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Author’s Note



Tintin first appeared in black-and-white, in the magazine Petit Vingtième, between 1929 and 1940. Thereafter he moved to the newspaper Le Soir until 1944. These strips were packaged up into books, initially by the Petit Vingtième itself, and thereafter by the publisher Casterman. From 1942, all Tintin books were published in colour, and most of the old black-and-white stories were coloured and shortened to fit the new format. From 1946, Tintin appeared in his own Tintin magazine, and all stories were illustrated in colour from the start.


All Tintin books referred to in the text are the English-language editions, published by Methuen, with the exception of Tintin In The Land Of The Soviets and Tintin And Alph-Art, both of which are published by Sundancer. A full list of all Tintin titles, together with the dates of their first appearances in magazine, book and translated form, is to be found at the back of this book.


All quotations from Hergé, unless otherwise stated, are drawn from the only major interview he ever gave: Entretiens Avec Hergé, by Numa Sadoul (Casterman). All quotations from Bob de Moor, Leslie Lonsdale-Cooper and Michael Turner, unless otherwise stated, are drawn from a series of interviews conducted by the author in England and Belgium between December 1988 and October 1990.


This book has been prepared without the assistance of the Hergé Foundation. Certain contributors have asked to remain anonymous.





1
Tintin Keeps Up Appearances













On Thursday 8 May 1930, the train from Moscow pulled into Brussels’ Gare du Nord. Station officials fought to control a huge and excited crowd that surged forward, eager to catch a glimpse of their hero. As the big black engine drew to a halt, the carriage doors opened and a familiar quiff was spotted bobbing above the heads of the travellers. The crowd went wild.


The young boy stepping confidently from the train was dressed in Russian costume, as befitting anyone who had just single-handedly conquered an entire continent, and put a nation of cowardly Bolsheviks to flight. By his side strode a small white dog on a lead. Behind him hovered a thin, nervous young man in a raincoat, recognised by only a few as the artist Georges Remi, or ‘Hergé’, who had spent the past year-and-a-half chronicling the adventures of the lad in front of him for the readers of the Vingtième Siècle newspaper. Tintin, junior reporter and adventurer extraordinaire, was coming home to meet his public at last.


The adulation was so unstinting that few onlookers noticed the unusually dark colour of Tintin’s hair, or the fact that his quiff kept falling down into his eyes. Doubtless, those that had spotted the sizeable jar of hair grease under Hergé’s arm didn’t mind that ever-increasing dollops were needed to maintain their hero’s celebrated hairstyle. As for the usually perky Snowy, well, the doleful black-eared beagle at Tintin’s side simply got lost in a forest of feet. If you’d told the multitude that ‘Tintin’ was in fact Henri de Donckers, a cut-price actor rented for the day, who’d got on the train with Hergé a couple of stops up the line, none of them would have believed you.


Waiting to meet the train, and Hergé in particular, was an appropriately royalist dignitary – the ex-Empress Zita of Austria-Hungary. Just as the breathless author had made contact with her, and was waiting to be presented officially, the crowd swept Donckers off in another direction. Georges looked at the Empress, at the sagging quiff now disappearing rapidly into the scrum, and at the pot of hair grease in his arms. He made up his mind, and plunged into the crowd after his protégé. For the rest of his life, through thick and thin, euphoria and black depression, he was never able to leave Tintin’s side again.


In due course, the prototype comic strip hero the young author had created went on to be massively influential, both commercially and artistically. Inside Hergé’s profession, Tintin gave rise to a whole movement, the bande dessinée tradition, a style of comic illustration – as distinct from cartooning – that captured the imagination of the European mainland. Many major bande dessinée artists were inspired in the first instance by Tintin. Clare Bretécher, who produced an ‘ode to Tintin’ on Hergé’s death, recalls: ‘I was wholly nurtured on Tintin, like all my generation.’1 Jacques Martin, the creator of Alix, who later joined Hergé’s staff, remembers: ‘I think it was somewhere between The Broken Ear and The Black Island that I decided to become a comic strip artist … I imagined Hergé as a sort of kindly grandfather.’


