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WITH TALES
OF ANARCHY

 CROSS-DRESSING

TEACHERS AND

BANGERS AND
MASH, LEO
BAXENDALE S

DRAWINGS HAVE

INFLUENCED
GENERATIONS.

BY JANET SCOTTy

COMIC GENIUS

“Once | saw a Fiant painting of
Plug on the side of a house near
Wigan. He completely dominated
the landscape.” Leo Baxendale —
ereator of the immortal Minnie
The Minx and The Bash Street
Kids — is describing a geographi-
cal seene, but he could equally be
talking about the cultural land-
scape. A few yvears ago for the
goventh anniversary exhibition
of the Sergeant Pepper LP cover,
professional artists were asked
to nominate a new set of 20th
century icons, Hundreds were
nominated, but Minnie the Minx

was elected, becoming an inter-
national star — right up there
with Elvis, Monroe and Ghandi.

Although Baxendale himself
i5 not a household name in the
way his characters are, any car-
toonist will tell vou that his influ-
ence is legendary. Steve Bell,
political cartoonist for The
Guardian heaps praise on him:
*There’s nothing to touch his
work todav. He'll always be a
hero of mine,”

Baxendale is whally candid
about his ambition. "I set out
from the start to dominate the
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comic market,” he says. At
twenty-two he was drawing for a
local paper, but already had his
eves on the national market. “I'd
read Dennis the Menace in my
brother's Beano and 1 knew 1
could elimb on board.” Soon after,
in 1953, he was employed by DC
Thompson, publishers of The
Beano. “We'd play Keepie-Up in
the office... You'd make a ball
from leftover lumps of The
Dundee Courier, sew in a piece of
tweed then nut it, knee it, elbow
it, and kick it around the place
As the ball was flying o were the

ideas for next week's issue.”
Think bounding, sprawling,
leaping Beane-ish comic body
positions and it begins to makes
SENSe.

As far as comedy goes, Baxen-
dale's work i more in the spirit
of Eddie Izzard than Ben Elton.
He says he's uncomfortable with
practical joke humour “or any-
thing tainted with spite.” But
what about the kids pulling
down dopey Teacher’s trousers
then? He gives me a verbal slap-
ping: “No. Look closely. My comic
scenes can't happen in physical
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reality, they're a surreal comic
world of their own. And I never
drew to please children, by the
way. If an idea made me laugh
aloud I'd take the drawing to The
Beano subs. If they laughed too, |
knew it worked.

“I wanted to create something
with the most comic possibilities.
Bash is a surreal world all of its
own. I never base my drawings
on real life - I did things that can
only happen in a drawing
Things occurred by chance, or
cause and effect — disaster was
vigited on characters. though
they were gormlessly oblivious of
where their actions would leave
them.

“Once | drew a set where the
Bash Street Kids thought they'd
make pots of money training a
gang of pigeons to deliver mes-
sages. Smiffy was done up as a
hawk to cow and exploit the
work foree. But the pigeons
made a mess of it. Realising their
capitalist venture had failed and
they'd lost their invested pocket
maney, the kids made pies of the
pigeons and ate them.

“A particular feature of my
drawings was leaving off at a
point where something else was
about to happen.” He peints to a
copy of the strip on the table.
Teacher is holding forth to a class
of chimps, “These chimps are the
best behaved class I've ever had,”
reads Teacher’s speech bubble,
the chimps grinning, daft but
angelic. But closer inspection
reveals one dodgy chimp bending
down ready to plunge an explo-
sive device.

George Moonie, who founded
The Beano in 1938, believed that
moral “naughtiness must be
punished”, but decided to
indulge Baxendale’s non-author-
itarian creative vision because it
was of its time and was pushing
up sales. Nevertheless, commen-
tators have tried to cram Baxen-
dale’'s work to fit the ‘reward-
punishment’ creed — baddies get
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their  come-uppance with
‘whacks’ and the goodies come
out on top with a ‘big feed'. But
Baxendale insists he only used
pies and massive bangers and
mash pica for comic effect. “The
idea of reward was alien to me,”
he says.

When the makers of a 1987
Arena documentary insisted
that punishment and reward
were central to Baxendales
work, he trawled through back
copies of The Beano in the
British Library, to prove that out
of 424 weekly Bash Street sets
there were only 72 picturing
whacks. He claims Arena wil-
fully plucked pictures out of con-
text to fit their theory. But they
are only one among a host of
groups to have subverted Baxen-
dale's work. Riot Grrls (feminism
with ‘BIFF, WALLOF, take that,
YOU CREEP!" adopted The
Minx — her whirlwind legs giving
politico magazines and agitprop
cards a radical rush. When I ask
if he's a feminist, Baxendale
says: “Probably, but I didn't
know it then. But yes, it was
always my intention to base
Minnie on an Amazon warrior.”

Another of Baxendale’s cre-
ations, Grimley Fiendish, influ-
enced The Damned single Grim-
ley Fiendish. But though punk
knew Baxendale, the man him-
self says “1 was too busy drawing
to notice punk.”

Anarchists, toe, have made
use of his drawings. “In fact
everything about your drawings
suggests you're an anarchist,” 1
gay. “No I'm not really” he
responds. *I'm more like water
seeping into the woodwork and
rotting it.”

Baxendale left The Beano
suddenly in 1962, “The collision
between the intensity of creation
gnd secale of production was
becoming unbearable. The more
profitable my work was, the
more pressure there was to pro-
duce. 1 was in my twenties,
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strong, with a robust mind, but
with 52 Beano weeks in a year, it
was still a drain.” The American
cartoon strip market chased him
with the lure of treble his income
for a fraction of the work, but he
let the opportunity slide out of
love for hiz own comic charac-
ters. (Similarly, although origi-
nal Beano drawings are now
worth a mint, he still gives pri-
vate collectors the elbow. ) “I was
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doing full page Minnie, Little
Plum, Three Bears and Bash.
Then a page of Banana Bunch for
The Beezer, as well as doing work
for Christmas annuals. | was
working seven days a week and
eventually into the night.” Puff,
heave, wheeze. “I came down
with pneumonia.”

Baxendale's vocation finally
took its toll on him in the mid-
Nineties, when he had to give up

drawing altogether
becanse of evestrain.
But he insists he's
not upset about it.
“I'm not sentimen-
tal. Steve Bell said:
It's  terrible, Leo,
you're an artist, you
have to draw.’ But
just because I'm an
artist doesn't mean I
have to do it.” He didn't go to art

Devious

school, and says he doesnt see
the artist as special. [ believe
weTe all artists, it's just that
with the demands of making a
living we don't always get the
chanece to develop it.”
Regular comic fairs are held in
tod. The next two are at St
% Hall, Brislington on Sat-
wrday July 31 and af Jurys
Hotel, Princes Street on Sunday
pust 8. The first British Comic
©5 twill be held in Bax-
endale’s home town, Stroud, in
nber 2000. A permanent
on of Baxendale's ‘Beano'
i open in 2001 also
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