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INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

Happy 250th birthday, Sir Walter Scott! The Edinburgh 
native was Europe’s bestselling poet before the young 
upstart Byron took his crown. Then he started a second 
career in literature, as a pioneer in historical fiction – 
a genre that still dominates the book charts. Modern 
readers often baulk at the size of his novels – but Scott also 
mastered the shorter form. He even produced a collection 
of shorter fiction, Chronicles of the Canongate (1827), 
from which we take “The Two Drovers” and 
“The Highland Widow”. 

A spiky story in which the simmering rivalry between a 
Highlander and a Yorkshireman leads to murder, 
“The Two Drovers” offers a slow-burn exposé of national 
conflict. “The Highland Widow” deals with the fallout of 
the Jacobite risings in Scotland. Growing up fatherless, 
Hamish Bean makes the fatal decision to enlist in the 
British army. Aghast, his proud mother drugs him so he 
misses his rendezvous. As a deserter, the boy’s punishment 
is death. Despondent but unrepentant, the childless widow 
withers away in the land she loves – is she a restless ghost 
or a sad legend? 

“Wandering Willie’s Tale” comes from Redgauntlet (1824), 
one of the world’s most popular historical novels set in 
Scotland. A Gothic storyteller by trade, Willie weaves a 
tale around the grisly death of a despotic laird, Sir Robert, 
and the mystery of missing money. A hellish underworld, 
a demonic monkey, a biased narrator: such things make 
the text wildly unpredictable. This comic was produced 
in association with Dundee Comics Creative Space, with 
funding from the University of Dundee’s Stephen Fry 
Public Engagement Award, in commemoration of Scott’s 
250th birthday.

Daniel Cook
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WALTER SCOTT IN COMICS 

Christopher Murray 

There is a long history of visual interpretations and adaptations of Walter 
Scott’s writings. From illustrations and frontispieces, to chapbooks, 
paintings interpreting scenes from the stories, theatrical performances, 
illustrated children’s editions, and, eventually, film adaptations, these 
remediations of Scott’s work have informed and influenced one another.1

In her article “The Illustration of Sir Walter Scott: Nineteenth-Century 
Enthusiasm and Adaptation” (1971), Catherine Gordon observes that 
hundreds of painters and sculptors produced and exhibited over a thousand 
works inspired by Scott at the Royal Academy and British Institution, and 
what she refers to as “Scott mania” resulted in Minton and Wedgwood 
producing Scott inspired pottery, while publishers produced illustrated 
editions, travel guides and other items that served the public’s interest in 
Scott.2 As Alison Lumsden succinctly puts it, “Scott caught the
imagination of illustrative artists,” and this continued throughout the late 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.3

However, despite the vitality of Scott’s writing, and his intense interest 
in collecting chapbooks, many of which were accompanied by woodcut 
style illustrations, Scott’s novels were not initially accompanied by visual 
interpretations of his stories. Strangely, some have viewed this as an 
indication that Scott placed little value on the visual arts. J. R. Harvey 
makes this point in his Victorian Novelists and Their Illustrators (1970):   

1 See Richard J. Hill, Picturing Scotland Through the Waverley Novels: Walter 
Scott and the Origins of the Victorian Illustrated Novel (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2010).
2 Catherine Gordon, “The Illustration of Sir Walter Scott: Nineteenth-Century 
Enthusiasm and Adaptation,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institute, 34
(1971): 297-317 (297).
3 Alison Lumsden, “Walter Scott was no bland tartan romantic, he was dumbed 
down,” The Conversation, 9 July 2014: https://theconversation.com/walter-scott-
was-no-bland-tartan-romantic-he-was-dumbed-down-28933 (accessed 09/05/18).

