Nobody, Somebody, Everybody: Ballet, Girlhood, Class, Femininity and Comics in 1950s Britain.
     Until recently, especially within American and British culture, comics have been seen as a medium that offers little to girls or women through either narrative or imagery. What, then, could any of these texts have to say to girls about femininity and class? The answer lies with a little-known phenomenon, for although stereotypes of the medium suggest otherwise, there was actually a huge flowering of comics publishing aimed specifically at girls between the 1950s and 1980s in Britain, as shown in Gibson’s research (2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2007b). Over fifty titles appeared, of which the most popular had sales of over a million per week (Gravett 2006,133) showing, perhaps surprisingly, that the comic was one of the dominant forms of entertainment for British girls during this period. Whilst not the key influence upon girls, as family, school and peers are typically more significant, it can be argued that these texts nonetheless had an impact upon both constructions of girlhood and the lives of individual girls in Britain at this time.

     These comics were focused on girls working, exploring, investigating and being involved in physical activity (Gibson 2006). The potentially powerful content which appeared in many of the titles was, however, also influenced by what the creators felt was appropriate for girls, particularly in the titles of the 1950s. Girl protagonists taking on caring roles, or acting on others’ behalf dominated the narratives, with misunderstood and selfless heroines who suffer silently appearing frequently (Gibson 2007a). In addition, many were narratives of class mobility, where education or leisure activities, particularly ballet (hence the focus on a ballet narrative here) lead to achieving a middle-class feminine ideal. Education narratives were often set in fee-paying schools, and featured a heroine who, as a ‘scholarship girl’ (so getting a free place) needed to prove her ‘worthiness’. Further, other narratives focused on careers that fulfil the above ideal, predominantly nursing (whether of people or animals), but also some of the more ‘glamorous’ careers of the era. For example, a typical edition of Girl from 1959 could include the ongoing full colour cover story “Susan of St. Bride’s” about a nurse, “Tessa of Television” (a secretary), and “Angela, Air Hostess”, each focusing on the working life and training of the central character, as well as narratives about ballet schools and other educational settings
. 

     Created largely by male teams, these narratives were intended to reflect girls’ interests, but also direct the readers’ into what publishers saw as appropriately feminine careers and hobbies. Their implied reader, seen almost as a ‘blank slate’, did not necessarily reflect individual readers interaction with the text, of course, and, indeed, many girls rejected the girls’ comic and read humour comics such as the Beano and Dandy, or read American superhero comics, as a way of contesting the dominant models of femininity in girls’ comics and the producer’s assumptions about their interests, an issue discussed further by Gibson (2003a).

     This article focuses on a central narrative from a key British girls’ comic of the 1950s in exploring femininity and class, although, as suggested above, narratives about femininity and class dominated the majority of titles, as Tinkler (2000) confirms was also the case regarding periodicals for girls in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Girl, published by Hulton Press from 1952-1964, was chosen because it is seen as an important text in the development of titles aimed at the young female audience (Gravett 2006; Sabin 1996) and because it had a sizable circulation of around 650,000 per week (Gravett 2006, 133). 

     One of the first of its kind, following only a few years after the publication of School Friend in 1950, Girl had high production values – it was printed on glossy, high quality paper in four-colour rotogravure - physical properties that had distinct class connotations and so an impact on how it was perceived. Girl was middle-class broadsheet to Bunty’s working-class tabloid, although both engaged with issues of class and femininity. Bunty, a title the article returns to later, was published between 1958 and 2001 by DC Thomson (who also published Beano and Dandy
) and was printed almost entirely in black and white on cheap newsprint. Thus, even the paper used may be a marker of class position to both producers and readers.
     In addition, it was the explicit intention of Marcus Morris, a clergyman and the editor of Girl and Eagle (the latter for boys), to develop adventure themes within a middle-class, gender-specific, national and Christian framework. Consequently, these were two of the very few comics in Britain to gain parental approval, being seen as a positive alternative to American comics as Barker (1984) discusses.
 Girl, then, allows us to explore assumptions about what was considered appropriate to middle-class British girlhood at a certain point when, as Tinkler (2000) argues, girls had become considered valuable consumers. 
     One of the lead narratives throughout Girl’s publication, illustrated in full colour was “Belle of the Ballet”.
  Whilst themes of class and femininity were common throughout this sequence of narratives about ballet, this article focuses down on a single strip that exemplifies the key approaches, themes, concerns, visual style and layout of the ongoing stories in the weekly comics. “Belle of the Ballet in Little Miss Nobody” is a four-page self-contained short story from the third Girl Annual (1954), drawn by John Worsley and scripted by George Beardmore, which focuses on Belle and her friends discovering that their classes are being watched and copied by a girl who lives in a building overlooking their practice room. They try to find the girl, Renee, only to discover that her father has gone to complain about them to the head of the ballet school, Madame Arenska. Belle, Renee and the others put on a performance of Swan Lake in an attempt to convince Renee’s father that ballet is worthwhile. Entranced, he gives permission for his daughter to start ballet lessons. 
     On first impression “Little Miss Nobody”, might appear to represent a fixed model of girlhood and a very traditional notion of femininity in the figure of the ballerina. This is, perhaps supported by the very title of the comic from which it comes, a title that reinforces the readers’ awareness of gender, especially since the other titles produced by the publisher were Robin, Swift and Eagle, isolating Girl and implying that it, and girlhood, are both constants. 

