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THE ART OF DONALD MCA LL (1941)

Who does not know the 'comics' of the cheap stationers' w ndows, the
penny or twopenny col oured post cards with their endl ess succession of
fat wonen in tight bathing-dresses and their crude drawi ng and unbearabl e
colours, chiefly hedge-sparrow s-egg tint and Post Ofice red?

Thi s question ought to be rhetorical, but it is curious fact that nmany
peopl e seemto be unaware of the existence of these things, or else to
have a vague notion that they are sonething to be found only at the
seaside, like nigger mnstrels or peppermnt rock. Actually they are on
sal e everywhere--they can be bought at nearly any Wolworth's, for
exanpl e--and they are evidently produced in enornous nunmbers, new series
constantly appearing. They are not to be confused with the various other
types of comc illustrated post card, such as the sentinmental ones
dealing with puppies and kittens or the Wendyi sh, sub-pornographic ones
which exploit the love affairs of children. They are a genre of their
own, specializing in very 'l ow hunmour, the nother-in-Iaw baby's-nappy,
pol i cemen' s-boot type of joke, and distinguishable fromall the other

ki nds by having no artistic pretensions. Sonme hal f-dozen publishing
houses 1ssue them though the people who draw them seem not to be
nunerous at any one tine.

| have associated them especially with the nane of Donald MG || because
he is not only the nmost prolific and by far the best of contenporary post
card artists, but also the nost representative, the nost perfect in the
tradition. Who Donald MG Il is, | do not know. He is apparently a trade
nane, for at |east one series of post cards is issued sinply as 'The
Donald MG Il Comics', but he is also unquestionable a real person with a
style of drawing which is recognizable at a gl ance. Anyone who exam nes
his post cards in bulk will notice that many of them are not despicable
even as drawi ngs, but it would be mere dilettantismto pretend that they
have any direct aesthetic value. A conmic post card is sinply an
illustration to a joke, invariably a 'low joke, and it stands or falls
by its ability to raise a laugh. Beyond that it has only 'ideol ogical'
interest. MG Il is a clever draughtsman with a real caricaturist's touch
in the drawi ng of faces, but the special value of his post cards is that
they are so conpletely typical. They represent, as it were, the norm of
the com c post card. Wthout being in the least imtative, they are
exactly what conic post cards have been any tine these last forty years,
and fromthemthe nmeani ng and purpose of the whole genre can be inferred.

Get hold of a dozen of these things, preferably MG II's--if you pick
out froma pile the ones that seemto you funniest, you will probably
find that nost of themare McGII|'s--and spread them out on a table.
What do you see?

Your first inpression is of overpowering vulgarity. This is quite apart
fromthe ever-present obscenity, and apart also fromthe hi deousness of
the colours. They have an utter |ow ness of nmental atnosphere which cones
out not only in the nature of the jokes but, even nore, in the grotesque,
staring, blatant quality of the drawi ngs. The designs, |like those of a
child, are full of heavy lines and enpty spaces, and all the figures in
them every gesture and attitude, are deliberately ugly, the faces
grinni ng and vacuous, the wonen nonstrously paradied, with bottons |ike
Hottentots. Your second inpression, however, is of indefinable
famliarity. What do these things rem nd you of ? What are they'so |ike?
In the first place, of course, they renmind you of the barely different
post cards which you probably gazed at in your chil dhood. But nore than
this, what you are really looking at is something as traditional as G eek
tragedy, a sort of sub-world of smacked bottoms and scrawny
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not hers-in-1aw which is a part of Wstern European consci ousness. Not
that the jokes, taken one by one, are necessarily stale. Not being
debarred from snuttiness, com c post cards repeat thenselves |ess often
than the joke colums in reputable nagazines, but their basic
subj ect-matter, the KIND of joke they are ainming at, never varies. A few
are genuinely witty, in a Max Mllerish style. Exanples

"I like seeing experienced girls hone.'

"But |'m not experienced!'

You're not hone yet!'

I"ve been struggling for years to get a fur coat. How did you get yours?

"I left off struggling.'

UDGE: '"You are prevaricating, sir. Did you or did you not sleep
th this woman?'

J
Wi
Co--respondent: 'Not a wink, my lord!’

