it in the massive scholarly 
erudition that has been devoted to the German. Did witness theatrical 
instances translatable into his wiry line on paper?

The extensive segment on the influence of the stage in the earlier volume 
(p. 202 ff.) recurs in two chapters (7 and 8) of the Maverick Duval by actor-
academic Julian Waite’s “suggestive synaesthesia” between performance 
and drawing. The English comic theater offers the essence and extremes 
of much slapstick in farce, pantomime, and puppetry: dismemberment and 
disintegration, bodies articulated and disarticulated like puppets and dolls, 
made as malleable, as twistable as rubber -- the application or adaptability of 
which reminds us of the advent of a quite new, indeed revolutionary substance 
much exploited in industry and consumables like children’s balloons and 
rubber garden hoses. There is flattening of whole bodies, as of rolled-out 
pastry, already in Busch’s Diogenes or the bad boys of Corinth (1862), 
freezing and melting of a child in Ice Peter (1864) as mentioned above,  and 
(Busch’s favorite usage) drunken vision in various ways (manifest 1862-
1863). “Twistability”  (“entortillation,”  “entortillement” in French) became, 
like fractured and blurred vision, a bodily condition. The concept of human 
substance melting like some raw material in an industrial process is well 
illustrated in Duval’s “Pantomimical” (1875, Maverick Duval, p. 193) where 
Ally joins other insects and vegetables in a metamorphosis of shrivelling 
into an insect, like a grasshopper, that must have delighted children in the 
audience. 

Point of View

“Twist” and “twister” have in English ready-made metaphorical 
applications, as in the “barberous” use of electricity causing havoc to the 
head hair of human subjects. France invented the essential twister (in this 
case more psychological than physical) in the popular pantomime mime 
and character called Pierrot, who recurred in an extended comic strip series 
by Willette in Le Chat Noir (1882f). Stage favorite Pierrot was a twister, a 
trickster, an anarchist, irreligious, egotistical, occasionally casually cruel, and 
always morally malleable -- not unlike Ally Sloper, indeed, but with a more 
poetical, even tragic aspect. Outside the theater, in a kind of advertising stunt 
to advertise his own Judy comic book, Ally breaks up physically (“Awful 
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Accident,” Myriad Duval, p. 64). He does so likewise in tumbling from a top 
storey of his lodging, gradually metamorphosing as he falls into a spiderish 
squiggle (“A Tale of Terror,” 1884, Maverick Duval, p. 26). Little Gherkin, 
in Paris, tries out the potentially indecent European craze for French can-can, 
dancing “on the strict Q.T.” (on the quiet). In the process Ally flings himself 
about so wildly that, viewed flying through space, he resembles an insect 
seen from above, six-legs including coat-tails spread-eagled (1878, Myriad 
Duval, p. 58, and back cover.). 

This inspires Duval the following week to a disquisition on “The Poetry 
and Prose of Motion,” ostensibly in defense of the ballet, said -- wrongly 
-- to be -- limited to one point of view. The p.o.v. is always changing in 
ballet productions,  as demonstrated by eight different childishly crude stick 
figures: seen frontally, from above, from below, all the way round, legs 
airborne, deeply bowing and capable of spinning into a blur. Stick figures 
were convenient means of making a quick point (or an angle, or a p.o.v.), and 
may be traced back to an ancient tradition in popular imagery, where a figure 
called Nobody, who is all head with a  body reduced to a stick, to personify 
the universal scapegoat.

Busch’s graphic line, progressively simplified, tightened and wound up 
like a watch spring, in Duval literally “springs” figures into the air.  If comic 
art suddenly goes in for explosions, we can look at what Alfred Nobel is up 
to; we await the Nobel prize for outstanding comic art. The model explosion 
in Busch is the teacher’s exploding pipe in Max and Moritz (1865), a typical 
quasi-lethal trick of the mischievous boys, and a prototype; for the nastiest  
horribly political Busch explosion: the exploding boot of starving, civilian 
“enemy” Monsieur Jacques in Paris (1870), whose sufferings were mocked 
by Busch during the Franco-Prussian War. 