    Such an impression is compounded by some of the research on British girls’ comics, which emphasized the overall stability and continuity of that genre at a thematic level (Gifford 1987; Cadogan 1986). There is work within Media and Cultural Studies, however, which offers understandings of the comic beyond straightforward history and concerns about ‘media effects’. The work of three researchers: Angela McRobbie (1978a, 1978b, 1981, 1984, 1991, 1997a, 1997b), Valerie Walkerdine (1984,1997) and Martin Barker (1984,1989), in particular, has been significant when addressing the British girls’ comic, which Gibson (2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2007a, 2007b) further adds to
. Some of this work is drawn upon later in analysing the comic strip, along with the use of close visual analysis derived from studies of film and fine art. 

     In addition, given Skidmore’s (1983) assertions that the comic in general is a mirror or instigator of social change, the notion that there is an absence of change in girls’ comics seems unlikely. I would argue that individual comic strip narratives, as well as the overall comics themselves, do reveal the impact of changes in education, work and leisure across class for girls and young women during the lifetime of the girls’ comic. “Little Miss Nobody”, for instance, can be contextualized as representing changes in middle-class leisure activities in the early 1950s. The overall narrative of “Belle of the Ballet” was introduced in response to an increased enthusiasm for ballet amongst middle-class girls, an enthusiasm it further encouraged. “Belle of the Ballet”, then, represents changes in what were considered ‘appropriate’ and affordable activities for girls of a certain class in a particular period in Britain, although this does not connect with the emerging youth culture of the period.
     What “Belle of the Ballet” also shows is that dance in the 1950s, and the culture that surrounded it, whilst being ‘suitable’, was a source of pleasure and, to an extent, offered physical freedom. Angela McRobbie (1984) argues that dance in general has many contradictory aspects, of which a key one is 
     the social pressures which direct little girls towards dance as a suitably 
     feminine form of leisure. And dancing here is linked with being pretty, 
     graceful, controlled and an object of admiration. But this conformist role 
     does not deny the way dance carries enormously pleasurable qualities for 
     girls and women (McRobbie 1984, 134). 
These narratives of the 1950s, then, can be seen as having offered to girls a spectacle of female physical pleasure, as the final panels of “Little Miss Nobody” where the ballet students demonstrate their passion, enthusiasm and joy in the physical. In a sense the stories offer several very different aspirational messages simultaneously, from the stories about class and acceptance (as we shall see) to ones about the freedom dance can offer. 
     In addition, “Little Miss Nobody”, offers images of girls with a sense of adventure, girls who are prepared to risk disapproval. Belle, after all, had to be attractive to the readers. The strip, then, represents a balancing act between three sets of concerns by the publishers, their need to make a profit, parents’ desires that their children should only have access to ‘appropriate’ entertainment, and girl readers’ desires. All publications for children, then and now, are engaged with a similar conundrum of how to manage to stay interesting for children without offending adult stakeholders. In “Little Miss Nobody”, the association of ballet, high art and the middle-classes meant that whilst comics were seen by many parents as ‘common’, as ‘low’ or mass culture (and often forbidden, making them, inevitably, attractive to girl readers), ballet’s appearance could also elevate the carrier text to a ‘higher’ level, thus making approval more likely.
     To further show how girls’ comics respond to and sometimes initiate changes in girlhood, analyzing a range of titles shows that whilst ballet stories were dominant narratives in the 1950s and 1960s they largely disappeared from comics in the mid-1970s, replaced by stories about gymnastics and disco dancing, indicating that publishers were aware of shifting leisure interests and also that they were moving away from creating class-specific titles like Girl. Gymnastics, for instance, replaced ballet because schools’ involvement in the British Amateur Gymnastics Awards, offering classes free, meant there was little cost to individual families. Girls who would have no opportunity to take ballet lessons were aware of and able to participate in gymnastics. In addition, television played a huge role in popularizing gymnastics. Televisions impact is clear in the strip “Bella at the Bar” by Primrose Cumming and John Armstrong, which appeared between 1974-1984 in Tammy, published by IPC. Bella’s hairstyle is very similar to that of Olga Korbutt and the strip constantly shows Bella in action against a plain background, the reader ‘watching’ Bella’s performance as if it is on television, seeing the spectacle of the gymnast from the point of view of the camera. Such an approach can serve to distance the reader from the character. In comics, to avoid this, it is usual to read the narrative through the eyes of one of the characters, like a point-of-view shot in film. Here, however, the use of thought balloons allows an intimacy with the character even while visually distancing her. 