In the wider public arena, Tintin’s success over the intervening years has been no less dramatic. By 1990, over a hundred million Tintin books have been sold. It is an astonishing figure, unmatched outside the enormous markets of the USA. The sales graph resembles the floor of a valley which rises slowly and ever more steeply towards a vertical cliff face. Today, Tintin books are selling as never before, with at least as many adult buyers as children. What is the incredible worldwide appeal of a boy with a 1930s hairstyle, who fights 1930s villains, in 1930s cars, without once disturbing his immaculate 1930s plus fours?


The Belgian critic and intellectual Michel Serres is in no doubt. ‘The blank domino generates and embraces the whole series of dominos. The creative centre, Tintin’s head or Georges’ genius, shine incandescent like the snow on the glaciers of Tibet. Thirty rays, the whole world, Asia, America, the Pacific Islands, Incas, Indians and Congolese, converge upon the hub, which alone gives to the wheel cohesion and fullness, existence and perfection, the empty and transparent circle of the middle, the ingenuous centre, Tintin’s head, Georges’ angelic soul, air under the feet of Blessed Thunder, ice flow, childhood, everything that says yes.’2


There, perhaps, in one paragraph, is the essence of Tintin’s success. Hergé detested that sort of pseudo-intellectual rubbish and all who traded in it, and kept his stories as far away from it as possible. The hidden meanings and allegories that others found in Tintin’s activities were of no interest to him. His aim was always to keep it simple and direct. Hergé always preferred an illustration that advanced the storyline to one with purely aesthetic appeal.


Whether by accident or design, this narrative directness successfully transcended the boundaries of time and place, and continues to do so. It barely seems to matter today that Tintin’s escapades in Eastern Europe in King Ottokar’s Sceptre are directed at saving the throne of a jodhpur-wearing King from an adversary who sports a monocle and a haircut that went out with the Nuremberg trials. It is hardly important that all the streets in The Red Sea Sharks are painstaking observations of obscure parts of Brussels. The stories – and just as importantly, the humour – are universal.


Hergé’s jokes, although they developed from simple slapstick in the early days to sophisticated character comedy in later years, were mainly visual. This was not a premeditated bid for international success; it was not until after the war that Tintin escaped the confines of the French- and Flemish-speaking worlds. Right from his earliest and most parochial pre-Tintin material, Hergé always found universal human moods and responses – anger, embarrassment, pomposity, and so on – funnier than any humorous contrivance. He disliked wordplay, pointing to Asterix (perhaps with a modicum of professional jealousy) as an example of how not to do it.


Another aspect of Hergé’s character which coincidentally matched the requirements of an international audience was his need to find an escape from the pressures of everyday life. The Tintin stories took their author out of the stultifying boredom of Brussels and away from the stifling weight of Catholic morality and ‘civilised’ standards that bore down on a small child in turn-of-the-century Belgium. This youthful desire – to travel the world from behind a desk – never left the adult Hergé. He was always trying to escape. In the end, he found himself trying to escape from Tintin as well.


In the first instance, though, the success of Tintin in 1929–30 was tied to a specific innovation. People in Belgium had never actually seen speech bubbles before – they were a new American idea, and Hergé virtually pioneered their use in Europe. The effect was almost seismic. Readers reacted to the early words and deeds of Tintin as if they were carved on tablets of stone.


Looking back now, the adventures that inspired such excitement, such as Tintin In America, Tintin In The Congo and Tintin In The Land Of The Soviets itself, seem almost slipshod. They are plot-free, happy-go-lucky adventures, a stream of unrelated gags and cliffhangers composed at a time of jollity and youthful exuberance, by inky-fingered juniors in a newspaper office. Little thought went into them – it was too exciting a time for that. Today they are lauded for their primitive artistry, but at the time their readers were not too deeply concerned with the significance of Hergé’s emerging clarity of line. The boy reporter was bringing the world to life in their living rooms.


