                                      BOYS, comics





A person who glances through most of today's boys' comics could perhaps be forgiven if he assumes that a publication of this type is of little importance in the development of a boy's reading tastes. He regards the reading of comics as a passing phase in a boy's life and, therefore, tends to look down upon the industry that produces them. Finally, our uninformed observer lays them down and forgets them, since he regards such publications as trivial and insignificant. Perhaps he will remember, however, the days when he was young, and avidly devoured the exploits of Sexton Blake and Nelson Lee, and feel a moment of nostalgia as he remembers the pleasure he derived from his childhood reading. It is then that he realises that the effect of his youthful reading was not so transient after all. He still remembers with affection the heroes of his youth, while he has long forgotten even the names of characters in books read not so many years ago. Comic books are important in that they are a child's first reading and can stimulate his interest in books or, on the other hand, can turn him away completely from good literature.





The history of boys' comics is much longer than one might think, and makes a fascinating study. Until comparatively recent years boys' comics did not consist of stories told in picture form, as is generally the case today. Stories, although written for children, were told in prose form and not simply in the dialogue form of the picture-strip. The date of the first boys' comic is difficult to estimate accurately but it is safe to say that by the midnineteenth century their development was well under way. These first 14 penny dreadfuls " were not initially aimed at the young but their scalptingling tales easily captured the lukewarm devotion of the young towards " Robinson Crusoe " and " Quentin Durward." The tales, which were soon to hold the attention of the country's youth, were essentially of a " Gothic " mood. In his fascinating survey of boys' comics, E. S. Turner describes the stories as being " steeped in darkness and diablerie, spectres gliding in a green phosphorescence, hags picking over the bones of charnel houses, deathsheads in closets, heirs to great estates chained in dungeons, forests stuffed with robbers and werewolves, graves creaking open in the moonlight to let Vampires out." It is small wonder that such uninhibited plots captured the minds of so many. As an example of the spine-chilling tales contained in these books, here is an extract from the first chapter of " Varney the Vampire " (a creation which preceded Bram Stoker's " Dracula " by almost half a century) :





" The figure turns half round, and the light falls upon its face. It is perfectly white, perfectly bloodless. The eyes look like polished tin; the lips are drawn back, and the principal feature next to those dreadful eyes is the teeth-projecting like those of some wild animal, hideously, glaringly white and fang-like. It approaches the bed with a strong gliding movement. It clashes together its long nails that literally appear to hang from the finger ends. No sound comes from its lips . . . . . and two paragraphs later: " With a plunge he seizes her neck in his fang-like teeth-a gush of blood and a hideous sucking noise follows. The vampire is at his hideous repast." Such a passage is a fair indication of the mood of the Gothic thriller.