In general, however, they are not witty, but humorous, and it nust be
said for MG IIl's post cards, in particular, that the drawing is often a
good deal funnier than the joke beneath it. Obviously the outstanding
characteristic of comc cards is their obscenity, and | nust discuss that
nore fully later. But | give here a rough analysis of their habitua

subj ect-matter, with such explanatory renmarks as seemto be needed:

SEX. --Mre than half, perhaps three-quarters, of the jokes are sex

jokes, ranging fromthe harmess to the all but unprintable. First
favourite is probably the illegitimte baby. Typical captions: 'Could you
exchange this lucky charmfor a baby's feeding-bottle? 'She didn't ask
me to the christening, so |I'mnot going to the wedding.' Also new yweds,
ol d mai ds, nude statues and wonen in bathing-dresses. Al of these are

| PSO FACTO funny, nmere nmention of them being enough to raise a | augh. The
cuckol dry joke is seldomexploited, and there are no references to
honosexual i ty.

Conventions of the sex joke

(i) Marriage only benefits wonen. Every man is plotting seduction and
every woman is plotting marriage. No woman ever remrai ned unnmarried
voluntarily.

(ii) Sex-appeal vani shes at about the age of twenty-five. Well-preserved
and good-1 ooki ng peopl e beyond their first youth are never represented.
The anor ous honeynooni ng coupl e reappear as the grimvisaged wife and
shapel ess, moust achi oed, red-nosed husband, no internedi ate stage being
al |l owed for.

HOME LI FE--Next to sex, the henpecked husband is the favourite joke
Typical caption: 'Did they get an X-ray of your wife's jaw at the
hospital ?' --' No, they got a noving picture instead.'

Conventi ons:

(i) There is no such thing as a happy marriage.
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(ii) No man ever gets the better of a woman in argunent
Drunkenness- - Bot h drunkenness and teetotalismare ipso facto funny.

Conventi ons:
(i) Al drunken men have optical illusions.

(ii) Drunkenness is something peculiar to niddle-aged men. Drunken youths
or women are never represented.

WC. JOKES--There is not a | arge nunmber of these. Chanber pots are ipso
facto funny, and so are public lavatories. A typical post card captioned
"A Friend in Need', shows a man's hat bl own off his head and di sappearing
down the steps of a ladies' lavatory.

| NTER- WORKI NG- CLASS SNOBBERY- - Much in these post cards suggests that

they are ainmed at the better-off working class and poorer m ddle class.
There are many j okes turning on nal apropisnms, illiteracy, dropped aitches
and the rough manners of slum dwellers. Countless post cards show
draggl ed hags of the stage-charwoman type exchangi ng 'unl adyli ke' abuse
Typical repartee: 'I wish you were a statue and | was a pigeon!' A
certai n nunber produced since the war treat evacuation fromthe

anti -evacuee angle. There are the usual jokes about tranps, beggars and
crimnals, and the com c maidservant appears fairly frequently. Al so the
conmi c navvy, bargee, etc.; but there are no anti-Trade-Uni on jokes.
Broadl y speaki ng, everyone with much over or much under £5 a week is
regarded as |aughable. The 'swell' is alnpbst as automatically a figure of
fun as the slumdweller.

STOCK FlI GURES- - For ei gners sel dom or never appear. The chief locality

joke is the Scotsman, who is al nost inexhaustible. The | awer is always a
swi ndl er, the clergyman always a nervous idiot who says the wong thing
The 'knut' or 'masher' still appears, alnobst as in Edwardi an days, in

out - of -dat e | ooki ng eveni ng-cl ot hes and an opera hat, or even spats and a
knobby cane. Another survival is the Suffragette, one of the big jokes of
the pre-1914 period and too valuable to be relinquished. She has
reappear ed, unchanged in physical appearance, as the Fem nist |ecturer or
Tenmperance fanatic. A feature of the last few years is the conplete
absence of anti-Jew post cards. The 'Jew joke', always sonmewhat nore
ill-natured than the ' Scotch joke', disappeared abruptly soon after the
rise of Hitler.

POLI TI CS- - Any contenporary event, cult or activity which has conic
possibilities (for exanple, 'free love', femnism A R P., nudism
rapidly finds its way into the picture post cards, but their genera

at nosphere is extrenely ol d-fashioned. The inplied political outlook is a
Radi cal i sm appropriate to about the year 1900. At normal tinmes they are
not only not patriotic, but go in for a nmld guying of patriotism wth

j okes about 'God save the King', the Union Jack, etc. The European
situation only began to reflect itself in themat sonme time in 1939, and
first did so through the com c aspects of AR P. Even at this date few
post cards mention the war except in A R P. jokes (fat wonman stuck in the
nmout h of Anderson shelter: wardens neglecting their duty while young
worman undresses at wi ndow she has forgotten to black out, etc., etc.) A
few express anti-Hitler sentiments of a not very vindictive kind. One,

not MG Il's, shows Hitler with the usual hypertrophied backsi de, bending
down to pick a flower. Caption; 'Wat would you do, chuns?' This is about
as high a flight of patriotismas any post card is likely to attain.

