The First Ally Sloper: The Earliest Popular Cartoon
Character as a Satire on the Victorian Work Ethic

DAVID KUNZLE

Rising literacy and prosperity among sectors of
the lower classes, together with an absolute and
relative increase in the size of the lower middle
class, having a corresponding, emergent ideology
and selfconsciousness of its own, can be traced in
the comic magazines of the later Victorian era.
While Punch established itself as a bastion of
upper-middle-class ideology and distanced itself
from its earlier radical sympathies, new magaz-
ines moved into the expanding cheaper, twopenny
market (Punch cost threepence): Fun, founded in
1861, Judy in 1867, and then, in a second wave of
even cheaper (one penny) publications, Ally
Sloper’s Half-Holiday, started in 1884. These may be
described as ‘petty-bourgeois’ magazines par excel-
lence. The complex nature of the new mentality’ is
nowhere expressed more clearly than in the
creation of a character called Ally Sloper, the first
truly popular cartoon figure in Britain since Pierce
Egan’s and the Cruikshanks’ Tom and Jerry in the
1820s. Ally Sloper was launched first in Judy and
spinoff albums, and relaunched in the magazine
named after him.

The purpose of this article is to describe the
circumstances in which he was created and devel-
oped (the latter by a woman), establish the signifi-
cance and the novelty of his characterization and
the form it took (short comic narrative strips), and
distinguish this version from the better-known,
more flamboyant later incarnation. Above all, I
hope to show that the comic magazines of the
1870s define a new, self-conscious relationship of
an audience comprised of predominantly clerical
but also some industrial and crafts workers, and
women, with their work.

Insofar as art not only reflects but also produces
ideology, Ally Sloper and other work-related
cartoon types may be said actively to assert lower-
class alienation from and rejection of the tradi-
tional concept of useful, humble work. Bourgeois
culture had liked to promote a reassuring image of
the lower-class worker as thrifty, sober, honest,
industrious and disciplined, a type which Ally
Sloper diametrically negates.

A figure of apparently proletarian origin, Ally
Sloper moved essentially in the lower service
sector to which any worker might aspire. But his
relationship to this sector is that of exploiter,
cheat, sharpster. He is a satire upon a sector
serviced by the very lower middle class which is
Judy’s primary audience; at the same time he is an
endearing justification of naughty but common-
place fantasies of living by one’s wits rather than
by real work.
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Lower-middle-class culture had been reluctant
to deal with the idea of labour, industrial or agri-
cultural. Dickens’ novels, with their refusal to
countenance or understand the idea of labour,
much less organized labour as a central, positive,
productive social force (see Hard Times) is suffi-
cient testimony to this.? But Dickens did have a
very clear idea of the forces impeding work and the
development of the work-ethic: poverty, hunger,
disease, and social injustice, which rendered
masses of people idle and marginal. Ford Madox
Brown too, even as he extolled the noble labourer
in his famous painting Work (1852-65), contrasted
him with the various kinds of degraded worker,
idler and beggar.? What Brown does not depict is
that manifestion of lower-class alienation from
real work experienced by the bourgeoisie as the
most directly threatening: cheating and stealing.
As a cheat, as a species of indirect thief, the
‘charming’ Ally Sloper serves to defuse the threat,
but also to justify it, implying there is a bit of the
cheat in all of us.

Elite critics such as Carlyle, Ruskin and Morris
condemned what Karl Marx engaged to explain
scientifically: work under the industrial system
had become degraded both as a process and a
product. Capitalist social relations, according to
Marx, were the institutionalization of the cheating
of the working class. Knowing themselves, more
or less consciously, to be cheated, the lower
classes cheated back the only way they knew how:
at each other’s expense. The comic magazines,
produced and consumed by people close to
routine labour and the service sectors where
cheating was commonplace, saw this process from
within — Judy with apparent complaisance, Fun
with some bitterness.