Who cared if the first stories were cheap right-wing propaganda, instigated and directed at small children by a Catholic newspaper editor who kept a framed photograph of Mussolini on his desk? Hergé certainly didn’t. When he started Tintin he was still a naive young man who knew little of the world, intelligent, but socially immature like so many of his contemporaries. The early Tintin reflects essentially childish concerns; in particular, the influence of the boy scouts, and the Red Indian games they played, is strongly present. Today the idea of boy scouts in copious shorts and enormous hats being encouraged by adults to pretend to be Red Indians right up to their twentieth birthdays is somewhat laughable, but inter-war Belgium was an innocent place. Scouting was the only escape from the boredom of life at home, and life at home had a habit of dragging on right to the end of one’s teens.


Although the Tintin series later developed into a vehicle for knowledgeable satire and sophisticated character comedy, the memory of his baggy shorts never left Hergé. As late as the 1930s he was to correct the unpunctuality of Eugène Evany, a colleague on the Vingtième Siècle and later chief of the Hergé Studios, by appealing to his ‘scouting spirit’. Tintin was essentially a big boy scout too, he just happened to begin life fighting socialists for a living. Of course, as the 1930s went on, Hergé quickly became powerful and aware enough to divest himself of this right-wing gimmickry, and institute the Tintin we know today, quiff bristling apolitically at the side of the underdog. Enough mud had stuck to cause problems later, but in the sheltered pre-war climate such worries were far away.


True greatness, ground-breaking political satire and major artistic achievement arrived for Hergé and Tintin only when the international upheavals of the 1930s began to impinge upon Belgium’s closed society. As war drew nearer, especially, Hergé found himself forced into a long, slow, painful divorce from his youth and from his creation. Put simply, before the war Tintin was Hergé, or at least a vehicle for fulfilling his and every boy’s fantasies. After the war Hergé identified increasingly with his new character Captain Haddock, a recluse ever in search of the quiet life, free from parrots, opera singers, insurance salesmen, and other irritations of a rich man’s world. Tintin himself, although still occupying the leading role, ceased to be the focus for humour and became just one of a much richer family of characters than before.


In part, this was due to Hergé growing up; specific problems had arisen during the war, when Hergé had to learn the hard way that he was not the Tintin type. Other Belgians – the true Tintins of this world – had joined the resistance, blown up railway lines, smuggled escaped P.O.W.s out of the country, and probably would have taken to the hills if there had been any to take to. Hergé, peaceful, cynical, expedient, had obeyed the appeals of the Belgian King and carried on working under the Nazis. Resolutely apolitically of course – not a whiff of partisanship entered the Tintin books during the war years – but the accusations of collaboration were to dog him for the rest of his life. There is an element of stubbornness in the way that he almost refused to defend himself, preferring to retain his dignity, as he perceived it, rather than stoop to debate the issue.


In the short term, the liberation found him in and out of jail and unable to work, a fate not shared by all the thousands of machinists, plumbers and bakers who had carried on working. To rescue himself from what he saw as an iniquitous situation, he had to sell the long-term rights to his own work to the publisher Raymond Leblanc, a pre-war Hergé fan and resistance hero, who had spent the war behaving exactly as Tintin would have done.


The irony could not have been lost on Hergé. Shorn of his independence, the will to work ebbed away. He took to disappearing without warning for long periods. Persuaded back to work by Leblanc, he developed psychosomatic illnesses. Eczema crippled his hands when he tried to draw. He suffered nightmares, and his marriage broke up. Michael Turner, Hergé’s friend and co-translator of the Tintin books into English (with Leslie Lonsdale-Cooper), explains: ‘One of the things that never comes out is the amount of pressure put on Hergé by the business people. Some of them were quite good friends, but at times they did exploit him a great deal.’