     “Bella at the Bar” also provides a dramatic visual contrast with “Little Miss Nobody” - in the latter, despite the pleasures of dance, the clipped images of the dancers are constrained within the panels, emphasizing physical (and by inference moral) propriety. Even when on stage in the dramatic finale, the panels clip heads and legs. In contrast, Bella’s exuberance, desire for freedom and physicality are expressed by the way that her body breaks the edges of the panels. Finally, with her leisure clothes (often dungarees or jeans), her use of slang, her muscles and lack of striking traditional good looks or femininity, Bella is depicted as an ‘ordinary’ (for which read working-class) girl. Belle, in contrast, is drawn in long flowing lines, depicted as slender, conventionally pretty, ‘proper’, profoundly feminine and comparatively demure. 
     Gymnastics replaced ballet piecemeal over a long period, predominantly because publishers saw ballet as appropriate for increasingly younger audiences. Ballet stories stopped appearing in publications for older teenage readers in the 1960s, but continued in comics like Bunty until the 1970s, where the audience was typically aged 12 years or under. By the late 1970s, ballet was seen as particularly appropriate for those aged 7 or under, appearing mostly in titles like Twinkle that were aimed at that age group. This was significantly younger than the audience that “Little Miss Nobody” addressed in Girl, which had attracted a readership of up to seventeen. Thus, where ballet appears reflects changes in the construction of girlhood, particularly the development of the notion of the teenager. Thus, “Little Miss Nobody” is a text in which class is cross cut by age, offers a snapshot of a specific definition of girlhood, in a model that was, and is, constantly shifting.
     Whilst “Belle if the Ballet”, does reveal a moment in the social construction of girlhood, which, if compared with other texts, as above, can indicate changes in girlhood over time, it also reflects the turbulence experienced by many girls in the 1950s. For instance, in Truth, Dare or Promise, Liz Heron (1985) emphasizes that this was an era offering several contrasting models of adult femininity. Whilst the homemaker is seen as a central image of womanhood in the 1950s, Heron (1985) argues that women’s labor was also important, and that there was a tension between the two that was not successfully addressed. This tension around gender combines with other changes to create, “a sense of not belonging…[a common] feature of childhood and adolescence…inevitably sharpened in a period when industrial expansion and technological development led to a substantial degree of geographical and social mobility…” (Heron 1985, 3). This sensation of not belonging was particularly exacerbated by the changes in the education system, in that for some it “demanded that we separate ourselves from our class or cultural identity” (Heron 1985, 3).
     Belle, unlike some of the young women and girls in the autobiographical accounts Heron offers, becomes comfortable in her middle-class identity, an identity offered as a ‘solution’, perhaps, to some reader’s feelings of dislocation.
 In a sense, then, “Belle of the Ballet”, offers ‘comfort’ reading, giving an impression of potential stability (and a way of achieving it) in a changing world. Self-improvement and class mobility through education, then, can be seen as a backdrop to “Belle of the Ballet”, issues that other narratives in Girl also addressed. Ballet school and the education it offers, and the mobility that allows, its supportive mother/tutor (Madame Arenska) and siblings (fellow students) offers an alternative version of ‘family’. This ‘family’ offers an escape for Renee from her ‘real’ family, into a professional middle-class community with shared interests, and represents the same potentially ambivalent ‘escape’ for readers. 
     The strip can also be seen as grounded in the specific context of economic change, the ‘consumer boom’ of the 1950s. Jackie Stacey (1994) argues that at this time “the shifts for many women from relative austerity to relative affluence, and the expansion of consumer markets aimed at women, had a significant impact on definitions of femininity” (Stacey 1994, 15). Middle and upper class women in particular were involved in beautifying both homes and selves, linking femininity, class and consumption (Stacey 1994, 178). Ballet is part of the shift that Stacey describes, portrayed in girls’ comics as a fashionable and appropriately feminine leisure activity that is also a form of self-improvement. It reflects the growing range of leisure options for girls and young women and their engagement with the first stages of consumerism after the end of austerity measures during the early years of the 1950s. 
     Ballet, like the comic, is a comparatively new product to be consumed. “Belle of the Ballet”, then, is one aspect of a synergy around dance, hinting at the changes in the relationship between middle-class girls and consumption. Classes attracted girls in their thousands in the post-war period, inspired by dancers whom they saw in performance, through histories of dance, in magazine and later comic illustrations and in manuals on dance.
 Classes also offered middle-class girls a parentally ‘acceptable’ social outlet in the 1950s, part of what Bill Osgerby (1998) describes as “the tendency for parents to police their daughter’s leisure more strictly than that of sons” (Osgerby 1998, 56). 

