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Depiction as comedy and truth: women’s dress in Marie Duval’s drawings for 
Judy, or the London Serio-Comic Journal, 1869 – 1885.

Dr Simon Grennan (University of  Chester), Professor Roger Sabin (Central  Saint 
Martins) and Dr Julian Waite (University of Chester).

Introduction: Simon

(ILLUSTRATION_1: TITLE AND SPEAKERS SLIDE)

This paper will present and theorise aspects of the facture and iconography of the 

work  of  pioneering female cartoonist  Marie  Duval,  in relation to conceptions and 

representations of women’s dress in London in the 1860s, 1870s and 1880s. 

(ILLUSTRATION _2) 

Duval’s work appeared in a variety of the cheap British penny papers and comics. An 

actress as well as a cartoonist, she lived and worked in an environment of music 

halls and unlicensed theatres, sensational plays, serials, novels and comic journals. 

(ILLUSTRATION _3) 

Her drawing style  was theatrical,  untutored and introduced many techniques that 

only became common in much later cartooning. 

(ILLUSTRATION_4) 

Her characters’ appearance, the ways in which they shape and move themselves in 

her  visual  world,  and  the  technically  maverick  style  in  which  they  were  drawn, 

provide a range of  subtle  and forthright  commentaries on the historic  dress and 

behaviour of her working-class London contemporaries, in particularly women of a 

range of ages, occupations and financial and social situations within her immediate 

milieu.



Part 1: Roger

Here, I want to provide a socio-historical introduction to the discussion of the 

drawings, which comes next, and to problematise their production context. 

As Simon mentioned, Marie Duval worked for several venues, but today, we are 

looking at her output for Judy, for which she was very prolific. Here is an example.

HOLD UP A COPY and (ILLUSTRATION_5)

Founded in 1867 as a rival to Punch, it was a weekly, priced at tuppence – in other 

words, double the price of a penny dreadful or of the more disreputable penny 

papers. It therefore had pretentions, and was theoretically out of the reach of the 

working class. We can deduce, therefore that its primary audience was middle class 

men – though more about this in a moment. The sub-title is, ‘The Serio-Comic 

Journal’ – thus, it does include heavier satire (and even news stories) mixed in with 

lighter fare. 

So, it is concerned with matters of Empire and high politics – comes out for Disraeli 

and Conservatism – but at the same time it has one eye on what is going on in the 

music halls, at the seaside, and at the races. In other words, part of its remit is to 

comment upon what has become known as [quote] ‘the first great age of leisure’ – 

which tends to apply to the working classes and lower middle classes more than 

anybody else, because they now have more time and money at their disposal for 

leisure pursuits. So there is as aspect of Judy that is about ‘people-watching’, i.e. the 

middle class watching the lower classes.

Duval is at the lighter end of things. She is there to provide light relief. (There is 



some evidence that the Editor of Judy, Charles Ross, who also happened to be her 

husband, was pushing the magazine in this more comedic direction.) 

What kind of work did Duval produce for Judy? 

‘Fashion studies’ (ILLUSTRATION_6)

Gag strips – often about Sloper. [Nod to David Kunzle here] (ILLUSTRATION_7)

One-off cartoons, often about manners between sexes, etc. (ILLUSTRATION_8)

Illustrations for text stories. (ILLUSTRATION_9)

Illustrations for frontispieces for collected volumes. (ILLISTRATION_10)

When she engages with women’s fashion, which is the focus of this symposium, it’s 

usually about ‘fashion-as-a-prompt-for-a-gag’. Clothes are used as props.

hats one (ILLUSTRATION_11), scarf one (ILLUSTRATION_12), hand-muffs one 

(ILLUSTRATION_13), bonnets one (ILLUSTRATION_14)

However, sometimes they are more detailed sketches. More ‘inspectable’. Probably 

traced from fashion mags – as Simon will argue

(ILLUSTRATION_15)

In her dealings with fashion, we should be aware of the influence of music hall.

(ILLUSTRATION_16)

(This is something Julian will speak about.) Her scenarios in general have an affinity 

with music hall – her strips are dynamic and slapstick. Her characters are music hall 

‘types’ – for example, the women are either old harridans or young lovelies. And the 

attention to clothes often has a parallel to the way in which the music hall stage 

functioned as a kind of proto-catwalk. (The historian Caroline Evans has written 



insightfully about this.) Sometimes this could have an erotic element, such as the fad 

for ‘skirt dances’, but also, there was a sense of a ‘fashion show’ for a female 

audience, often with performers designing and sometimes making their own clothes. 

