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Transforming Anthony Trollope: Dispossession, Victorianism and Nineteenth-
century Word and Image
Introduction
Simon Grennan and Laurence Grove

At first sight – and sight is all important – Simon Grennan’s Dispossession 
appears to be attempting the impossible: to create via a one-off, 94 sheets of 
twenty-first century images a “novel of few words” that visualises the 600-plus 
pages of John Caldigate, originally serialised by Anthony Trollope between 
April 1878 and June 1879. The task of this introduction, and the volume it 
serves, might seem equally unlikely: to provide a bridge between the two.

But such worries are only pertinent if we take things too literally, which neither 
Trollope nor Grennan do. Trollope’s work is laden with ambiguity, and the plot 
of John Caldigate turns on a postage stamp – the proof of a fraud – a 
humorous reference in a generally non-humorous book to Trollope’s career as 
a Post Office civil servant and creator of the pillar box. Grennan’s version 
underlines what should have been in Trollope’s book – from a retrospective 
view of history – but was not, namely aboriginal Australians speaking 
Wiradjuri. In both versions of the Caldigate story we are reminded that any 
work is finally dependent on the audience’s experience of the text’s milieu and 
its historic moment, including subsequent interpretations of them. The 
chapters in this volume by Peter Wilkins, Ian Hague and Aarnoud Rommens 
reinforce this point, showing how other works from over a century ago, by 
Melville, Proust and Poe, have also taken on new significances in their late 
twentieth century adaptations and readings.

A brief summary: John Caldigate tells the story of the eponymous hero’s trip 
to New South Wales, and the relationship that develops on the crossing with 
Euphemia Smith. Upon his return to England, having made his fortune, 
Caldigate marries his sweetheart Hester Bolton, only to be accused and 
convicted of bigamy based upon his marriage – the veracity of which remains 
unknown to the reader – to Euphemia. The evidence, a letter written to Smith 
as ‘Mrs Caldigate’, is found to have a postage stamp made after the date of 
the postmark upon it, and thus a fabrication. Dispossession presents 
Caldigate’s tale through consistent panels in three rows of two frames, and a 
stable viewpoint that eschews close ups or high or low angles. Yet this formal 
distancing of the reader contrasts with the enfolding, rich colours, and the 
streaking yellow identifying Caldicate via his hair, both of which ignore the 
sepia or monochrome conventionally used to represent an inaccessible past.

Although much is to be felt rather than explained, the first section of this 
companion volume gives some context to the techniques Grennan uses and 
their effects. Hugo Frey creates an illuminating analogy between the visual 
tricks in Dispossession and the mechanisms of illusion. Jan Baetens gives a 



critic’s analysis of the process of adapting John Caldigate relative to the 
psychologising of Battaglia, whereas John Miers in conversation with Simon 
Grennan gives us the creator’s view of that journey.

The bridge between creation and criticism, between the nineteenth century 
and the twenty-first, is highly fitting in our current context. The era of John 
Caldigate was one that saw key developments in the changing culture of 
representation: yes, it was the time of the serialised long novel from the likes 
of Dickens, Hugo, and of course Trollope, with implications for visual culture 
that Frederik Van Dam explores in detail in Trollope’s later novels, but it also 
saw a parallel rise of the image itself, and moreover the image in par with the 
text.

It was the early nineteenth century that saw the birth of the modern comic, 
that is to say periodic publications whose satirical content mixed text and 
image, with widespread distribution. Widespread image distribution was 
possible thanks to the proliferation of wood engraving and lithography. It was 
in 1825 that the first comic was to use lithography: The Glasgow Looking 
Glass, published by William Heath in the industrial city of its name.

From its industrial birth therefore, and long before Grennan, the medium of 
comics has had much in common with Trollope’s concerns: narrative, 
caricatures in relation to physiognomy, caricatures in and of society, the social 
classes, travel, the latest technology. Nonetheless the striking difference is of 
course the format, with the concision of images appearing diametrically 
opposed to textual length, and Trollope’s originally pictureless tomes almost 
appearing as if in respectful homage to Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s Laokoon 
of 1766, whereby poetry and painting, text and image, were to be kept apart 
for fear of one bastardising the other. However as the century progressed it 
became increasingly common for Victorian novels to bear illustrations, often 
based on the visual regimes of contemporary stage productions, including 
notable versions of Trollope’s works by John Everett Millais, as we shall see 
from David Skilton’s chapter in this volume.

In terms of the history of the culture of comics – to be compared with book 
illustration – as the nineteenth century progressed, illustrated journals became 
increasingly popular and increasingly visual: Heath moved to London, set up 
an alternative Looking Glass, and spurred along the culture that saw Judy, 
The London Illustrated News and Punch; meanwhile in France Le Charivari, 
Le Monde Illustré and Le Chat Noir took off, as did Daily Graphic, Puck, Life 
and Truth in the USA, to name but a few. The common factor was a mainstay 
of visual elements in terms of sketches, and later photos, of the events and 
fashions of the day, but also portrayal and satire of associated mores through 
caricatures and sequential picture stories.