The degradation of the old manual crafts under
the industrial system, especially in the building
trades, was the theme of a sustained satirical
campaign in the Judy rival Fun, where James
Sullivan launched his series called ‘The British
Working Man’, which in some ways is a response
(not least in its comic strip format) to Ally Sloper.
In Fun, with professed pro-Gladstonian politics
the opposite of Judy’s, we find a systematic satire
on the idea of cheating, here by those very sectors
upon which the lower middle class depended for
their outward show of status: the builders of their
houses, the retailers of their food and clothing.
Sullivan castigates unionization among the
working class as nothing less than an attempt to
legalize the right to slipshod work, idleness, self-
ishness and exploitation of the private customer
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generally. Ally, the arch individualist, would
never have joined a union; his form of social colla-
boration is limited to concocting swindles occasio-
nally with Iky Mo; but the big cartoon in Judy
shows outright hostility to unions in general,
despite, or perhaps because of, the degree of social
respectability they had achieved. The purpose of
unions, according to Judy’s Conservative political
line, was to strike and threaten to strike, that is,
absolute and legal justification of the right not to
work at all.

Ally Sloper first appeared in Judy the year of its
founding in 1867, as a cheap (twopenny) rival to
Punch and Fun. Judy appealed to a lower-class
readership than either of its rivals, and particu-
larly, as the name implies, to women. At least two
of her staff cartoonists were women. In her
populist opening address, Judy spoke on a
platform marked Protection (not ‘Rights’) of
Women. Her feminism was not at all political but
social, favouring a type of cartoon showing witty
and poised young females scoring off conceited
and impudent men.

1867, the year of Judy’s founding, was that of J.S.
Mill’s On the Subjection of Women and the Second
Reform Bill, which almost doubled the male
franchise. Judy promised special devotion to the
‘weak and helpless’ and a ‘working class’ whose
very existence, as a distinct class, was threatening
to a lower middle class perched precariously
above it. Her audience was fluid, restless and
uncertain of its identity, a mixture of lower middle
and upper working class, and more anxious,
probably, to leave the working class than identify
with it. In terms of party politics, Judy campaigned
forthrightly for ‘Conservatism of the Truest and
Bluest’;* Disraeli was her hero, Gladstone the
villain. The new magazine, in the arrogance of its
youth, even accused Punch, no radical he, of a
senile lack of traditional patriotism.

But Judy, whose enlarged audience depended on
advances in education among the lower classes,
was a fierce champion of the compulsory Educa-
tion Bill of 1870, the first national act dealing with
primary education. The children who benefitted
from this would become readers of Judy and her
even more popular and cheaper (one penny)
successor, Ally Sloper’s Half-Holiday in the 1880s.
They would also, thanks to labour agitation, have
more money and more leisure — the means to buy
and the time to read the magazine.

Ally Sloper was conceived by the comic novelist,
dramatist, and former civil servant Charles Henry
Ross and developed by his wife Marie Duval,® who
did the overwhelming bulk of the drawings. The
name is well-chosen: to ‘slope’ meant to abscond
without paying, especially the rent (‘slope down
the alley’). The week before Judy showed Trade
Unionism as Death leading workers into the abyss
of starvation (August 21), Ally Sloper first trod the
boards, in the form he was basically to retain all
his long life of 66 years — elderly and gangly, bald,
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dishevelled, with a bulbous potato nose, often
flushed as with drink. He bore two sartorial hall-
marks which were almost characters in themselves
with adventures of their own: a bizarre and
battered stove-pipe hat, and an outrageous
umbrella.® The degraded symbols of bourgeois
respectability, they become on the head and in the
hand of Sloper symbols of disreputability. His
premier performance announced his whole future:
‘Some of the Mysteries of Loan and Discount’. He
was accompanied to begin with by his sidekick Iky
Moses, Jewish but rather less sharply caricatured,
never independently interesting, and tending to
fade out in time.