We should note that in the 1870s, the female audience in the music halls was 

growing.

Does this mean Judy was targeting a female readership? There are no sources on 

this, but it is clear that some of the images I’ve shown today were orientated towards 

a female gaze. As for the social class of those women? That is another question. It 

would be too easy to say ‘middle class’ because actually Judy would have been 

available in all sorts of arenas – from second-hand stalls, discarded on trains, left 

around the house to be read by domestic staff, and so on. There is a lot of anecdotal 

evidence that it was being read by working class women. So there is a question 

about audience, as much as there is a question about so much about Duval. 

In the end, the drawings are pretty much all we have. Which is where I hand over to 

Simon.

Part 2: Simon

Duval never learned to adopt the cononical depictive techniques and iconography 

that came with visual arts training, which she lacked.

(ILLUSTRATION 17)

Her drawings continually articulated the depictive constraints imposed by this type of 

training and more anarchic ways of seeing and drawing

(ILLUSTRATION 18)

Duval included obvious tracings of women’s fashion illustrations in her strips. Rather 



than these tracings being covert, serving to obscure conventionally poor technique, 

they are always radically overt.

 (ILLUSTRATION 19)

Tracing is used to bring the reader’s recognition of its source to bear. Duval makes 

use of these tracings to conjour a specific type of woman (young,  conventionally 

pretty,  dressed  up,  attractive  to  men)  whose  appearance  was  recognisable  to 

readers,  including  her  coiffure,  clothes,  gestures  and  even  the  possibilities  and 

impossibilities of particular types of physical action. These tracings are employed in 

briccolage, or the cutting and accumulation of items from diverse sources. This type 

of woman, in these types of clothes, drawn in this type of way, were cued to the 

reader by the traced style of drawing, which Duval imports in contrast to the other 

types of people in her depicted world.

(ILLUSTRATION 20)

The  traced  fashion  illustration  contextualises  a  complete  sub-genre  of  the 

appearance and actions of pretty young women, recognisable to readers, within an 

encompassing world in which other women dress, appear and act very differently.

Duval’s tracing and briccolage join body distortion,

(ILLUSTRATION 21)

accumulation,

(ILLUSTRATION 22)

diminution

(ILLUSTRATION 23)



and exaggeration

(ILLUSTRATION 24)

in her taxonomy, Her depictive techniques present women’s dress not as a produced 

subject but as praxis. Imports of illustrated fashions activated prior knowledge of a 

type of woman based on a recognisable type of drawing, not her own. Duval’s other 

techniques also deftly inculcated recognition. Readers associated particular types of 

iconographic  technique with  the  appearances and,  crucially,  actions  of  particular 

types  of  people.  Under  this  regime,  women other  than the  fashion-plate  imports 

become their clothes and vice versa

(ILLUSTRATION 25)

and  the  relationship  between  prior  knowledge  and  depiction  was  fundamentally 

parodic. Prior knowledge was itself necessary to recognition. Dissonance between 

what was known, by the reader, and what was drawn, became meaningful and was 

always comic.

(ILLUSTRATION 26)

The reader recognised types of female appearance and action in Duval’s drawings of 

‘old fashioned’ bonnets,

(ILLUSTRATION 27)

the  ever-changing  silhouettes  of  the  carapaces  of  their  chin-to-ankle  dresses, 

(ILLUSTRATION 28)

and of their feet,

(ILLUSTRATION 29)



for example. The perceived ‘truth’ of her depictions of a range of recognisable types 

of active women, such as the ‘sporty maiden’

(ILLUSTRATION 30)

or the ‘awkward old party’ (in the words of Stanley Holloway),

(ILLUSTRATION 31)

lay in the association of types of drawing with types of person.

For these reasons, in part, Duval’s female characters

(ILLUSTRATION 32)

are largely anonymous relative to the developing visual identity of a single female 

character  who  appears  frequently:  Judy  herself,  the  muse  and  mistress  of  the 

magazine.