Unli ke the twopenny weekly papers, comc post cards are not the product

of any great nonopoly conpany, and evidendy they are not regarded as
havi ng any inmportance in form ng public opinion. There is no sign in them
of any attenpt to induce an outl ook acceptable to the ruling class.
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Here one comes back to the outstanding, all-inmportant feature of comc
post cards--their obscenity. It is by this that everyone renmenbers them
and it is also central to their purpose, though not in a way diat is

i medi at el y obvi ous.

A recurrent, alnost dom nant notif in comic post cards is the woman with
t he stuck-out behind. In perhaps half of them or nore than half, even
when the point of the joke has nothing to do with sex, the sane fenale
figure appears, a plunmp 'voluptuous' figure with the dress clinging to it
as tightly as another skin and with breasts or buttocks grossly

over - enphasi zed according to which way it is turned. There can be no
doubt that these pictures Ilift the lid off a very w despread repression,
natural enough in a country whose wonen when young tend to be slimto the
poi nt of skinmpiness. But at the sane tine the MG || post card--and this
applies to all other post cards in this genre--is not intended as

por nography but, a subtler thing, as a skit on pornography. The Hottent ot
figures of the wonen are caricatures of the Englishman's secret ideal

not portraits of it. When one examines McGIIl's post cards nmore cl osely,
one notices that his brand of humour only has a neaning in relation to a
fairly strict noral code. Whereas in papers |like ESQU RE, for instance,
or LA VIE PARI SI ENNE, the inmaginary background of the jokes is always
prom scuity, the utter breakdown of all standards, the background of the
MG Il post card is marriage. The four |eading jokes are nakedness,
illegitimte babies, old maids and newWly marri ed coupl es, none of which
woul d seem funny in a really dissolute or even 'sophisticated society.
The post cards dealing with honeynoon coupl es al ways have the

ent husi asti ¢ i ndecency of those village weddi ngs where it is still

consi dered screanmingly funny to sew bells to the bridal bed. In one, for
exanpl e, a young bridegroomis shown getting out of bed the nmorning after
hi s weddi ng night. 'The first nmorning in our own little home, darling!'

he is saying; '"I'll go and get the m |k and paper and bring you up a cup
of tea.' Inset is a picture of the front doorstep; on it are four
newspapers and four bottles of mlk. This is obscene, if you like, but it
is not imoral. Its inplication--and this is just the inplication the

ESQUI RE or the NEW YORKER woul d avoid at all costs--is that marriage is
sonet hing profoundly exciting and inportant, the biggest event in the
average human being's life.

So also with jokes about nagging wives and tyrannous nothers-in-law. They
do at least inply a stable society in which marriage is indissoluble and
fam |y loyalty taken for granted. And bound up with this is sonething
noted earlier, the fact there are no pictures, or hardly any, of
good- | ooki ng peopl e beyond their first youth. There is the 'spooning
coupl e and the m ddl e- aged, cat-and-dog couple, but nothing in between.
The liaison, the illicit but nmore or |ess decorous |ove-affair which used
to be the stock joke of French conmic papers, is not a post card subject.
And this reflects, on a comic |evel, the working-class outl ook which
takes it as a matter of course that youth and adventure--al nost, indeed
individual life--end with narriage. One of the few authentic