IN COMICS
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None of his Waverley novels had any pictures when they first came 
out, though various collected editions had vignettes and 
frontispieces. As Scott had wanted to be a painter in his youth …
one might have expected him to be interested in illustration for its 
own sake. But he was interested only if the pictures helped make 
the money he needed so badly.4

More recent scholarship, notably Richard J. Hill’s Picturing Scotland 
Through the Waverley Novels: Walter Scott and the Origins of the 
Victorian Illustrated Novel (2010), challenges this view. Hill argues that 
Scott believed that illustrations were important but was also very cautious 
about his how work was positioned in the marketplace. He was picky,
rather than hostile, about the visual arts. Hill notes:

As much as Scott wanted to entertain his readership, he also had a 
pedagogical agenda; his historical novels collapse the Romantic 
with the antiquarian, and he required any illustration of his fiction 
to attempt to achieve the same objective. Scott’s understanding of 
the role of illustration, and his insistence on a certain type of 
illustration to his novels, paved the way for their more famous 
Victorian successors. Contrary to popular opinion, Scott was not 
averse to having his novels illustrated.… Scott was concerned, 
however, that artists illustrating his work should adhere to his own 
preconceptions of artistic ‘excellence.’ Only a handful of artists 
ever received Scott’s total trust as illustrators.5

This more nuanced view of Scott is supported by Kathryn Sutherland, who 
argues that Scott thought of his role as an author in terms of a complex 
relationship between producer and consumer.6 He conceived of his 
readership as alert to subtleties of meaning, but still in need of various 
forms of education which his writings could provide. In this respect his 
collapsing of narrative and history was ideological, even paternalistic, and 
his attitude towards illustration was equally so. The images could not 
simply decorate; they needed to educate. 

The huge, unprecedented popularity of Scott’s writing fed a demand for 
material that complemented and extended the reach and meaning of his 
work. Paintings of scenes from Scott’s novels have received a significant 
amount of scholarly attention, and in particular those by the likes of J. M. 
W. Turner. The illustrations, paintings, plays, and films produced in
response to Scott’s novels have also drawn critical interest, but one aspect
of the relationship between Scott’s work and visual culture remains
relatively undocumented: Walter Scott in comics and graphic novels.

4 J. R. Harvey, Victorian Novelists and Their Illustrators (London: Sidgwick & 
Jackson, 1970), 8.
5 Hill, Picturing Scotland, 1.
6 Kathryn Sutherland, “Fictional Economies: Adam Smith, Walter Scott and the 
Nineteenth-Century Novel,” ELH, 54.1 (1987): 97-127.
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It is easy to imagine why Scott might present a challenge to creators 
and publishers of comics. Many of the novels are long and do not easily 
lend themselves to the kind of extreme editing and abridgement required 
by the translation of the narrative into a comic (which might typically be 
around thirty to fifty pages, or perhaps twice that for a graphic novel). 
That said, Scott's shorter fiction does lend itself very well to adaptation into 
comics. The goal of this publication has been to test this. Similarly, Scott’s 
(unfair) reputation as being unfashionable and lacking relevance to 
modern readers might make comic adaptations of his work a hard sell to 
both readers and publishers, but the evidence seems to be to the contrary. 
There are a surprising number of comics that have adapted Scott’s 
writings, and he was a favourite of the famous Classics Illustrated line of 
literature-to-comics adaptations which first appeared in the 1940s and 
remain in print to this day. This is undoubtedly due, in part, to the 
appeal of the stories, which persisted even after critical appreciation of 
Scott shifted in the early twentieth century. As Lumsden observes, “By the 
end of the 19th century, Scott was near compulsory reading in schools and 
in many ways his fall from favour was secure. Reconstructed as an author 
purveying sound values for children in the age of empire, Scott seemed to 
offer little to the modernists of the early 20th century.”7 Nevertheless,
Scott’s work remained in the public imagination, and this was bolstered by 
the advent of film and comics adaptations. The aim of this project was to 
consider how to adapt Scott's shorter fiction into comics, and to draw 
attention to the striking gothic imagery and themes of many of those 
stories, and especially the ones that present a view of Scotland as a country 
torn between its history and traditions and the tensions of the modern 
world. 

Adaptations of literature into comics have a long tradition.  Classics 
Illustrated, published by Gilberton Company Inc from 1942 to 1971, is 
perhaps the most famous line, but there were several others, including 
Amalgamated Press’s Thriller Comics, with its “Told in Pictures” series, 
which appeared in Britain in the early 1950s and ran for an impressive 450 
issues, ending in 1963; the 12 issues series A Classic in Pictures, which 
was published in Britain in the early 1950s; and the Marvel’s Classic 
Comics line in the 1970s, as well as several others.  