After five brief appearances (Aug. 14 to Oct. 9,
1867) Sloper was suddenly dropped, to reemerge
two years later (Dec. 1, 1869) as Judy’s official
correspondent from the new Suez canal. His
reappearance was probably connected with Ross’s
assumption of full editorial control of Judy and his
marriage to Emilie de Tessier, an 18-year-old
French girl who soon took over the drawing under
the pseudonym Marie Duval.” Thereafter, Ally
Sloper established himself as a regular, scoring a
particular success as Judy’s own correspondent to
the Franco-Prussian war, where he conducted
himself with exemplary cowardice and knavery
(fig.1). After a high density period (1870-72) with
close to sixty distinct appearances, Ally Sloper
tapered off to the rate of about a dozen a year
down to 1877, when he began to fade away. The
total number of strips published during this
period may be set at over 130 (an exact figure is
hard to calculate, because of the fluid format
including single spot cartoons). A first one-
shilling collection of the strips (with over seventy)
was published in 1873 under the title Some Playful
Episodes in the Career of Ally Sloper, late of Fleet St.,
Timbuctoo, Wagga-Wagga, Millbank and elsewhere with
Casual References to Iky Mo, pictorially portrayed by Marie
Duval and verbally explained (with moral observations) by
Judy’s office boy (i.e. Ross). A second sixpenny colle-
ction appeared in 1877 as Ally Sloper’s Book of Beauty,
a scrapbook of jokes, cartoons and about thirty —
five strips more or less attributed to or invoking
Sloper. Sloper had meanwhile conned himselfinto
the editorial bosom as factotum-cum-contributor
who haunted the office like the publisher’s bad
conscience. With his advancing celebrity and
pretensions as a littérateur, he figured prominently
in most of the prefaces to the half-yearly volumes
of Judy; that for volume 10 (1871) cites his little
swindles as one of the events of the year, that of
the next cites him as its author. The publication of
his first ‘Great Work’, the Playful Episodes in 1873,
caused ‘one half of the inhabitants of the United
Kingdom to suffer from a severe attack of Sloper-
on-the-Brain’.? By the later 1870s he was the
claret-bottle-nosed grey eminence behind the
editorial throne.

In 1876 he was given an additional format — a
full page of regular, more or less bi-weekly text
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with two to four small and very childish illustra-
tions, also, I believe, by Duval (fig. 3), which des-
cribes his first attempts to elevate himself into
higher society. These were to bear fruit in his final
incarnation, in the magazine named after him.
Threatening to go teetotal and reform in a New
Year’s resolution of 1877, he seemed to have
exhausted himself, and retired from the pages of
Judy, but his popularity was too great for him to be
abandoned altogether. Hailed as ‘extravagantly
funny’® by trade and press, he was lauded by a
relatively independent source in 1876 as a
‘pronounced character and familiar friend, like
Micawber’.'” By that year, he had acquired an Ally
Sloper’s Comic Kalendar, a smaller (penny) year-end
publication, continued annually in huge editions
until 1888 (the first, 1876, number had sold
120,000 copies by December 1, 1875), to which
were added mid-year special issues in similar
format called Ally Sloper’s Summer Number (1880-84)
and a larger, one-off sixpenny job called Ally
Sloper’s Comic Crackers. These, with their pict-
orial emphasis and mix of strips, jokes and verse
scraps, are the true precursors of the Half-
Holiday."!

Ally Sloper is imagined and treated by Ross-
Duval as a real-life character, an entrepreneur who
sold cheap consumer goods (the ‘torpedo’ cigar,
for instance); and the public collaborated in the
fantasy. He is not only the primary actor in ‘is’
publications, but their instigator, writer, producer
and proprietor. His creators here play half-guiltily
and wholly humorously with the idea that Ally
Sloper, whose speciality and raison d’étre is the
practice of fraud, is himself a journalistic
impostor, at a time when the Bohemian sub-
culture of popular publishing was rife with them.
He is the shameless publicity stuntman for judy
who, as the editorial persona, preserves dignity
and decorum. A decade later, Ally Sloper’s Half-
Holiday was to be a pioneer in circulation hype and
publicity tricks, with premiums, giveaways, and
collateral merchandising of all kinds. Umbrellas,
walking sticks, pipes, toys, sweets, kites, fireworks
and especially watches were marketed under Ally
Sloper’s name, and/or given away with the
magazine.'? The real extent of Ally’s popularity at
the earlier date is hard to determine, but Judy’s
claims for it, although surely exaggerated, must
have a foundation in fact. The popularity was
hyped as wild notoriety, which was all part of the
fun, and Judy attributed to the mob represented as
attacking the editorial offices at ‘73’ (Fleet St) two
distinct motivations: to get Sloper, the universal
cheat, that is, to recover their money and/or wring
his neck; and to get Ally Sloper, to enjoy the journ-
alistic phenomenon which seemed to justify and
render innocent their own dishonest fantasies.'®

On the basis of promised sales of his publica-
tions, Ally gets credit at the bar, but this is the
least of his tricks, for his whole editorial participa-
tion is premissed on the hope of getting paid
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without having to work. He constantly draws or
tries to draw his salary twice over, he gets the
office boy to write his contributions for him, and
absconds with his wages, to boot. And he engages
in the familiar journalistic practice of reporting on
events before they happen.