Prose fiction read by older generations, however, probably had the most impact upon the growth of post-war ballet classes. In particular, Noel Streatfeild’s (1936) Ballet Shoes was considered a ‘classic’ by the 1950s, and was responsible for changing perceptions of ballet from problematic to socially acceptable. It had a number of post-war counterparts, such as the series novels of Lorna Hill and Jean Estoril. Reading about ballet in comics and novels, watching performances, participating in classes and being involved in the purchase or creation of costumes represents both substantial personal investment and financial cost. “Belle of the Ballet” is therefore, part of and influential upon changing constructions of girlhood in the 1950s, constructions cross-cut not only by class but by altering patterns of consumption.
     “Belle of the Ballet” can also be interpreted as a text about a potential career for girls (as suggested above). In this, the strip inherits the tradition of Ballet Shoes in a rather different way, for, as Humphrey Carpenter and Mari Prichard (1984) describe it, it is “the real initiator of the career novel for British children” (Carpenter and Prichard 1984, 501). Ballet was, at this time, considered a glamorous career. The story, then, as McRobbie (1984) suggests of her childhood reading of a biography of Anna Pavlova “introduced me to the idea of work as a commitment, even an obsession, and also as something which could be immensely satisfying and pleasurable” (McRobbie 1984, 134). 
     The notion of ballet as a career was also supported by another element of Girl. The editors initiated a Ballet Scholarship Scheme in 1955, with the aim of supporting talented girls whose families could not afford the tuition fees demanded at levels higher than that of the local amateur dance classes. So family and peers were influential in enabling and encouraging participation in dance. Simultaneously, Girl supported the local classes, which were both a space in which talent could be discovered, increasingly seen as a polite and permitted activity for middle-class girls and a growing part of the leisure industry at this time, by offering free tuition to members of the Girl Club. By 1957 there were 150 Girl supported scholars and 2 Scholarships had been awarded.  Ballet, then, could be seen as dividing into two tiers at this time, a small professional one, and a larger one consisting of an increasing number of local amateur classes (and a range of texts) focused on notions of femininity, of developing grace, rather than professionalism. Girl and “Belle of the Ballet” encourage participation in both.
     “Belle of the Ballet”, then, is part of Girl’s attempt to offer a wide range of images of working life, in both factual items and fiction (as suggested earlier). Even if, as Heron (1985) states, the comics were not wholly sure what women should be doing, they reflect a confidence that suggests that “As little girls we had a stronger sense of our possibilities than the myths about the fifties allow” (Heron 1985, 6). A working life for women is proposed in Girl as ‘natural’, although the parental opposition in “Little Miss Nobody” suggests that dancing was a less acceptable choice, retaining an echo of a belief that dancing was disreputable, whilst also suggesting that such a view is old-fashioned. With their focus on what were seen as exciting and attractive jobs, career stories in Girl offered aspirational, yet also ‘appropriate’ (and again middle-class) models. 
     The narrative of “Belle of the Ballet”, offers other possible ways of understanding the strip. The overall story concerns the life and adventures of the title character, the orphan daughter of a ballerina, and her friends. Initially the story followed that of the children’s classic by Frances Hodgson Burnett (1905), A Little Princess in which Sara Crewe is forced into being a maid-of-all-work. Belle takes a similar role at Madame Arenska’s ballet school in the early strips, but finally wins out through her innate goodness, dignity and tolerance (as well as having a ‘right of inheritance’). “Belle of the Ballet” can be seen, therefore, in the context of children’s literature, despite the very different format that it employs. The theme is reworked in later comics. For instance, whilst “Bella at the Bar” follows the tradition of having a hard-done-by heroine, the notion of the victim-heroine is refined in terms of working-class experience, becoming an important mode of storytelling in titles aimed at the pre-teen reader in the 1970s and beyond. 
     “Little Miss Nobody”, then, differs from most victim-heroine narratives in certain crucial ways. Although there is a suffering and isolated heroine, Renee, the focus is the outsider’s acceptance by the group. Victim-heroine narratives rarely show the heroine as part of a peer group, except in the final panels, and not always then. “Little Miss Nobody”, in contrast, is a narrative focusing on belonging, a condition considered in class terms in which the reader shares the point-of-view of the middle-class peers. The story begins by locating us with Belle and her friends, not Renee. In later victim-heroine narratives this group would be shown rejecting and bullying the working-class heroine who’s point-of-view the reader would share. 
     Further, Renee and her father are signaled as working-class, as ‘other’, in various ways within the text, revealing a value system that must be considered middle-class. Neither has seen ballet performed on stage, for instance, which suggests, according to the values espoused in Girl, that they are not part of the middle-classes. Another indicator is Renee’s father’s physical excessiveness in that he shakes his fist at Belle and brings his cane down on the kitchen table. This is indicative of a loss of control that marks him as ‘other’ when compared to the grace and control of the dancers and the upright and dignified figure of Madame Arenska. Whilst he is depicted as leaning or slouching, she stands correctly. That Mamie does not describe him as an authoritative figure, but as a ‘funny little man’ also suggests that Belle and her friends should be to be somehow ‘superior’. They are not, however, depicted as arrogant, although they see themselves as ‘somebody’ rather than ‘nobody’. 