7 Lumsden (2014), as in n. 3 above. 
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The original Classics Illustrated series produced five adaptations of 
stories by Walter Scott, including Ivanhoe, Rob Roy, The Talisman, 
The Lady of the Lake, and Castle Dangerous. Jones notes that the 
release or re-release of certain Classics Illustrated titles, were timed to 
correspond with the start of the school year. Kanter and the Gilberton 
editors were almost as careful as Scott regarding the educational brand 
or value of their titles, and their positioning within the marketplace.  

Stephen Tabachnuck and Esther Bendit Saltzman suggest that 
“adaptations, when studied alongside their adapted texts, provide unique 
opportunities for understanding those texts more fully, as well as 
offering a unique reading experience in themselves.”9 This is certainly true 
for many of the adaptations of Scott’s stories into comics, and certainly 
those in Classics Illustrated and the British Thiller Comics. Here was an 
echo of Scott’s belief that illustrations and visual responses to his work had 
the same responsibility to educate as his text. Whether or not Scott would 
have approved of how his work was being represented in the comics is 
not the point, as he set an extremely high bar on aesthetic quality. Rather, 
the aim of the comics to educate, and to drive readers towards the original 
literary texts, is arguably an extension of Scott’s attitude towards the role of 
visual art in relation to his work. The stories presented in this volume 
attempt something similar, offering adaptations that are both in dialogue 
with the original stories, but also intended to drive readers towards Scott's 
shorter fiction. 

8 William B. Jones Jr., Classics Illustrated: A Cultural History, 2nd edn (Jefferson 
NC: McFarland, 2011), 137. Cited below in text as “Jones.”
9 Stephen E. Tabachnuck and Esther Bendit, “Introduction,” in Drawn from the 
Classics: Essays on Graphic Adaptations of Literary Work, ed. Tabachnuck, and 
Saltzman (Jefferson NC: McFarland, 2015), 4.
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Fig. 1 and 2: Gilberton's Classics Illustrated versions of Ivanhoe 
(1940 and 1954) and Figs. 3 and 4: A Classic in Pictures (1949)

published by Amex Co. Ltd (London).
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Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832) was a bestselling Scottish author of narrative poems, ballads, short 
stories, novels, biographies, histories, and essays. Several bouts of ill health affected his schooling 
in Edinburgh and Kelso – but literature always kept him company. To aid his recovery from severe 
lameness in his right leg, the young Edinburgh native lived for a time at Sandyknowe with his 
grandmother and aunt, both of whom filled the boy’s head with stories and songs. Scott read Latin 
and Greek at the University of Edinburgh, before illness again curtailed his progress. 

Indentured to his father to train as a solicitor for a while, Scott eventually returned to the university, 
where he studied moral philosophy, history, and Scots law, and made key connections with leading 
intellectuals. After settling at 50 George Street in Edinburgh, with his wife Charlotte, Scott developed 
his literary contacts while pursuing a legal career. Early work included translations of Goethe, 
commissions by the Gothic novelist Matthew Lewis, and the curating of Minstrelsy of the Scottish 
Border. Book-length poems followed: Marmion, The Lay of the Last Minstrel, The Lady of the Lake, 
Rokeby and The Lord of the Isles. Scott’s reputation as the most distinguished poet in the world was 
rapidly secured – until a young Lord Byron appeared on the scene. While Scott did not stop writing 
verse, he pivoted to a new career as a novelist. 

In less than two decades, Scott published twenty-three works of fiction, four of which contain two 
tales: from Waverley (1814) to the fourth series of Tales of my Landlord (1831), containing Count 
Robert of Paris and Castle Dangerous, via Rob Roy (1817), The Bride of Lammermoor (1819), and 
Redgauntlet (1824). He kept writing to the very end – only a series of strokes prevented him from 
finishing a highly promising rogue story, Bizarro (first published in 2008). Scott sold more books than 
anyone. And he received rave reviews well into the next century. By the second half of the twentieth 
century, however, his popularity had greatly waned. With the publication of the first critical edition 
of his fiction, the Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley Novels (1993–2012), critics and readers alike 
have begun to recognize his storytelling brilliance anew.

biography
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