cl ass-di fferences, as opposed to class-distinctions, still existing in
Engl and is that the working cl asses age very nmuch earlier. They do not
live | ess long, provided that they survive their childhood, nor do they
| ose their physical activity earlier, but they do | ose very early their
yout hf ul appearance. This fact is observable everywhere, but can be nost
easily verified by watching one of the higher age groups registering for
mlitary service; the niddle--and upper-class nmenbers | ook, on average,
ten years younger than the others. It is usual to attribute this to the
harder lives that the working classes have to live, but it is doubtful
whet her any such difference now exists as would account for it. Mre
probably the truth is that the working classes reach middl e age earlier
because they accept it earlier. For to | ook young after, say, thirty is
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largely a matter of wanting to do so. This generalization is |ess true of
the better-paid workers, especially those who live in council houses and
| abour-saving flats, but it is true enough even of themto point to a
di fference of outlook. And in this, as usual, they are nore traditional
nore in accord with the Christian past than the well-to-do wonen who try
to stay young at forty by nmeans of physical-jerks, cosmetics and
avoi dance of child-bearing. The inpulse to cling to youth at all costs,
to attenpt to preserve your sexual attraction, to see even in mddle age
a future for yourself and not nerely for your children, is a thing of
recent growth and has only precariously established itself. It wll
probably di sappear again when our standard of |iving drops and our
birth-rate rises. 'Youth's a stuff will not endure' expresses the nornmal,
traditional attitude. It is this ancient wisdomthat MG || and his
col | eagues are reflecting, no doubt unconsciously, when they allow for no
transiti on stage between the honeynmoon coupl e and those gl anourl ess
figures, Mum and Dad.

| have said that at least half of MG IIl's post cards are sex jokes, and
a proportion, perhaps ten per cent, are far nore obscene than anyt hing

el se that is now printed in England. Newsagents are occasionally
prosecuted for selling them and there would be many nore prosecutions if
t he broadest jokes were not invariably protected by doubl e neanings. A
single exanple will be enough to show how this is done. In one post card,
captioned 'They didn't believe her', a young woman i s denonstrating, with
her hands held apart, something about two feet long to a couple of

open- nout hed acquai ntances. Behind her on the wall is a stuffed fish in a
gl ass case, and beside that is a photograph of a nearly naked athlete.
Qoviously it is not the fish that she is referring to, but this could
never be proved. Now, it is doubtful whether there is any paper in

Engl and that would print a joke of this kind, and certainly there is no
paper that does so habitually. There is an i nmmense anobunt of pornography

of a mld sort, countless illustrated papers cashing in on wonen's | egs,
but there is no popular literature specializing in the '"vulgar', farcica
aspect of sex. On the other hand, jokes exactly like MG IIl's are the

ordinary small change of the revue and nusic-hall stage, and are also to
be heard on the radi o, at nonents when the censor happens to be nodding
In England the gap between what can be said and what can be printed is
rather exceptionally wi de. Remarks and gestures which hardly anyone
objects to on the stage would raise a public outcry if any attenpt were
made to reproduce them on paper. (Conpare Max Mller's stage patter with
his weekly colum in the SUNDAY DI SPATCH) The comic post cards are the
only existing exception to this rule, the only mediumin which really

"l ow humour is considered to be printable. Only in post cards and on the
variety stage can the stuck-out behind, dog and | anp-post, baby's nappy
type of joke be freely exploited. Remenbering that, one sees what
function these post cards, in their hunble way, are performng

VWhat they are doing is to give expression to the Sancho Panza vi ew of
life, the attitude to life that M ss Rebecca West once sumred up as
"extracting as nuch fun as possible from smacki ng behi nds in basenent
kitchens'. The Don Qui xote-Sancho Panza conbi nation, which of course is
sinmply the ancient dualismof body and soul in fiction form recurs nore
frequently in the literature of the last four hundred years than can be
explained by mere imtation. It comes up again and again, in endl ess
vari ations, Bouvard and Pécuchet, Jeeves and Woster, Bl oom and Dedal us,
Hol mes and Watson (the Hol nes-Watson variant is an exceptionally subtle
one, because the usual physical characteristics of two partners have been
transposed). Evidently it corresponds to sonething enduring in our
civilization, not in the sense that either character is to be found in a
"pure' state in real life, but in the sense that the two principles,
nobl e folly and base wi sdom exist side by side in nearly every human
being. If you look into your own mnd, which are you, Don Quixote or
Sancho Panza? Al nost certainly you are both. There is one part of you
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that wishes to be a hero or a saint, but another part of youis alittle
fat man who sees very clearly the advantages of staying alive with a
whol e skin. He is your unofficial self, the voice of the belly protesting
against the soul. His tastes lie towards safety, soft beds, no work, pots
of beer and wormen with 'vol uptuous' figures. He it is who punctures your
fine attitudes and urges you to |ook after Nunmber One, to be unfaithfu
to your wife, to bilk your debts, and so on and so forth. Wether you
al l ow yourself to be influenced by himis a different question. But it is
simply alie to say that he is not part of you, just as it is alie to
say that Don Qui xote is not part of you either, though nost of what is
said and witten consists of one lie or the other, usually the first.