By 1878 and the appearance of John Caldigate, cartoon characters and their 
comic strips had become commonplace. L’Illustration had popularised M. 
Boniface by Cham (Amédée de Noé) – based on the characters of Swiss 
Schoolmaster and candidate for the accolade of inventor of the comic strip, 
Rodolphe Töpffer – and M. Verdreau by Stop (Louis Morel-Retz), whilst in 
England the readers of Punch were of course familiar with Mr Punch, and 
those of Judy were soon to know and love Ally Sloper. Ally Sloper is a linchpin 
of Roger Sabin’s analysis, as he outlines the exchanges and tensions 
between the Victorian worlds of comics and ‘proper books’.

Whereas Sabin presents reception and reaction to the ‘pop culture’ of comics 
and shows how attitudes in the Victorian era were to resurface and evolve in 
later times, Barbara Postema gives us an overview of the development of the 
comic strip and in particular the wordless narrative through image, as 
opposed to the texts of Trollope et al. The latter-day culmination of this trend 
is perhaps Grennan’s “novel of few words”, the picture-based telling of the 
story of John Caldigate.

However, as with John Caldigate and with Dispossession, things are not as 
simple as they might seem: Grennan looks forward, underlining key changes 
in the graphic novel, which in the twenty-first century is seeing transformation 
in terms of reception – becoming an accepted artistic form worthy of scholarly 
editions and study in academia – but also format, as technology allows for 
experimentation, for example via high-resolution reproduction in a variety of 
media. But Grennan also deliberately looks back, creating a work that might 
appear static and which draws upon the values of nineteenth century popular 
entertainment in books, journals and the theatre, as he describes in this 
volume, in conversation with John Miers.

Above all, questions of adaptation bring us to those of overlap and spill-over, 
as the utilisation of the past, or the imagining of the past, allow us to 
understand the present, whereupon an adaptation becomes a self-standing 
creation, not a satellite. And here we can understand that the forms of neo-
Victorianism are critical as much as, indeed maybe more than, neo-Victorian 
‘topics’. Marie-Luise Kohlke’s chapter exemplifies this approach, 
demonstrating how supposed Victorian taboos are appropriated in current day 
popular culture – in particular television – so as to peddle, and enjoy, the 
taboos of our current era.

But the layering, as in Trollope and in Grennan, creates equivocation. In both 
cases we are left with unambiguous representations of ambiguity: such was a 
self-conscious method utilised in the nineteenth century, and in many ways 
Trollope’s hallmark. And although Grennan’s graphic adaptation plays it with 



finesse, ambiguity it is not simply a post-Modern symptom. Which leads us to 
end with the word ‘Perhaps’: the first word of both John Caldigate and 
Dispossession.

* * *

More specifically, and less ambiguously, this companion volume to Simon 
Grennan’s Dispossession is divided into three parts, each addressing different 
aspects of the adaptation process and surrounding context. Part 1,  
‘Dispossession’: Simon Grennan’s graphic adaptation of Trollope’s John  
Caldigate, analyses directly the techniques used by Grennan, both in 
comparison with other literary adaptations and conventions, and on their own 
terms, via the interviewed words of Grennan himself. Part 2, Nineteenth 
century visualisations, switches us from Grennan to Trollope, but keeps us 
within the graphic novel mode by emphasising the theme of visual, or 
text/image, culture. These analyses consider the visual nature of Trollope’s 
work, the visualisation of Trollope’s work (using illustrations), and the visual 
context of Trollope’s work, including the culture of Victorian comics. Part 3, 
Using the Victorians: appropriation, adaptation and historiography, bridges 
Part 1 and Part 2, the Victorian era and that of today, and the time of Trollope 
with the time of Grennan. This section contextualises the twenty-first century 
adaptation of John Caldigate by comparison with other renditions of Victorian 
culture: from England, France and the USA, and into TV, novels, and graphic 
novels. 

Part 1

Jan Baetens’s Adapting and displaying multiple temporalities: what became of  
Trollope's ‘John Caldigate’ and Maupassant's ‘Boule de Suif’ in Simon  
Grennan’s ‘Dispossession’ and Dino Battaglia’s ‘Contes et nouvelles de  
guerre’? introduces us to the key issues in adaptation theory, before applying 
them to the analysis of Grennan’s adaptation of Trollope. By means of a 
comparison, Baetens considers similar or differing narrative strategies in 
Battaglia’s graphic novel version of Maupassant, concluding with the 
importance of the methods used to depict the passing of time.

‘Dispossession’: time, motion and depictive regimes, the title given to the 
interview of Simon Grennan carried out by John Miers, alludes to the key 
themes of the basic rules that directed Grennan in his creation of 
Dispossession, and the move from Trollope’s literary style to his own 
corresponding visual style. Grennan discusses his aims and some influences 
on his thought – Caillebotte, Holman Hunt, Stubbs, Daumier, but also the 
theorising of Italian Renaissance paintings – in the quest to transpose 
Trollope’s ambiguity.