Yet throughout this period, Hergé was drawing his finest work, starting with Prisoners Of The Sun in 1948. His great masterpieces of comic art – The Calculus Affair, Tintin In Tibet, The Castafiore Emerald – were all inspired, directly or indirectly, by great personal unhappiness. There were long delays between stories, and during stories, while Hergé became ill or disappeared on his own; but when he worked, he threw himself into his drawings with a venomous perfectionism, creating ferociously detailed and quite brilliant works of art. His personal feelings rarely emerged at work, by his own admission. To his assistants he remained a figure to admire: an affable, witty, generous, talented, helpful man, engagingly vulnerable to office practical jokes. Only a tendency to play the martinet in matters of inefficiency hinted at his inner drive to find whatever it was that was eluding him – independence? Artistic perfectionism? Freedom from responsibility?


Increasingly, Hergé attempted to articulate these personal strivings through his Tintin stories. Most remarkable is Tintin In Tibet, a book in which he divested himself of the Tintin family, drew out his nightmares and exorcised them in a personal quest for Chang, the young Chinese boy who had once been his closest and most influential friend. Such nostalgic symbols were vital to Hergé – his later years were peppered with attempts to recreate significant moments from his early life. Like most people’s attempts at reliving a supposedly happier past, these seem to have ended in disappointment.


Ultimately, Tintin became an obstacle, not a means, to happiness. Hergé went through periods of hatred for him. In his last completed story, Tintin And The Picaros – a critical failure – he toyed listlessly with his characters. Sometimes, at work, he would draw Tintin standing over him with a whip, or ready to hang him with a noose, a cruel expression distorting the little reporter’s features. The pictures were funny, but they were disturbing too. Whenever Hergé tried to draw Tintin now, his hands became racked with pain. He told Michael Turner on one occasion, ‘I’ve fallen out of love with Tintin. I just can’t bear to see him.’


Instead of working, Hergé left his studios in the hands of his subordinates and went travelling; not for inspiration, but for escape. Tintin could go hang, and so could the final Tintin adventure, which never saw the light of day. Hergé left his creation on page 42 of Tintin And Alph’Art, about to be coated in liquid polyester, turned into a work of art, signed by César, authenticated by Zolotas, and then have a long article written about him by Michel Serres. Which is where Tintin was left for ever when, on 4 March 1983, Hergé died of anaemia.


In seventy-six years, Georges Remi had created possibly the greatest comic strip ever seen, pioneered an art form, chronicled history, acquired millions of fans and piles of money, and had come up with some terrific jokes. True, in some respects, the story of Tintin is a sad story; but it also manages to be funny, revealing and dramatic by turns. For lovers of happy endings, it has one of those too. It all starts in Brussels in 1907, in one of the dullest districts it is possible to imagine anywhere …
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Hergé And The Unbelievably Dull Childhood













Some of the most elegant residential districts ever designed employ constant repetition of the same features as part of their appeal. Then there are those districts where a uniformity of design imposes a uniformity of attitude, depressing and limited in scope. Etterbeek in Brussels is one of the latter, a good, solid, Roman Catholic suburb that in the early part of the century took pride in its lack of excitement. Hergé’s upbringing was steeped in Catholicism, not a Catholicism to be exploited in the manner of Graham Greene or Evelyn Waugh, but one to be given the slip at the earliest possible opportunity. Of course, he never quite managed this, and his religion continued to influence his life and work indirectly.


Since the age of one, the young Georges Remi had lived in the Rue de Theux with his family. In 1912 they had had the initiative and imagination to move away, but six months later they were back, tails between their legs, albeit some ten doors nearer to the posher end of the street. Georges himself had a gloomy, round-windowed attic bedroom, perhaps similar to that on page 54 of The Castafiore Emerald.


Georges’ brother, Paul, was an active young boy with a round face and a quiff. His father, Alexis, was a clumsy man with a twin brother, Léon, who lived nearby. The two of them would go for walks, wearing identical bowler hats and carrying identical canes, singing in unison. Sometimes on Sundays, if there was a suspicion anyone might possibly be enjoying themselves, the whole family would descend upon Aunt Ninie, who lived locally too. She would then force them to listen to ear-splitting renderings of songs at the piano, setting glasses quivering and endangering those of her relatives with suspect constitutions.