     What ‘Little Miss Nobody’ suggests, perhaps, are the additional hurdles that working-class girls need to overcome to become involved in this kind of activity. This is suggested visually by the way we see Renee first as a partial figure in a frame within a frame (the window within the panel) and as a similarly doubly enclosed figure - the door within the panel. These double frames serve to ‘entrap’ her within the image and distance the viewer. It is not, then, her point-of-view that the reader shares. Thus, the stories function to make any working-class reader (although this was not the target readership) aware of the attractiveness of ballet as an activity whilst simultaneously saying how difficult it might be to take part. 
     In terms of the majority of the readership, the strip functions as a reminder to the middle-class girl of their ‘good fortune’ in not having to fight similar battles and of the desirability of their class position, whilst directing the working-class reader’s aspirations. As such, it offers a narrative firmly focused within a specific social and historical context advocating conformity to middle-class norms. An aspiration to join the middle class is suggested by Renee’s interest in ballet, signaled as ‘natural’ for a girl (indicated by her bare foot ballet practice): her acceptance of Madame’s authority spells out her suitability to join both groups. “Little Miss Nobody” is clearly intended to be aspirational for girls, centred on class and femininity, although ‘proper’ femininity is slightly undermined within the strip through the characters’ activity. In addition, a male dancer, David, is one of the group of friends, a rare reminder that ballet was open to boys too. However, that the location of the overall story in Girl, rather than the Eagle reinforces the notion of ballet as a female preserve. 
     The correlation between ballet and class is about both cost and perceptions of ballet as high art. Ballet schools have always been fee-paying private institutions. Parents’ increasing willingness to pay for ballet lessons in the 1950s suggests that it was an activity seen as valuable by adults - a public indicator of a family’s middle-class-ness. Approval of ballet was rooted in perceptions of it as high up in the hierarchy of dance forms (far above tap, ballroom and modern dance) and as an activity that produced ‘proper’ girls (something which implies both class and femininity). Novels about ballet also make this clear. For instance, in Lorna Hill’s (1950), A Dream of Sadler’s Wells, Aunt June, in a discussion about dance classes, asks “You don’t mean that atrocious tap dancing, I hope?” to which she receives the reply “ballet is one of the arts … you couldn’t get anything higher class than ballet” (Hill 1950, 142). Similarly, having described Belle and her friends as “hooligans”, Renee’s father finally permits Renee to dance after seeing Belle and the others perform, acknowledging that this is a ‘proper’ activity for his child. ‘Proper’ attributes are located in an understanding of ballet that emphasizes restraint and control rather than excess, beauty rather than strength and its cultural location as high art. Ballet, here, is a tool for the development of middle-class femininity via self-confidence arrived at through grace of movement, correct deportment and physical and mental self-discipline. 
     This reading is also supported by reference to aspects of the production of Girl. Concerns about what girlhood and femininity might be were central to the producers in creating the comic. For instance, early in the life of Girl, in response to falling circulation, editor Marcus Morris changed the style of some of the stories, having concluded that adventure stories did not translate directly from boys to girls’ comics
. His reasoning was that he had not “[taken] into account the difference between the masculine and feminine psychological make-up” (Morris 1998, 164). In her biography, his daughter reports that Morris said of these changes that, “[w]e had received reports that quite a number of girls were reading Eagle and drew the wrong conclusion; we had made Girl too masculine. We therefore made it more romantic in its approach, more feminine” (Morris 1998, 164). 
     The change of narrative style also meant that female protagonists were given personal or emotional reasons to act (unlike male protagonists who would be depicted as responding to more abstract motivations, like national pride, for instance). In “Little Miss Nobody” the main character constantly exhibits qualities that are typically seen as feminine, for example, curiosity. Similarly, the performance in the narrative, in which gracefulness and ‘woman as spectacle’ are interwoven, is purposive. It is aimed at an individual, attempting to persuade them to change their mind (again, something often labeled a female skill). This is not done directly through discussion, but indirectly, to avoid showing a girl being assertive. Finally, this persuasion is undertaken not for selfish reasons, but on behalf of another, emphasizing Belle’s kindness and selflessness. 
     It is clear that Belle should be read as an aspirational figure in terms of femininity. It is also clear that learning to perform ballet and femininity is hard work for both middle and working-class girls, suggested by notions of ballet as toil, as well as being an attractive activity. Again, the emphasis is on self-discipline, as Renee, for instance, is prepared to practice each day, following the example of the “Three Swallows”, despite knowing she is unlikely to ever be allowed to take part in a class. 
     The analysis above correlates, in part, with Walkerdine’s (1984) argument in “Some Day my Prince will Come”, which uses a psychoanalytic approach. Seeing learning passivity through suffering as preparation for being ‘saved’ by a male, she also argues that such texts tell the reader that acquiring and performing femininity is hard work. Comics here are primarily structuring fantasies that prepare girls for heterosexual romance, so regulating and directing female subjectivity. Her approach centres on two points; firstly that fantasies only work if they correspond to already existing needs and desires; and secondly that the social cannot be separated from fantasy. 