In The tactic for illusion in Simon Grennan’s ‘Dispossession’, Hugo Frey 
contextualises Grennan’s work in terms of the modern graphic novel, 
comparing it with examples by Hergé, Moore and Gibbons, and Ware. 
Drawing on the theme of magic and its latter-day music hall associations, Frey 
concentrates on the effects achieved by Grennan in terms of what he shows 
and, equally importantly, does not show: in short ‘an aesthetic of illusion’, but 
one that shies away from the expected techniques of a graphic novel set in 
the Victorian era.

Part 2

Frederik Van Dam’s Allegorical landscapes: the psychology of seeing in  
Anthony Trollope’s later novels examines Trollope’s visuality, albeit an image-
free one, created via descriptions of physiognomy, and enhanced by varying 
narrator viewpoints. Van Dam draws upon Benjamin’s theories of 
physiognomy, originally applied to Second Empire Paris, to further our 
understanding of Trollope’s particular visual psychology.

Moving from literary visualisation to images themselves, David Skilton’s 
Complex meanings in illustrated literature, 1860-1880 concentrates on 
Victorian illustrated fiction. Analysis of illustrations by Cruickshank for novels 
by Dickens and associated reading practices (appropriate narrative pauses at 
sections bearing pictures), as well as theatrical images relating to more than 
one narrative instance, suggests kinship with narrative sequences such as 
those by Hogarth or Rowlandson. Skilton introducés the idea of the ‘active 
reader’ in Millais’s illustrations for Trollope’s Framley Parsonage (1860) and 
Orley Farm (1862), comparing them with more equivocal approaches in the 
work of Tenniel and by Hopkins.

Roger Sabin brings us to the broader culture of the image at the time of 
Trollope, considering the tension between works considered to be literature – 
including John Caldigate – and the rising popular form of comics, the former 
seen as beneficia and, often, the latter as damaging. In ‘Comics versus 
books: the new criticism at the ‘fin de siècle’ Sabin draws upon contemporary 
accounts of the culture of comics, including little known journalistic 
commentaries, to present and analyse nineteenth century attitudes to visual 
culture and its social implications. He concludes with a general 
contextualisation of the ethical debate about comics, then and now.

Barbara Postema continues with a specific analysis of nineteenth century 
comics, concentrating on the nature and influence of a precise sub-form. The 
visual culture of comics in the last half of the nineteenth century: comics  
without words, gives an overview of the development, content and importance 



of silent strips within the broader field of image narratives, including proto-
cinematography. Postema draws examples from England, France, Germany 
and the USA, focusing in particular on examples from Busch, Caran d’Ache, 
Schulz, Poitevin and Engl, and the journals, such as Le Chat Noir, in which 
they appeared.

Part 3

With this final section taking us into contemporary culture, Marie-Luise Kohlke 
presents the Victorians as seen in novels and on television. ‘Abominable 
pictures’: neo-Victorianism and the tyranny of the sexual taboo draws upon a 
variety of TV productions (The Siege of Krishnapur, Ripper Street, The 
French Lieutenant’s Woman, Possession, Tipping the Velvet…) so as to 
explore the appropriation of myths surrounding Victorian sexuality. Kohlke 
concludes by underlining the complex nature of neo-Victorianism that creates 
fetish cult objects and revels in forbidden images, thereby displaying 
‘repression-envy’ but also potentially desired transgression of current taboos, 
in particular paedophilia.

Ian Hague’s ‘Drawing “the apprenticeship of a man of letters”: adapting  
Remembrance of Things Past for ‘bande dessinée’ considers the visualisation 
of Victorian-age culture though the graphic novel and the specific example of 
Proust. Hague concentrates on the 1998 Heuet version of À la recherche du 
temps perdu, and its attempts, with varying degrees of success, to convey 
complexities of the flavour, narrative techniques and themes of Proust’s 
original, thereby leading to more general musings on the challenges of literary 
adaptation.

Aarnould Rommens’s analysis of Breccia’s versions of Poe produced in the 
context of Argentina’s National Reorganisation underlines how cultural 
updates inevitably carry and convey changing political context. Allegories of  
graphiation: Alberto Breccia’s counter-censorial versions of E. A. Poe’s  
‘Valdemar’ centres on the workings of the covert resistance to the Argentinian 
‘Proceso’ at the heart of Breccia’s renderings into comics of Poe’s ambiguous 
tale of the mesmerising of death.

Finally in An incomplete project: graphic adaptations of ‘Moby-Dick’ and the  
ethics of response Peter Wilkins underlines Melville’s 1851 novel as being an 
‘open work’ and explores the resulting implications for its numerous adaptive 
responses, including graphic novels. Rommens, in the previous chapter, 
demonstrates the nuanced power of comics via visual association, and 
Wilkins here emphasises the richness of ambiguity as compared to 
description of narrative, and the advantage of providing a visual equivalent, 
rather than an imitation, of prose. Together they form a fitting conclusion to the 



main themes of a volume on Grennan’s Dispossession and Trollope’s John 
Caldigate.