But though in varying forms he is one of the stock figures of literature,
inreal life, especially in the way society is ordered, his point of view
never gets a fair hearing. There is a constant world-w de conspiracy to
pretend that he is not there, or at |least that he doesn't matter. Codes
of law and norals, or religious systens, never have much roomin them for
a hunorous view of life. Whatever is funny is subversive, every joke is
ultimately a custard pie, and the reason why so |large a proportion of
jokes centre round obscenity is sinply that all societies, as the price
of survival, have to insist on a fairly high standard of sexual norality.
A dirty joke is not, of course, a serious attack upon norality, but it is
a sort of nmental rebellion, a nomentary wi sh that things were otherw se
So also with all other jokes, which always centre round cowardice

| azi ness, di shonesty or sone other quality which society cannot afford to
encour age. Society has always to demand a little nore from human bei ngs
than it will get in practice. It has to demand faultless discipline and
self-sacrifice, it nust expect its subjects to work hard, pay their
taxes, and be faithful to their wives, it nust assume that men think it
glorious to die on the battlefield and wonen want wear thensel ves out
with child-bearing. The whol e of what one may call official literature is
founded on such assunptions. | never read the proclamations of generals
before battle, the speeches of flihrers and prine ninisters, the
solidarity songs of public schools and left-wing political parties,

nati onal anthens, Tenperance tracts, papal encyclicals and sernons

agai nst ganbling and contraception, wthout seenming to hear in the

background a chorus of raspberries fromall the millions of common nen to
whom t hese hi gh sentinents make no appeal. Neverthel ess the high
sentinments always win in the end, |eaders who offer blood, toil, tears

and sweat always get nmore out of their followers than those who offer
safety and a good time. When it conmes to the pinch, human beings are
heroic. Wonen face chil dbed and the scrubbing brush, revol utionaries keep
their nouths shut in the torture chanber, battleships go down with their
guns still firing when their decks are awash. It is only that the other
element in man, the lazy, cowardly, debt-bilking adulterer who is inside
all of us, can never be suppressed altogether and needs a hearing

occasi onal |l y.

The com ¢ post cards are one expression of his point of view, a hunble

one, less inportant than the nusic halls, but still worthy of attention.
In a society which is still basically Christian they naturally
concentrate on sex jokes; in a totalitarian society, if they had any
freedom of expression at all, they would probably concentrate on | azi ness
or cowardice, but at any rate on the unheroic in one formor another. It
will not do to condemm them on the ground that they are vulgar and ugly.

That is exactly what they are neant to be. Their whole nmeaning and virtue
is in their unredeemed | owness, not only in the sense of obscenity, but

| owness of outlook in every direction whatever. The slightest hint of
"higher' influences would ruin themutterly. They stand for the

worm s-eye view of life, for the nusic-hall world where marriage is a
dirty joke or a comc disaster, where the rent is always behind and the
cl othes are always up the spout, where the |lawer is always a crook and
the Scotsnman al ways a m ser, where the new y-weds make fool s of
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t hemsel ves on the hi deous beds of seaside |odgi ng-houses and the drunken,
red-nosed husbands roll hone at four in the norning to neet the
I i nen-ni ght gowned wi ves who wait for them behind the front door, poker in
hand. Their existence, the fact that people want them is synptomatically
i mportant. Like the nusic halls, they are a sort of saturnalia, a
harm ess rebel lion against virtue. They express only one tendency in the
human mi nd, but a tendency which is always there and will find its own
outlet, like water. On the whole, human beings want to be good, but not
too good, and not quite all the time. For:

there is a just man that perished in his righteousness, and there is a
wi cked man that prolongeth his life in his w ckedness. Be not righteous
overnuch; neither make thyself over w se; why shoul dst thou destroy
thysel f? Be not overmuch wi cked, neither be thou foolish: why shoul dst
thou die before thy tine?

In the past the nood of the comc post card could enter into the centra
stream of literature, and jokes barely different fromMdGlI!Il's could
casually be uttered between the nmurders in Shakespeare's tragedi es. That
is no |longer possible, and a whole category of humour, integral to our
literature till 1800 or thereabouts, has dw ndled down to these ill-drawn
post cards, leading a barely | egal existence in cheap stationers

wi ndows. The corner of the human heart that they speak for might easily
mani fest itself in worse forns, and | for one should be sorry to see them
vani sh.
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