He may even be viewed (extrapolating
somewhat) as a satire on the journalistic tendency
to batten frivolously on sensations and public
misfortunes. In one of his earliest important activ-
ities, which was unusually sustained (lasting nine
episodes), Ally is sent to report on the Franco-
Prussian war (fig. 1). In highly serious, indignant
political cartoons, Judy sided with the French
against the Germans, but Sloper sides only with
himself, and engages in ruthless petty exploit-
ation of the conflict. He robs corpses, he sells
secrets to and steals supplies from both sides;
from the safety of a pub he writes of whizzing
bullets as if he were braving them. He is the anti-
thesis of the heroic adventurer-reporter incarn-
ated in Henry Stanley, who had just departed to
find Livingstone in Africa. Later, in 1872, Sloper
sets off on this same quest and to probe with his
umbrella for the source of the Nile. He becomes a
satire of British imperialism in Africa: he ‘civil-
izes’ the natives by teaching them the shell game;
he opens up a loan office, the better to cheat them;
he kills a tiger by accident, and gets his ears cut off
(fig. 2).

Ally Sloper is also a satire on the populist politi-
cian whose promises are fraud. Duval shows him
as ‘Another Working-man’s candidate’ — shied at
with rotten eggs (18 February 1874). Baxter will
introduce him to the public in his new and grander
incarnation orating in Hyde Park as Sloper the
Friend of Man, the charlatan drumming up buyers
for his magazine, ignoring the banners held by the
crowd which read ‘The Rights of the People’,
‘Reform’ etc. In 1885 (November 21) he is elected
Member of Parliament for Shoe Lane, and appoin-
ted Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury.
He packs the cabinet with family and friends, and
proposes a list of reforms, all of which are totally
self-interested, frivolous or absurd. But we have
now entered a new epoch.

Ally went through several distinct formats: as
the hero of a regular strip in a magazine; as the
hero of the strips collected in books; as the author
(and illustrator) of his own column of social
comment in a magazine; and lending a factitious
unity, and titles, to one penny annuals of miscel-
lanies. He reached his apotheosis in the penny
weekly magazine which bears his name and
promised a new world of leisure: A/ly Sloper’s Half-
Holiday, over which he would genially preside
during a long life (1884-1923). But the new Ally
brought with him formats from the past. First,
close to one hundred of the previously published
strips from Judy, with others also by Marie Duval,
rerun over the first three years. This ‘free’ material
no doubt helped in financing the venture at the

THE OXFORD ART JOURNAL — 8:1 1985



-
-
'S
A. Storer will take advantag:
of any pownt of obs:rvation, what-
ever dangers may menace it.
idental foundering of any vesscl
on which A. Si. may be apassenger, he will be
found provided nst cmergencies.

In the midst of the ragingest of raging
conflagrations, A. SLorer may be de-
pended on for a versatile and graphic ac-
count of the events of the hour.
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A.Sroper will ever be found in the very thickest
of the fray, pursuing his official carcer with unruffled
screnity. (Forcontinnationa/A. SLOVER scep. 115

«'
f

Fig. 1. Marie Duval: Ally Sloper off to the Wars.
From C.H. Ross and Marie Duval, ‘Some Playful Episodes

in the Career of Ally Sloper . .
published in ‘Judy’, 10 August 1870.
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. opp. 114-115. Originally

Neither will any opportunity be ncglected of
obtaining the earlicst information regarding the pri
vate movements of all parties concerned.

Whilst clinging to a fragment of the main-mast,
or any other portion of the said vessel, A. SLOPER'S
note-book will still be to the fore.

. Even upon the trackless desert, should
it lie in his way to the seat of war, SLopER
will be found equal to the occasion.