In later life, Hergé was quick to dismiss as a coincidence any suggestion that Tintin, the Thompson twins, and Bianca Castafiore, his regular pre-war characters, might in any way be connected with this family group. It might also be worth noting, however, that Georges Remi was unusual amongst his schoolfriends in that he had a girlfriend. This precociously ample-breasted object of lust was called Milou, which was the original name he chose to give Tintin’s dog Snowy.


This is not actually as bizarre as it sounds. In Belgium at this time, consorting with the opposite sex was considered the sort of crime that would have the Pope revolving in his bed at night. Eventually Georges was sent down from college for inviting some village girls to a barndance. Steeped as he was in this childhood view of morality, even as late as 1929, it would have been unthinkable to provide Tintin with a female companion. What would they do at night on an expedition to the mountains? So, Milou became a dog instead.


Besides, you didn’t get any girls in the boy scouts, and that was where the attitudes that characterise Tintin were instilled in Georges Remi. He had first discovered the joys of scouting in 1919, at the age of 12, when he joined the local branch of the ‘Scouts de Belgique’. Its appeal was straightforward: whole afternoons, sometimes several days at an end, were spent going off to the countryside, pretending to be Red Indians. The Belgian incarnation of the Baden-Powell scouts had adopted an idealised version of the Red Indian lifestyle almost as its modus operandi. For Georges, as for so many other Belgian children, scouting – and Red Indian games in particular – became synonymous with escape from the dullness of everyday life.


The scouting philosophy, of working and smiling your way through problems rather than fretting over them, never left Hergé. At the crisis period of Tintin In Tibet, this reserve of artificial optimism was to prove substantially more successful than psychoanalysis. ‘I never cease to be a boy scout,’ said Hergé. ‘Scouts have never had a good press, and you can understand why. It has its infantile side. But for me it was a good schooling.’


Georges was an intelligent child, bright enough to be frustrated into bad behaviour by his inactivity. The traditional remedy of thrashing an infant within an inch of its life had the drawback of being rather noisy, so – with admirable if unwitting foresight – his parents gave him pen and paper to shut him up. When he joined the boy scout movement, Georges became the unofficial artist of the local troop, and was soon getting his drawings accepted by the local scout magazine Jamais Assez (‘Never Enough’).


After a couple of years, however, the Red Indian idyll came to an abrupt end. Some minor local dignitary, of the big-fish-in-extremely-small-puddle variety, had a word with Georges’ parents about the suitability or otherwise of the boy’s education. Surely he would be better off in the altogether more wholesome college of St Boniface, and the attendant ‘Federation of Catholic Scouts’, a religious group which combined the scouting ethic with the spiritual boredom of the Belgian Catholic Church. Mr and Mrs Remi complied, installed Georges at the college forthwith, and in the new scout troop soon afterwards.


Life with the St Boniface scouts was altogether different. To start with, the troop was run by the type of scoutmaster who these days keeps tabloid journalists in work. The sort who believes that small boys are improved by ‘discipline’, which in this instance meant trapping angry horseflies under a glass on the exposed skin of his youthful charges, and seeing how many bites they could stand. Outside these social get-togethers, the rest of the time was spent – naturally – in starched uniforms, enduring endless religious-cum-military parades. ‘I am sure that God does not exist,’ Georges repeated to himself as a sort of consoling mantra. He soon developed a deep hatred of officialdom and order, which manifests itself clearly in the Tintin stories. His editors sometimes worried about the degree to which Tintin acts as a free spirit, but of course Tintin’s independence is one of his major attractions.


Interestingly, Georges never bore a grudge against his parents for exchanging his happiness for an ounce more social status. His mother, Lisa, whom he didn’t get on with anyway, went mad and died soon after the war, but his father Alexis stayed on as his son’s business manager for the rest of his life. Nor did he bear a grudge against the scout movement – the true, Baden-Powell version, which he felt had been perverted by its ecclesiastical equivalent. Instead, he did his damnedest to infiltrate the Red Indian ethic into the scouts of St Boniface. Also, he continued to draw, and in February 1922 his work was accepted by the national boy scout magazine.


