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Electric Worlds / Mondes électriques
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off to misplaced courage!”49 The yellow and blue panels at right feature 
another stock character of Parisian boulevard humor, already encountered 
in Edison’s mechanized domain, “la donna è mobile.” The yellow panel 
plays on the confusions that obtain when engaging the telephone, a favorite 
device at the Exposition. Of course the wife in the narrative is adulterous. 
“Le maladroit!” she labels her lover. “The blunderer! He didn’t notice that 
my husband took my place (on the phone), and continued to talk about 
his love!!!”50 It updates the old story of a cuckold learning the truth about 
his wife that could have come straight from a Rococo painting in which 
disclosure was carried out by a purloined letter. Here the yellow color 
makes a blunder legible, but it carries no particular coding or valence. 
Yellow-tinged light after all, pre-electricity, was standard. 

The blue panel also stars a feckless woman, and thematizes 
bedazzlement caused by the fair’s lights. Draner cleverly brings “seeing 
clearly” into contact with “painful seeing.” “Good God! My wife with her 
cousin! Ah, it’s plain (or clear) to me now.”51 Bluish light illuminated her 
treachery. “With the lampe soleil! it would be painful.”52 In this instance 
light exposes the hitherto unknown spousal treachery, but an even brighter 
and more infernal light would have meant ocular misery as well. 

In the comic worlds of Robida and Draner (less so in the orbit of Cham), 
gender distinctions are cunningly and hilariously exaggerated at every 
turn. As a result the myriad beautiful Parisiennes in the caricatures that 
narrate electricity-based events are always duped or inconvenienced in 
the end, no matter how clever the women may be. Mike Goode helps us to 
grasp the fundamentally conservative nature of such imagery: “The kinds 
of stereotype-based comedy in which the caricature form engages may 
hardly be conducive to imagining communities that tolerate difference.”53 
Building on Goode’s perspective, we conclude by observing that some of 
the greatest comic visual artists of the era – who worked in the closely 
related genres of caricature and graphic satire – constructed their humor 
on the ideological scaffolding of inherited gender stereotypes. In the 
corpus of images we have examined here, the artists recruited electricity 
and its lights to secure Belle Époque patriarchy. 

“Ayez pitié des pauvres gardiens du Salon, victimes des expositions à la lumière 
électrique.” Draner, La Caricature (29 mai 1880): 2 (Figure 21).

49 “Honneur au courage malheureux!” Thanks to Louise Bourdua for translation 
guidance. 

50 “Le maladroit! Il n’a pas vu mon mari prendre ma place, et il continue à parler de son 
amour!!!”

51 “Grand Dieu! Ma femme avec son cousin? … Ah! j’y vois clair maintenant…” 
52 “Avec la lampe soleil! Ce serait malheureux.” 
53 Goode, “The Public and the Limits of Persuasion,” 133.
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