) —

~ L[]
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In short, A. Siorer will
hesitate at nothing, but, if ne-
¢ ssary, consult the canons

1o themeelves in search of accu-
rate information.
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112 JUDY, OR THE LONDON SERIO.COMIC JOURNAL.  [Juux 2 1s7s

A, THE

" UNPROFESSIONAL VAGABOND.”

B
He thougbt he'd try the crossing-sweeping
dodge, to begin with, The above represents
. A Seorer Jupy’s “Unprofessional ) proudly
SLorkr as he appeared when artfully disguised. TLe taking his stand, at carly dawn, at the Regent
wig and beard were particularly artful. Circus,

When first SLoPER proposed that he should make
himself up as an ‘‘ Unprofessional Vagabond,” Jupy
observed, in her quiet way, that he would not want
much making up. (This hurt Lis feclings.)

) R

The provineial stranger turns upo

This is A. SLoPER again, only a ALLY SLOPER gives up erossings, and The provineial stranger heeds him not. our ArLy with almost unnecess:
little later on, when the legiti- tries it on with a halfpenny box of ALy wently but firmly forces his hat severity, and takes advantage of |
mate proprietor of the crossing Lowe-comotives. A provincial stranger upon his notice,  This annoys the pro- having thick boots to net with some |

put in an appearance. aporoaches. vincial stranger, degree of unkindness to A, 8LoPER.

SLopkr in the hands of a meddlesome member of the Arry in the dock, endeavouring to explain to the Sad cnd of A, Nrorrer, who only escapes [
Police Force. Another nasty interfering feilow says the pig-headed magistrate, who wanted to make out he amonth’s hard labour Ly being br it in
LowE-comotives are a swindle, because they don't happen wis e “professional vicabend,” that Iots of other a babbling maniac,  Poor ALLy left habbling |
to light either on their own box or any other, literary rentlemen haee done the sane thing before. till further notice, :

B—

Published by the Proprietor, 73, Fleet Street, Printed by WoovratL axp Kixper, Milford Lane, Strand, London, W.C,—WEDNESDAY, Juiy 4 1878

Fig. 2. Marie Duval: The ‘Unprofessional Vagabond’, ‘Judy’, 2 July 1873, p. 112. Note, top right, the assimilation of
Sloper to Daumier’s Robert Macaire.
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JUDY, OR THE LONDON SERIO-COMIC JOURNAL.

[Ava. 28, 1872,

SLOPER IN

e [ ..
=

{1. BLOPER crossing the country. Unseemly levity
of blacks in the rear.

J

4. This is SLoPER’s sketch
of the course of the Nile,
showing the sonrce dis-
covered by himself. In its

present state it scems to
require explanation.

5. Picture of Mrs. Storrr (the African one).
‘“Hallo! I say——" But then, after all, per-
haps, one inust conform to the customs of the
country. Only she might have been a little
better looking.

8. Model in wood of an
African beauty, who.had
many offers, but died at
last of a broken heart.

10 SroPEr improves the native mind. He
teaches the simple savage a pretty little game
with three thimbles and a pea.

2. SLOPER, in an unguarded moment, uncovers
his bead, Panic among the blacks.

11. The simple savage is excited when he

s

SAVAGE AFRICA.

3. Storker finds the souvce of the Nile He al-
ways did go to the bottom of tbings.

@]
wl

7. Avotlicr plan of the Nile.
Jipv sincercly trusts her
valued contributor is not up
to Lis larks.

6. Portrait of Scopkr sitting in council.

Drop your eye on the peacock's feather. 9. Model (also in wood) of

anothier African beauty, cele-
brated alike for her romantic
adventures and the rigidity
of her jrinciples,

12. SLoPER hears for the first time of a fine old
African institution, called cutting off the extremi-
ties. We leave him in the hands of the executioner.

Published by the Proprietor, at 73, Fleet Btreet, E.C. Printed by WoopraLL AND KINDER, Milford Lane, Strand, Loudon, W.C.—WEDNESDAY, August 23, 1872.