His parents and his teachers were not impressed. His father, who as a draper had taught him to draw clothes, wished Georges could do something constructive like his brother Paul, who was all set to join the army. (In fact Paul’s army life was made a misery upon the success of Tintin, when the source of Hergé’s visual inspiration became clear to his fellow officers.) Milou’s parents, even less impressed with Georges’ desire to become a professional artist, told him to clear off in no uncertain terms – perhaps accounting for Georges’ canine revenge later on. His teachers remained resolutely uninterested because, despite plenty of practice in the margins of his textbooks, the one subject the otherwise brilliant lad could not manage at school was art. In later years the famous Hergé ascribed this failing to an unwillingness to undertake tedious drawing exercises – all those doric capitals and so forth – but the fact remains that the young Georges was stylish but far from technically proficient. Over the years he taught himself to an exceptional degree of technical skill, but in the early 1920s he was still only a promising amateur illustrator.


When he did become famous, incredibly rich, and a celebrated artist to boot, he bumped into his former teacher from St Boniface, who asked him, ‘And are you still doing those little sketches of yours?’ The kind of casual, throwaway remark that conceals years of bitterness, envy, inadequacy and dislike. Georges had not been considered a model pupil, despite his academic achievements, but rather a corrupting influence. In later years, he recounted the story of how, as a child, he had come upon the body of a man who had hanged himself in a wood. Rather than rushing to the church to say prayers for the sinner’s soul, he had cut several yards of washing line into small pieces and sold them off in the playground as ‘genuine noose souvenirs’. St Boniface was not sorry to see him go.


To the surprise of just about everybody, Georges’ drawing did lead to a proper job, and in due course, to wonderful things. In 1924, he had become bored with initialling his drawings ‘G.R.’, and decided to invert the letters. ‘I was young then, of course, and I intended to keep my own name for the great, serious painting I was going to do later on. “Hergé” was just for a laugh, on the side’.1 Just for a laugh it may have been, but René Weverbergh, who’d bought his work for Le Boy Scout magazine, was also employed by the national newspaper Le Vingtième Siècle and was looking for new talent. The young man now calling himself ‘Hergé’ caught his eye.
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Totor The Boy Scout













Viewed with some sixty-five years’ hindsight, Le Vingtième Siècle (or ‘Twentieth Century’) seems a faintly sinister organisation for anyone to join. A ‘Catholic Newspaper For Doctrine And Information’, it was strictly run by the Abbé Norbert Wallez, he of the desktop portrait of Mussolini.1 He was not the sort of person who was to find life very convenient in 1945. One of the paper’s foreign correspondents was Léon Degrelle, future leader of the Belgian Fascists, or ‘our friend’ as the SS were later to put it. The Vingtième presses were being used on the side by Degrelle to print his own political pamphlets.


Yet before the imagination digresses into fantasies of jack-booted newspaper editors with monocles screwed into one eye, it should be stressed that the Vingtième Siècle office had a rather shabby, homely air. There was nothing very sinister about the presence on the staff of Hergé, or of anyone else for that matter. In Belgian suburbia in the 1920s, patriotism, Catholicism, strict morality, discipline and naivety were so inextricably bound together in everyone’s lives that right-wing politics were an almost inevitable by-product. It was a world view shared by everyone, distinguished principally by its complete ignorance of the world. In as far as there was a Fascist element, its main aim was to make the proverbial trains run on time. Wallez himself appears to have been a jolly, kindly man, prone to looking after the local down-and-outs.


Obviously, his views influenced the early Tintin, for such was his intention. Tintin was to be the paper’s cub reporter, striding about the world righting wrongs and righting lefts, sticking up for the underdog and looking after those less fortunate than himself. It is a credit to Hergé that within a few years, as he gained a measure of independence and as the true nature of European Fascism revealed itself, he was to use the Vingtième Siècle as a platform to attack the Nazis directly, while retaining the sympathetic side of Tintin’s nature. This was not only brave in terms of petty office politics, but in a wider sense. Belgium was not exactly a well-defended base from which to attack Hitler. It says something about Nazi stupidity that they actually failed to spot the blatant attacks in King Ottokar’s Sceptre and Land Of Black Gold. That such attacks were made at all by a paper like Le Vingtième Siècle also suggests that the Abbé Wallez and his colleagues were beginning to have second thoughts as the 1930s went on.