One could speak of an explosion of graphic inventivity here that fired 
Duval, who may be the first in England to put them to graphic use, possibly the 
first anywhere in the comic strip; we learn they were first tried out, seen (and 
heard) on the stage. Complete bodily destruction, which we are taught to take 
for granted in the reality of war, and semi-destruction became imaginable. 
This is radical indeed.  The slapstick of bodies in disarray, suffering accidents, 
discombobulated, simulated and more dramatic and funny than lethal (one 
assumes) was commonplace in theatrical farce, burlesques, comic interludes, 
circus, and especially pantomimes (still today -- great for the kiddies). The 
segment Spectacle and Narrative introduces the Hanlon Troupe, famed 
Europe-wide, and emulated by a Duval character who climbs up a wall to the 
topmost windows of a house, from which he falls down, to hang by his feet 
from a window sill (Maverick Duval, p. 200) -- thence in theatrical safety, 
one assumes. 

The Hanlon-Lee Brothers, primary exponents of stage comedy, were 
clowns and circus athletes who incorporated tumbling and trapeze work. 
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They dared to advertise the lethal aerial acrobatics arising from a terrifying 
killer of a railroad crash (an all-to-real eventuality -- it happened to Charles 
Dickens, a “brush with death” in 1865), as shown in a poster for “Le 
Voyage en Suisse” -- where the audience is reassured on the poster that in 
this  “Railroad Disaster … no-one  is hurt -- it’s only done in fun” (p. 202). 
Trapeze work, an exciting innovation at the time, with its free flying and 
falling bodies, conjures up fantasy visions of actual flying, at a time when 
aerial balloons, so much a feature of the 19th Century comic strip, were all 
the rage and reached prodigious and dangerous heights, combustible as they 
were, and apt to explode in public view. Du Maurier took a Darwinian step 
by imagining mankind growing wings and metamorphosing into a real free-
flying bird (Punch Almanack for 1871). Sloper’s ambition or dream is not 
that extra-terrestrial, but finds him pitched violently and horizontally through 
a window, to escape from the Franco-Prussian war (1870, p. 207). There were 
other means of simulating aerial travel, as we see it reenacted in a comic strip 
from The Man in the Moon (1848). There, a child is fired like a cannonball, 
a “human firework” propelled, apparently burning, along a tightrope, a 
sensation of circus and certain London pleasure gardens. 

Chapter 7, by professional actor and academic Julian Waite, linking 
Duval on the theatrical stage with the “staging” in Judy of Ally Sloper, is 
among the best in the book. Photography, even before the advent of the hand-
held camera in the 1880s, allowed for spontaneous changes in viewpoint. Did 
Duval notice how photography could do this, as did Impressionist painters; 
perhaps it was enough for Duval, whether as actress on stage or in the wings 
from the side or from the front in the audience, to remember and enliven the 
comic strip with variations in perspective and angle of view appropriate to a 
mercurial character like Ally Sloper. She also liked the pars pro toto, the cut 
off figure, like Degas, only in much more radical form, with her disappearing 
office boy visible, progressively, only at head, body upper half, lower half, 
feet flying and running before being captured by a Judy herself visible only at 
head, hands, and rear (Myriad MD,  p. 39). 

While our authors may be congratulated in finding so much 
documentation of Duval in the theater, let me add this source connecting 
the theatrical stage with the invention of Ally Sloper. H. Chance Newton’s 
Cues and Curtain Calls (1927, pp. 273-274), gives us a valuable, if not quite 
accurate glimpse into that connection. “It is not generally known that ‘Ally 
Sloper,’ that quaint, eccentric, popular figure, was invented at the Surrey 
Theater during this strange and stormy period. The inventor was the soubrette 
of the company, a golden-haired little girl, a very clever actress and also 
a very clever artist, stage-named Marie Duval. Little Marie first drew the 
figure of Ally in connection with a penny almanac named after him [wrong!]. 
Presently Charles H. Ross induced the little soubrette to amplify the Ally 
Sloper idea, he himself taking on the writing of fresh libretto, stories, jokes 



549

IJOCA, Spring/Summer 2021

etc., to carry the character out more fully.” This is a valuable indication of 
Ross’s (potential, unverified but probable) role in the texts to Duval stories.