Fig. 3. Marie Duval: Sloper in Savage Africa. ‘Judy’,
28 August 1872, p. 192.
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start. From 26 July 1884, Baxter’s version of Ally
took over two thirds of the front page, and on 8
November was enlarged to full width, its perm-
anent status. Then, for some months from 6
February 1886, a trio of very small scenes was
added below the large Baxter cartoon, relating
Ally Sloper to some topical or strictly seasonal
news item. All signatures were removed, including
Duval’s; only Baxter could sign his work. With
Baxter, Ally Sloper is a pygmy become giant, in
large, front page designs, as it were physically
commanding purchase of the new penny paper
which to cut costs had dispensed with the usual
dust cover.

It must be admitted outright: the Ally Sloper of
the 1870s is but a crude early sketch or sketchbook
of random-looking scribblings and jottings,
compared with the mature Sloper who became a
household word as fleshed out by W.G. Baxter in
Ally Sloper’s Half-Holiday (1884-86)'* and continued
after Baxter’s premature death by W.F.Thomas.
We have here a whole, virtually unacknow-
ledged epoch of late Victorian genre art, compri-
sing elaborate, multi-figured compositions. These
impressive designs do not, however, present a
narrative continuity. Their only unity is the char-
acter of Ally Sloper himself and his entourage.
Fortunately, the finer nuances and rich ambigui-
ties of this mature Sloper and his audience, in
terms of class and social ideology, have been brilli-
antly analysed by Peter Bailey, who inevitably
scants that early version which alone belongs
here."”

The contrast between the two Slopers is

striking, as are some similarities. The Half~Holiday
gives much broader social scope to the scoundrel,
who from a seedy layabout of evident proletarian
origins, becomes a gay arriviste, a kind of ‘gent’
whose gentility is still obviously spurious and
grotesque, but who is able to operate in a whirligig
of fashionable and popular festivities, entertain-
ments and pleasures, living as it were in an eternal
half-holiday.
This Sloper’s world is porous, expansive, inclu-
sive. The larger socio-political horizons open up
for him, he becomes the low-born invader and
indeed impersonator of the high and mighty. He
also functions like the traditional big cartoon,
commenting (although seldom seriously) on the
topical issues of the day.

The Judy Sloper, on the other hand, seems
comparatively cramped, sordid, secretive, penum-
bral. He is no artiste, but a small-time operator of
the swindle which becomes its own reward. He is
punished more often (fig. 4). In the mature
version, punishment is much less conspicuous,
jail is the occasional misfortune rather than the
logical outcome. The non-continuity of the format
facilitates this release from the old moral narra-
tive structure. We are dealing with an altogether
different relationship to sensual pleasures and
real leisure. The early Sloper tries to profit financ-
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ially from the demand for leisure activities, while
his later incarnation aspires to enjoy and often
succeeds in actually enjoying them. They are
depicted by Baxter and Thomas with joyful zest,
in the expansive format that facilitates what the
(literally) narrow confines of the abbreviated strip
prohibit. But the change must also be read in
terms of a change in actual social conditions
between 1867 and 1884 (the years, as it happens,
of the second and third Reform bills, as Bailey
observes), and a great absolute increase in leisure:
more leisure for more people, as real wages rose,
working hours were shortened, and the Saturday
half-holiday was institutionalised.

The first Ally Sloper is essentially the loner, out
to defraud the odd individual; later he takes on a
whole society and its institutions. He becomes
positively gregarious, a philanderer and family
man in a constant state of escape from family
constraints; he acquires a daughter, Tootsie, a
music hall actress courted by the aristocracy and
an important contribution to the success of the
paper, especially among female readers. She is
another editorial persona (extracts from her diary
fill the lengthy captions describing her father’s
activities); she is Judy rejuvenated. There was no
way that this quintessential, idealized glamour
girl (like Sloper, a prototype in another genus of
popular culture which has lasted down to our own
day) could have fitted into the style and format of
the strip, although the type in itself was not
beyond the capacities of Marie Duval as a
draughtswoman.