(ILLUSTRATION 33)

Consider this frontispiece drawing from October 1876

(ILLUSTRATION 34)

and the relevance to working-class readers of the ostrich feather as luxury apparel, 

which  dropped  in  price  by  60%  between  1871  and  1900.  Judy,  a  parodic 

embodiment of  an  older  woman in  her  ‘slavey’  small  bustle  and cap,  drives  the 

source of luxury goods that are now at her command. Impolite in appearance, idea 

and practice, Duval’s style of drawing makes Judy at one with both ostrich and whip. 

Duval’s women characters are often depicted as motive and shape-shifting groups of 

clothes, describing conventions of types of practice as much as types of body or 



subject.

(ILLUSTRATION 35)

Embodied  social  discourse  in  the  form of  these  practices  (as  contemporaneous 

truths, in her deft manipulation of recognition), themselves contributed to a system of 

ideas, a Judy view of the world, creating a cognitive consensus connecting specific 

ways  of  drawing  with  both  specific  ideas and with  the  appearance,  apparel  and 

behaviour of specific types of women.

Part 3: Julian

In February 1871 the London Standard  reported on a performance of Ruth: or a 

poor girl’s life which was playing at the Surrey Theatre.  The piece sounds like a 

delicious confection of scenes of ‘sentiment’, including remarkably ‘Hampstead 

Heath in a snow storm, Covent Garden at 3.00am…and a tableau depicting a 

fashionable wedding at St George’s, Hanover Square.’ We can only hope that this 

scene featured the character of a ‘lordly swell’ praised in performance as ‘engaging’ 

and played by a cross-dressing Marie Duval.  

Cross-dressing on the Victorian stage has been the subject of much critical attention 

in recent years.  Kathy Fletcher has even seen the cross dressing woman, in the 

person of the pioneering Madame Vestris a generation before Duval, as 

‘representing the challenges she faced as a manager in a male-dominated, male-

orientated commercial theatre’ (Fletcher, K 1987, p. 32.)  With her illustrated work 

Duval also worked in the male-dominated, male-orientated publishing world of the 

late nineteenth century.  However her cross-dressing would appear to have come 



under the head of what Kirsten Pullen has called ‘hyper-sexuality’, with the emphasis 

on tights to reveal the female legs dresses conceal.  Evidence of this comes from the 

London Standard of May 4th 1873 reporting the effect of her performance on a male 

admirer who consequently left his wife.  In other words she created what Jacky 

Bratton calls a ‘leg show’ which ‘had more to do with dressing up the stage itself as a 

zone of sensation and physical excitement than with mixing the signs of gender.’ 

(Bratton, J. 2007, p. 236)

Further evidence is perhaps presented by the fact that the week before this review 

Duval published this panel of parodies.

(ILLUSTRATION 36)

One of the images is of a cross dressing artist who Duval labels the ‘burlesque lady’. 

It is possible this is a self-portrait, and/or that it is based on a pre-existing illustration 

or photographic image, which Simon has just shown Duval to have used:

(ILLUSTRATION 37)

(ILLUSTRATION 38)

These tobacco cards are made by men for men and in the clarity of the shape of leg 

and pinched female waist (both shared by Duval’s image) are highly sexualised. 

However, the actor’s eroticisation is problematized by the way Duval has drawn her 

face.  How do we read her quizzical expression – is she looking towards the end 

frame containing another, more relaxed Duvalian character, that of Judy who has 

been so elegantly introduced by Simon?

Judy is both drawn and dressed entirely differently.  She is, after all, a puppet, and 

Duval frequently gives her wooden jointed limbs or, as here, a costume typical of the 

original.  These contemporary puppets show that the mechanism of the legs create 



exactly the shapes Duval has depicted.

SHOW VICTORIAN PUPPET 

So, far from being a leg show, Duval has here taken the opportunity to show the 

body as desexualised under a shift.  As an actor Duval would also have been acutely 

aware of the inner meaning ascribed to the contrasting body positions of her images, 

a system of physical codification which reached its fullest expression in Henry 

Siddons’ Practical illustrations of rhetorical gesture and action which was influential 

throughout the century. Eloquently, the older woman is no longer constricted at the 

waist and her feet are together on the ground (a physical trait associated with 

‘sublime admiration’ according to Siddons 1822 p. 72).  The constricted, sexualised 

cross dresser resolves into Judy, relaxed woman with dropped shoulders, woman at 

one with ostrich and whip, comfortably dressed, puppet without strings, woman full of 

experience and guiding spirit of the very pages we are holding, woman as innocent, 

woman as wise, old, child.

END