Primitivism Ascendant

The “synaesthetic” relationship between performance and drawing in 
Marie Duval, bring us to the all-important and definitionally problematic 
concept of primitivism. Was Duval the first or just an early European 
“primitivist” artist?  In the remarkable “Sloper in Savage Africa” (Judy, 1872, 
p. 192, in my 1990 book, p. 319), not in either Duval books (was it considered 
too racist?) where Sloper, on a rare visit abroad, seeks the source of the Nile 
(a shibboleth of colonial adventurism) and ingratiates himself well enough 
to rise to a local tribal council -- thanks to his new African wife --  e is still 
added to Sloperian hallmarks of umbrella, battered hat, bottle and red nose, 
African earring and feather. The African natives around him are drawn in 
silhouette and as authentic-looking wooden figurines of “African beauties.” 
Does this stylization and rendering into art diminish the racism which is so 
prevalent in Busch? Imperial explorer Ally has with him two kinds of useless 
maps of the Nile, one a randomly scribbled, senseless, and shapeless tangle of 
lines, the other a non-map consisting of rigidly, geometrically crude, infantile 
drawings of a manikin. Natives at the top insult him, at the bottom another, 
in demonic silhouette sets about cutting off Ally’s ear -- and more? -- when 
the interloping European  tries to cheat him with the notorious three thimbles 
and a pea trick. Punishment for imperialist interference? Picasso’s famous 
“Cubist” appropriation of African masks lay well ahead (1907). 

Let us end here on a different but commonplace primitivist 
transformation, now of the High Art reigning in the august London Royal 
Academy exhibition: Ally’s crude parodies of pictures “as a child might have 
drawn them.” These lie in a tradition dating back to the mid–century in France 
and repeated annually, notably with Cham in multiple issues of the Charivari, 
and sold as a collection in cheap little albums, separately outside the galleries. 
The London R.A. parodies were spread in Judy from the “Sloperian point of 
view” over three issues (Myriad Duval, pp. 95-102), playing upon originals 
ascribed to known names, such as J.E. Millais R.A. Both Duval and Cham 
reflected a common visitor complaint that found the exhibitions hung far too 
many works crammed from floor to ceilings, and cumulatively too tiring and 
boring to look at for long. Here we can ask, do they also offer a kind of 
primordial vision of how art began? In an ancient historical infancy? Consider 
that by the end of the century special exhibitions of children’s drawings were 
held, justifying anti-academic theory (and beginning practice) that allowed 
children to follow the instinct and impulse of their age and moment. This 
kind of parodic treatment of “established” art practice constituted moreover a 
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kind of revenge for the neglect or rejection of caricature (and indeed anything 
cartoonish, or even just graphic) by higher authorities.

The history of the “taste for the primitive” goes back a long way. 
The idea of art returning to origins, recovering a pristine innocence, was 
entertained by even the most technically skilled, like the pre-Raphaelites, not 
to speak of the polymath Rodolphe Töpffer, who wanted his comic albums to 
be understood as drawn by instinct, and appealing to the child-unconscious.

How far Victorian-age women were regarded as “natural primitives,” 
ruled by an inner spirit and private emotions, subject to primal urges and 
irrationality, remains open, as does their role in the history of 20th Century 
vanguard art. A Duval-era case: the female “amateur artist,” incarnated in 
Charles Keene’s Lavinia Brounjones experience in Punch 1866, excluded as 
this brave, well-intentioned lady must have been by her gender from training 
in art schools, is shocked to find nature in the wild hostile to her and her art.  

Could Duval have nipped across the channel to see what the Salon 
painters and, separately, the notorious, critically slandered Impressionists 
were up to? The academically untrained Duval might have been touched 
by the impressionist ignoring or casual treatment of perspective, the odd 
angles and cutoffs, the abandonment of volumetric shading. The hysterical 
critical outcry against Impressionism, even if little known in England, may 
be compared, si licet parva componere  magnis, to the critical reaction to the 
“aesthetic disasters” of which Marie Duval’s own work was accused by the 
few critics who bothered to  take notice. To present the sketch, legitimized 
in academic practice as a preparatory drawing (or “cartoon” in its original 
sense) as a finished work-of-art-for-sale was viewed as sheer impudence 
and incompetence. So we find Duval arraigned for “excruciatingly bad,“ 
“miserable drawing,” and “wretched scratches” she dared to sign (1872, 
Maverick Duval, p. 137).