Back in 1925, though, Hergé was still doing odd jobs in the subscriptions department, or for the photo editor. With his military service coming up – a prospect as unwelcome to him as it was appealing to his brother Paul – there wasn’t much point in giving him any great responsibility just yet. He still derived the most satisfaction from drawing for Le Boy Scout magazine in his spare time. His more formal illustrations there were often stylish and displayed a precocious artistic ability. When he took care over a line drawing, he could fairly be described as an accomplished illustrator. However, he did not appear to adapt well to working at speed, for his cartoon work at this stage was clumsy by comparison, still fumbling for a coherent style.


None the less, it was a cartoon character that Hergé devised for Le Boy Scout magazine in 1926, one who he hoped would revolutionise his job prospects. A brave, resourceful young character, who travelled the globe putting wrongs to right, and who would be instantly recognisable on account of his little quiff and daft baggy trousers. An example for others to follow. In short, a boy scout called Totor.


It was to be three years before Totor metamorphosed into Tintin. In the meantime Hergé took him to the USA, where he enjoyed a series of running escapades with cowboys and Indians, some of which turned up again in Tintin In America. He rode sharks, captured gangsters and escaped being scalped by inches, all without once ruffling his copious boy scout shorts, putting one in mind of Tintin’s fifty-year devotion to the same pair of plus fours. Like Tintin, he was based on Hergé’s own youthful fantasies. Where Hergé had been leader of Squirrel Patrol, Totor was the fearless patrol leader of the Cockchafers; but the essential difference between the two characters lay in the format. Unlike Tintin, Totor didn’t speak in bubbles. The pictures didn’t move the story along. They merely illustrated a slightly rambling and uninspired text.


There were hints of great things to come, though. Already, Hergé was developing his own peculiar cartoon vocabulary. Little stars or puffs of dust, to indicate an impact. Little droplets, to indicate effort or surprise. Little jagged lines to indicate anger, and at this stage, fear. Lines to indicate speed and movement. Take a look at page 7 of Flight 714, the peak of Hergé’s artistic achievement forty years later, and the whole shorthand can be seen there, speaking volumes.


According to Hergé, he had been influenced by The Rainbow, a British comic he had read during the First World War, but the more important influences were American. Crucially, Léon Degrelle, on assignment in Mexico, had picked up a bundle of US comics and posted them back to the youngster. The new American device of the speech bubble was much in evidence; and a few question marks, exclamation marks and Americanisms in tentative bubbles began to creep into Totor. Amongst the bundle of comics was George McManus’ Bringing Up Father, from which Totor’s (and Tintin’s) button nose was borrowed. American films played their part too, for the young Hergé still harboured a secret desire to be a film director. He grandly titled the adventures of Totor ‘An Extrasuperfilm’ or ‘A Grand Comic Film’, presented by ‘Hergé Moving Pictures’. By the time of Flight 714 his technique was to become almost exclusively cinematic, although the various attempts at filming Tintin never met with success.


After his call-up, Hergé continued to send Totor strips back to what was by now calling itself Le Boy Scout Belge magazine, from his unpleasant berth at the first regiment of light infantry. By his own account it was a brutal outfit, that made the scouts of St Boniface and their horsefly practice seem like a nuns’ tea party. It was worth the effort, though. On his release in October 1927, he was rewarded with an illustrator’s job on Le Vingtième Siècle, working principally on the women’s pages at first. No doubt in order to familiarise himself with the subject matter in hand, he spent a lot of time chatting up the Abbé’s secretary, Germaine Kieckens, a straightforward suburban girl intellectually his inferior, but whose adult manner aroused his interest in a way needing no discussion here. For her part, this lovable, humorous youth brought out the maternal instincts in her. In 1928, Hergé proposed to Germaine, and she accepted.
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