     In this context, then, “Little Miss Nobody” offers fantasies of being admired, of being the object of desire rather than desiring. That the reader reads most of the story from Belle’s point-of-view lends itself to such an analysis, in that it suggests that the reader already inhabits this role, is already the object of desire, someone whom Renee wants to emulate. At the same time, presenting Belle as admirable to the girl reader suggests a need to make femininity attractive to girls, perhaps implying, as Walkerdine (1984) states, that femininity is an area of struggle and that girls’ “adoption of femininity is at best shaky and partial” (Walkerdine 1984, 88). 
     The story also offers fantasies of being ‘saved’. Renee can be seen as passive, waiting to be saved, rather than acting for herself, part of what Walkerdine suggests is the instruction about femininity offered through comics to girls. The story offers the potential of transformation for Renee, into a ‘somebody’, having been through a period of isolation and suffering. This transformation takes place through a physical activity predominantly taken up by girls, an activity that trains one to be looked at, reinforcing the female as spectacle and as mutable within patriarchy. 
     However, whilst Walkerdine’s approach does illuminate “Little Miss Nobody”, certain aspects of the text undermine it. Walkerdine addressed comics of the 1980s, but applying her approach to a title from the 1950s shows how it can generalize female experience across time. In addition, David, by his very inclusion as a dancer, undermines the notion of ballet solely as training for feminine passivity. Further, that some of what Walkerdine identifies as intended for working-class girl audiences appears in this strip aimed at middle-class girls, calls into question how far the mechanisms she describes are class specific. Most importantly, though, the resolution of the story does not come about through self-sacrifice, even for working-class Renee, but through a mixture of the active intervention of others and good fortune. It is not a prince that saves Renee, but another girl, offering a very different resolution to issues of female activity and passivity. The lesson to the reader is not suffer and be still, but that recognition will come through work and dedication to career and leisure interests. “Little Miss Nobody” gives scope for action, particularly for Belle in the role of the supportive peer or senior who can make a difference. The emphasis is on knowledge and activity on the part of characters and readers, not desire.
     Thus far, this article has focused predominantly upon narrative, medium and the social context of comic reading and ballet. However, some of the meanings of “Little Miss Nobody” are revealed only through close visual analysis (as suggested above in relation to the ‘cropping’ of images). That this is a productive approach is suggested by the way that the comic uses a number of cinematic techniques
. For instance, an initial reading of the strip shows that it offers a number of ‘shots’ from the point of view of the protagonists. The final two panels of the story, for example, offer a shot/reverse shot, positioning the viewer both as audience and as part of the spectacle. Further, a number of panels show the reader the action from Belle’s point-of-view, including those showing Renee’s father entering the dancing school. The previous panel acts as an establishing shot, showing the characters grouped around the window in Renee’s home overlooking the practice room. In later panels on that page, the speech balloons and the increasingly tight focus on the action within the practice room direct the reader’s attention, as well as positioning the reader with Belle and Renee. One could also argue that the first sequence of the story offers what amounts to a set of establishing shots, moving from an overview of the location of the story to dealing with the characters’ responses.
     Further, using feminist film theory opens up ways of reading the text that contrast with those offered by the approaches above. From the perspectives of feminist film theory, the narrative of “Little Miss Nobody” might be seen as depicting an investigative heroine who identifies and solves a problem. Moving the action on rather than embodying passivity, Belle destabilizes the correlation of narrative as male and spectacle as female (with the latter interrupting the narrative flow of the former) famously argued by Laura Mulvey (1975) in Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema as central to the construction of film narrative. Belle, in fact, not only moves on but initiates the action, both in finding out who the mystery girl is and in enabling her to learn to dance. Throughout the story the female characters’ use of dance skills emphasizes their physical ability rather than helplessness, presenting dance as female agency.
     Given this, the absence of a demonstration by Belle of one particular dance movement, the arabesque, is not surprising. Often seen as epitomizing ballet, the arabesque also has other meanings, as E. Ann Kaplan (1983) notes in her account of Sally Potter’s Thriller that the arabesque ‘represents the most perfect line that the female form can take, and yet it works only as long as the woman is “frozen,” unable to move; she can only come down on one foot and is usually held in the position by her male partner’ (Kaplan 1983, 157). The arabesque, in holding the woman in place and positioning her as controlled object, can be seen as the antithesis of this comic strips message about ballet bringing freedom and developing physical ability.
     Following Mulvey, then, far from presenting an unproblematic male gaze of audience, camera and hero at a female spectacle, a female investigative gaze is central to the story. Girls watch, investigate, imitate and take pleasure in the actions of other girls; an exchange of looks compounded by that of the female (real and implied) readers. The male ballet dancer, David, whilst also looking is himself looked at, offering the male as spectacle to the female viewer. The other male character who could be seen as representing the power of the male gaze, Renee’s father, whilst demonstrating his power by determining whether Renee can dance, finds, guided by Belle and Madame, that his initial assumptions, both about dance and those who perform it, are wrong. In entering the ballet school, a female dominated space, his permission and authority are both sought and undermined. 