In neither version is Sloper a truly working-class
or socially rebellious figure. In both he is, as
Bailey remarks, the ‘minor deviant challenging
Victorian pretensions of respectability, operating
on the fringes of legality’; but the mature Sloper
has, in a sense, made it, and he exudes the
debonair freedom touched with majesty, of the
‘man of the people’ elected on the suffrage of
millions of Half-Holiday readers. Embryonically in
the strip, more frequently and assertively in
Baxter/Thomas, he campaigns as the antipolitical,
more-or-less anarchistic populist candidate with
only two social demands: abolition of all restric-
tions on the sale of liquor, and obligation to buy
his magazine. These interests cut across class; in
Bailey’s well chosen words, Ally Sloper both col-
lapses and elasticates class distinctions and their
corresponding ranges of experience.'®

By the late 1880s, Ally Sloper’s pretensions to
social notoriety, first announced in Judy, were
realized. He was believed to be a real living
person, like Pickwick and (a little later) Sherlock
Holmes. He became the prototype of the new
commercial popular culture, the first to be widely
merchandized & /a Disney. At the same time, he
could count upper-class art world luminaries such
as William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones
among his fans, and several distinguished writers
grew up on him: Chesterton, H.G. Wells,
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"I ZZ="tA TRAGEDY IN FLEET STREET.

These Illustrations, from the gifted Pencil of A. SLOPER, represent Jupy’s Office
Boy going out on the quiet when he thought the Ever Young and Lovely had her
back turned. Also the spirited way in which the Ever Young and Lovely gave chase
and fetched him back.

Fig. 4. Marie Duval: The Great Picture Robbery — A
Tragedy in Fleet Street, Judy’, 21 June 1876, p. 101.

Montagu Summers and the cartoonist H.M.
Bateman.

Ally Sloper, the lower class arrivé on the social
scene, is the fulfilment of an earlier promise. A
sense that the promise, or demand, however
offhand in appearance, had a serious side, was
picked up as early as 1876, significantly by a
woman writer on women artists, Ellen Clayton:
‘irresistibly droll’ and ‘absurdly comic’ as he
certainly is, Ally carried ‘an undercurrent of
serious reflections, sometimes with a touch of
strange pathos’. This ‘strange pathos’ may derive
from our recognition that this social primitive,
drawn in so primitive a style, represents a newly
literate social sector attaining to real cultural and
political self-expression — a self-aware sector, with
a new-found voice, on the move, looking ahead.

Even without lavish settings, we understand
that the early Sloper got around. Ross and Duval
probably had greater opportunities for European
travel than Baxter or Thomas, with whom our
hero, when not sent abroad on an (untypical)
political mission, is confined to London and the
round of seaside resorts. Ross and Duval show
him in Le Havre, Baden Baden and Switzerland,
where the natives, in true Sloperian spirit, put out
stuffed chamois on wheels for the tourists.
England of course is London, but vaguely. The
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range of Judy Sloper’s activities at home, for all
their lack of topographical specificity, show a
certain picaresque, Macairesque (fig. 4) social
sweep, touching if not embracing the worlds of
sport, art, theatre, the military, commerce, law
and public services such as employment, detec-
tive and matrimonial agencies, and of course
restaurants, where the experience of being
cheated was the most commonplace of all. Sloper
appears as a spiritualist, teacher, magic lantern
operator, comic journal publisher. He is the
inventor of a shaving machine which chops
everyone up, in one of the few references to tech-
nology or an industrial process. But Sloper never
engages in grand industrial enterprises like
Robert Macaire, who addresses an altogether
wealthier audience. His fraud remains petty,
begging on false pretences, stealing the spoons,
cheating poor children. He is always getting
kicked out (in the Half-Holiday he sports after his
name the letters M.F.K.O.M.L.LE., Most Freque-
ntly Kicked Out Man in Europe), and he often
lands in jail.

Graphically, the early Sloper has charms of a
vanguardist kind. The episodes are usually brief]
truncated, fragmentary, arbitrary, incoherent,
inconsequential: qualities a twentieth-century
aesthetic has learned to value. The episodes are
broken links in a tenuous chain or rather flow of
semi- and non-events, throwaway gags with often
little point to them, as brief as the modern gag
strip but eschewing its careful structure. Yet
embryonic gag strips they are, and appealing not
least because of the childish crudity of their style.
The Duval style is quite homogeneous and consis-
tent with respect to Ally Sloper; one can see it
rubbing off on other Judy artists. Unlike the sophi-
cated Baxter or Thomas method, that of Duval
looks genuinely childish, random, a doodle on the
office pad, somewhere between a child who knows
no better and an adult who can’t be bothered, and
as such admirably suited to Ally Sloper, the
vagabond and [(umpenprole before he became a
regular ‘gent’. But this was not a style arrived at —
or at any rate maintained — quite by accident, for
there are drawings signed by or attributable to
Duval which range from the cruder still, infant
stick figures and primeval scribbles (fig. 3), to
more conventional, popular illustrational styles.
Duval also liked to draw pretty fashions and
women, with the occasional side glance at Grévin.