Ernst Gombrich, whose last work is called The Preference for the 
Primitive, closes his first book, the immortal Story of Art, which I first 
encountered like thousands of youngsters in its original, 1950 edition  (I now 
quote from the 12th edition, 1990), with a Postscript assessing the art of our 
own time: “It was certainly the wish of these artists [in the later 19th Century] 
to become little children and to cock a snook at the solemnity and pomposity 
of Art with a capital A.” But “The gestures of anti-art were irresistible to 
many young art students. And in the 1960s critics again talked about ‘neo-
dada’.” The three lonely rebels were Van Gogh, Cézanne, and Gauguin -- the 
last, with his primal, burning colors sought to actually live among so-called 
primitive people, while the first, apostle of free, spontaneous brushwork, 
wrote to his brother predicting “the public will see nothing but caricature in 
this exaggeration. The caricaturist, by profession, and those who turned to the 
caricatural or distorted and exaggerated in their painting, aimed to “show up 
the ugliness of man -- it was his job.” Gombrich is well worth re-reading, his 
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style still a model for purity and clarity, qualities to cherish when dealing with 
big topics like Humor and Art.

Duval in America 

The authors indicate that more research on Marie Duval is needed, and 
possibly forthcoming. The following just came to my attention, offering an 
avenue from across the Atlantic. 

The comic strip in America starts with the appearance in New York of 
The Adventures of Mr Obadiah Oldbuck, an extraordinary quadruple plagiary/
copy of a Töpffer album, which has commanded some interest and huge 
prices on the market, on the very rare occasions it shows up. This Oldbuck 
dated 1842 was reprinted by the cheap, plagiary-dependent magazine Brother 
Jonathan, which had copied it that same year from Wilson and Company, 
another New York publisher, which had copied it from Tilt and Bogue in 
London, which copied from the Parisian Aubert plagiary of the original 
Töpffer first, printed  edition of 1837 entitled Les Amours de Mr Vieux Bois. 
This was based on the Swiss artist’s first pencil draft for a picture story, made 
ten years before. The complicated trajectory to New York of this multiple if 
minor-seeming theft would be matched by a series of copies/plagiaries of 
various popular works from Britain, ranging in quality over about a quarter 
century, from Charles Dickens’ American Notes, also in 1842, to the author’s 
great pain and helpless anger. Many artists and comic strips were imported 
meanwhile before arriving at Marie Duval, in this “great age of plagiary” 
when there was no legal copyright to hinder it.

This interim was marked by American editions of other Töpffer albums, 
George Cruikshank’s Töpffer-inspired Bachelor’s Own Book, in 1846), 
Richard Doyle’s Foreign Tour (a graphic novel originally 1854), and some 
native efforts in the 1850s. The German Wilhelm Busch, massively popular 
in his homeland by the mid 1860s and in original editions reaching the large 
German-speaking  population in the U.S., and known in English-language  
versions of 1864 and 1868; his classic Max and Moritz was endlessly 
copied in the U.S. There appeared the earliest American humorous journals 
specializing in comic strips, with regular space given to that still novel genre, 
with Wild Oats from 1872, and The Daily Graphic from 1873. Enter here 
Marie Duval.

The latter, probably “the first regularly illustrated daily newspaper in 
the world,” “regularly plundered British periodicals” from 1873 at the time 
when not coincidentally the newspaper was “stealing cartoons from Sloper’s 
home publication Judy.” Apart from Duval-dominated Judy, its rival Fun was 
mined for other serial comic strips, James Sullivan’s The British Working 
Man and James Brown’s McNab of the that Ilk. “Though, strangely enough 
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no episodes of Marie Duval’s Ally Sloper, despite the fact that The Daily 
Graphic did reprint some of Duval’s non-“Sloper” strips.” Clearly such 
vague pointers invite a more complete search in these and other American 
periodicals, starting perhaps with Livingston Hopkins in the Daily Graphic, 
who “exhibited a definite Duval influence in his work within a year following 
the publication of the first Ally Sloper collection” (1873).

Quotations above are from Doug Wheeler, Robert Beerbohm and 
Richard Olsen, The American Comic Book 1795-1899. In the beginning… 
2003,  in “Töpffer in America,” Comic Art no. 3, 2003 (pp. 258-259).

Endnote

1 The cruel “sport” of ostrich racing (with jockey seated aboard as on a 
horse) is practised in California and probably elsewhere, reported here on 
the Internet, with video clip, as a sponsorship of an outright racist, anti-
immigrant outfit, under the heading “ostrich racing funny fails -- one ostrich 
goes nuts and escapes.” Good luck  I say to this unwilling African immigrant.
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