     However, there are ways in which “Little Miss Nobody” could be seen as in keeping with Mulvey’s original argument. For instance, the final panels offer a predominantly female spectacle as its climax, reinforcing the father’s authority, as the readers follow his gaze (as well as Madame’s). Arguably, it is an adult point-of-view that is reinforced, making the child the spectacle, rather than the female. In addition, although the narrative focuses on the initiative of Belle and her leadership qualities (unless one reads it in terms of overwhelming female curiosity), the effect is a conservative one. The outcome - allowing Renee to learn to dance - encourages appropriately feminine behavior, sanctioned by Renee’s father.
     In conclusion, when analysing this specific story, which functions as a case study, what is revealed is a complex text and an equally complex set of concerns and issues which appear throughout comics in the 1950s about class and femininity. Both issues pervade the titles produced for girls. This specific story then, reflects wider themes in comics for girls, as ‘Bella at the Bar’ also suggests. 

     Overall, the narrative and imagery show a construction of girlhood that is cross-cut by class, but also, as has been suggested, shows that girlhood and femininity are both shifting and contested structures. What producers offered their implied reader was in part, it could be argued, intended to reinforce specific models of girlhood, suggesting, in the construction of girlhood, a tension and lack of stability. 

     This is, perhaps, unsurprising in this period of change around girlhood, given the emergence of the teenager, changes in education and employment and with the growing consumer power that girls and young women held. Here, then, comics can be seen as reflecting change, but also as trying to ensure that these changes result in hoped-for results, emphasising feminine ideals of grace and selflessness, even when allowing for new employment and leisure models. 