This is not the place to speculate on the signifi-
cance of the fact that Ally Sloper, the ex-
proletarian, the social primitive, the lower-
middle-class impostor was popularised by a
woman, the only caricaturist in Europe of a gender
proletarianised and primitivised (not to say infan-
tilised) by exclusion from the male-dominated
work place. Duval’s graphic experiments, especi-
ally in terms of vibrations, oscillations, shrivel-
ling, exploding and general discombobulation of
bodies and body parts, suggests a happy aesthetic
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frivolity and disrespect for academic norms
which, given the characterisation of Ally, may be
extrapolated as disrespect for the conventional
(male) view of work, artistic and other. Her ‘silly’
drawings hardly look like the product of real
artistic labour. judy was a magazine orientated
more specifically towards women than Punch or
Fun; and, while it cannot be described as progres-
sive, it did contain elements which one can
describe as subversive. Duval’s Ally is subversive
in a way that the later version was not. Like many
youthful subversives, after having fought ’em, he
decided to join ’em. His form of work in the early
1870s was playful cheating as a way of life; fifteen
years later, it was the quest for high-class pleasure
per se. Both constitute disguises and distortions of
a work ethic which had come to be contested.

Footnotes

1. See Geoffrey Crossick (ed.), The Lower Middle Class in Britain, 1870 -
1914, Croom Helm, 1977.

2. See George Orwell, ‘Charles Dickens’, A Collection of FEssays,
Doubleday, 1954, pp. 88 ff. and Arnold Hauser, A Social History of Art,
Vintage, n.d., IV, 122-128.
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3. See Albert Boime, ‘Ford Madox Brown, Thomas Carlyle and
Karl Marx: Meaning and Mystification of Work in the Nineteenth
Century’, Arts, September 1981, pp. 116 ~ 123.

4. ‘Election Address’, Preface to vol. 3, October 1868.

5. For evidence of their relative roles and of a ‘plot’ to deprive Duval
of her authorship altogethér, see my forthcoming article in History
Workshop.

6. Simon Houfe, A Dictionary of British Book Illustrators and Caricaturists
1800-1914, London 1978, pp. 228-229, mistakenly attributes the inven-
tion of these props to Baxter.

7. The only reliable source on Duval is also the earliest: Ellen
Clayton, English Female Artists, London 1876, II, 331-333, where she is
recognised as the only truly comic and caricatural woman artist in
Britain. (One may add, in Europe).

8. Judy, 5 November 1873, p.30.

9. The Bookseller, cited in an advertisemnet in judy, 2 December 1873.

10. Clayton II, 332.

11. ' have been able to identify at least one Ally Sloper title which
was advertised as published but is not in the British Library or the
U.S. National Union catalogues: The Ups and Downs of Ally Sloper,
sixpence, 218 illustrations, advertised in Ally Sloper’s Summer Number,
1882, p.20.

12. V.E. Neuburg, English Popular Literature, London 1977, p. 233.

13. Judy, 1 October 1879. On 10 September the magazine had publi-
shed a knocking review of the Ally Sloper Comic Kalendar as an imposi-
tion on the public. The cover of Ally Sloper’s Comic Crackers (1883)
shows Sloper, a pretty girl (Miss Sloper?) and the boy Sloper opening
up a chest containing various commercial hoaxes,

14. Thomas began to take over in September 1886, in an excellent
imitation of Baxter’s style; Baxter’s last Ally Sloper and other
drawings appeared in December.

15. Peter Bailey, ‘Ally Sloper’s Half-Holiday: Comic Art in the
1880s’, History Workshop, no. 16, Autumn 1983, pp. 4-31.

16. Ibid. pp. 11 and 26.
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