     There are, then, many, sometimes contradictory, readings that can be made of this and other comic narratives for girls, but at their heart is, as McRobbie (1997) says, a narrative in which “the reader is presented with an active and energetic femininity” (McRobbie 1997, 229). This femininity is often suggested, as is the case here, as a model to aspire to, but also as one which also needs considerable work on the part of the girl and is also filled with contradictions or problematic. The tensions are very clear in many of the narratives, and the solutions offer often focus on class mobility and education; solutions which could themselves create further tensions around class and identity.

Girlhood is a slippery category: changing with each reading generation, girlhood is also interpreted differently within generations. Thus the tensions flagged up by Heron (1985) are also reflected in these texts. In addition, the rejection of the girls’ comic by some readers, mentioned here, discussed further in Gibson (2003a) also focused on perceptions, by readers, of femininity. In largely taking an historical perspective, this article complements and extends explorations of contemporary girls’ popular culture. In using a range of theoretical tools, this case study of the strip “Belle of the Ballet in Little Miss Nobody” shows that the comic has much to say to about girlhood, femininity and class.
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� After some sample reading, Vol. 8, No. 42, Dec. 1959, was selected as a typical edition.


� These texts were designed by the publishers to address a working-class audience, particularly Bunty (Gibson 2003, 91). This, of course, does not mean that their appeal was limited to one social group. All were popular across class boundaries. 


� Martin Barker (1984) in summary, talks about the British anti-comics campaign, which saw American comics as threatening ‘mass media’, as a form of cultural imperialism, a threat to literacy and an encouragement to juvenile delinquency. Eagle and Girl, in comparison, were seen as the acceptable face of the medium because they were British and middle-class. 


� It is typically very difficult to get permission to include images from comics. I have, as a consequence, written about each page instead. Additional creators for Belle included Terry Stanford, Stanley Houghton and Gwen Tourret. 


� These critics take very different approaches, with McRobbie working with semiotics, Walkerdine using psychoanalytic theory and Barker offering a critique of the others and alternative analysis of his own. The first and last suggest that work on readers should be explored, and it is this which largely dominates my own work as a consequence.


� Although the focus in this article is textual, my PhD thesis, Remembered Reading: Memory, Comics and Post-war Constructions of British Girlhood addressed issues of readership through interviews with women who had been readers of girls’ and other comics. 


� Ballet had first been popularized as an amateur activity amongst young middle-class women in Britain in the late 1920s and 1930s. 


� Girl’s strips differ in a number of ways from those of Eagle even through the same teams often created them. For instance, in “P.C. 49 in The Case of the Circus comes to Town” drawn, like “Little Miss Nobody”, by John Worsley, there are significantly more panels per page, 13 to 17 rather than 8 to 12. Other stories in the Eagle annuals have similar number of panels. This reflects the faster pacing, complexity and action of the stories for boys. There are also differences in the style, with “P.C. 49” having a more ‘cartoony’ approach, especially in the depiction of villains.


� Whilst there are similarities between film and comic, it is also true that comics offer the reader a very distinctive experience. Scott McCloud (1993) defines the comic as ‘Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer.’(McCloud 1993, 9) Such an analysis moves beyond a consideration of the strip in cultural and historical context, instead addressing aspects of the medium through which the narrative is articulated. McCloud’s definition, whilst ahistorical, addresses the issue of the grammar of the comic, making it is possible to look at ‘Little Miss Nobody’ as an example of how the language of the comic works. For example, pages one and three end with a cliffhanger panel, enticing the reader to turn the page. 
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This article looks at girlhood in an historical and culturally specific context, through close textual analysis of a central narrative from a key British girls’ comic of the 1950s. Girl, published by Hulton Press, predominantly addressed issues around femininity, girlhood and class in that period, often linking reading with other activities considered ‘appropriate’ for girls. 





I will explore how Girl articulates gender and class and also how it encouraged the mainly middle-class readership to make ballet an important aspect of their cultural practice, popularising ballet classes across Britain. In doing so, I shall focus on the narrative, “Belle of the Ballet”. 





I will also look at other texts of the period, including Bunty, launched in1958 by DC Thomson, and show how the representation of ballet changed in later comics for girls, relating this to shifting constructions of girlhood. 
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