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One of the most controversial comic book authors of the 20" century is George
Remi, otherwise known as Hergé. Hergé was author of the world-loved comic book
series The Adventures of Tintin. Since its start in 1929, Tintin has sold over 120 million
books in more than 50 languages. Originally published in French, the series follows the
young reporter Tintin and his dog Snowy on their adventures throughout the world
fighting crime and corruption. Much of the controversy surrounding the series is due to
questions concerning the influence of extreme right-wing ideologies in a number of
Tintin comics. Tintin au Pays Soviets and Tintin au Congo are the largest testaments for
Hergé’s conservativism. The very first Tintin released, Tintin au Pay Soviets, was largely
a work of anti-Communist propaganda and right-wing rhetoric.' The second installment
in the series, Tintin au Congo, was no less controversial due to the pro-colonial attitudes
of the comic and the highly racist depictions of African natives in the Belgian Congo.’
Hergé denounced these two comics as youthful follies.” But the primary concern of most
scholars and fans today is whether or not the devices used to promote right-wing agendas
can be traced throughout the series.* This paper will explore the basic techniques by
which Hergé promotes his political attitudes towards various groups in the fifth Tintin
comic book, The Blue Lotus.

By taking a brief look at Hergé’s career as a cartoonist, we can see the influence
of political propaganda in his work. As previously mentioned, the first Tintin comic,

Tintin au Pays Soviets, was largely a work of anti-communist propaganda. The comic
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first appeared in 1929 as a serial in the Belgian Catholic newspaper Le Petit Vingtiéme.’
Written initially as a children’s comic, Tintin au Pays Soviets, took a strong right-of-
center view against Stalinist Russia, denouncing Communism’s absurdities and
wrongdoings.® The comic was a hit, giving the Tintin series its start.” It is possible that
the popularity of Tintin au Pays Soviets taught Hergé the influence of propaganda comics
in the public, a lesson that may have influenced his later writing in The Blue Lotus. In the
meantime, Hergé’s involvement in creating propaganda continued through the 1930s,
during which time he illustrated political pamphlets for the Belgian fascist Léon
Degrelle.® The degree to which Hergé’s relation with Degrelle was strictly commercial is
still in question.” However, it is clear that by the time Hergé set out in making The Blue
Lotus, he was already well-learned in the art of making propaganda.

It was the influence of Hergé’s friend Chang Chong-Jen that inspired him to write
The Blue Lotus. Chang was a fellow artist studying at the Royal Academy of Fine Arts in
Brussels.'” Hergé was introduced to Chang by a Belgian priest who, having read Tintin
au Congo, hoped the meeting of the two would open Hergé’s eyes to the reality of race
and cultural misconceptions.'' Their encounter was a success beyond the priest’s
grandest predictions. Hergé and Chang became fast friends, and Hergé was soon
captivated by Chinese culture.'” As he took inspiration from Chinese pen and ink

drawings, his drawing style began to evolve. Known among European comic book artists
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as “clear-line” drawing, the Eastern influenced style would become Hergé’s trademark. "
The friendship not only inspired the art of Hergé’s comics but their subject matter as
well. Before Chang returned to China, Hergé began to work on a new Tintin comic based
on the events that were taking place in China at the time.'* During the 1930s, China was
under rule by Japanese and Western colonial powers. The city of Shanghai was carved
into two heavily fortified military sectors, one occupied by the Japanese and the other an
International Settlement occupied by both British and American troops.”> While the
colonial powers used Shanghai like a tactical chess board, the city ran rampant with
corruption and poverty. '® The people of Shanghai suffered heavily. Hergé was deeply
moved by the situation.'” The Blue Lotus was written to inform the European public
about the oppression suffered by the Chinese under colonial rule, while attempting to
convey deep messages about the error of cultural stereotypes.'® This important
background demonstrates the human factor that went into the making of The Blue Lotus.
Hergé’s friendship with Chang was a driving force behind the political message in the
book. Their friendship inspired his sympathy for the Chinese and was critical in
influencing the book’s portrayal of Chinese."

The next step in analyzing The Blue Lotus is to understand the different
techniques by which Hergé attempts to advocate particular viewpoints within the comic
book format. The book Comics and Sequential Art, by Will Eisner will be used here to

define the basic techniques comic books use to create their effect. Eisner lists these
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techniques as imagery, framing, expression, timing, and writing.** For the remainder of
this essay, we will use Eisner’s basic definition as guidelines for classifying Hergé’s
depictions of different groups in The Blue Lotus.

The images of The Blue Lotus can be divided into the two different, but
inseparable, categories—realistic and iconic. Hergé was famous for his ability to
seamlessly switch between the two styles within the comic book narrative, at some points
even overlapping iconic characters with realistic backgrounds.”’ He applies this
technique to The Blue Lotus to help convey the interactions between the politically
engaged real world and the fictionalized happenings of characters in Tintin’s world.

Hergé’s pen is put to work creating detailed images from the streets of Shanghai
in The Blue Lotus. One of the most striking scenes from the book is the image of
Chinese peasants passing through the heavily barricaded gateway out of Shanghai.* As
the newly turned page settles we are submerged in the first panel. Occupying over two-
thirds of the page, this behemoth panel hits the eye with an emotive palette of color and
detail. The window into Tintin’s world of the past is thrown wide open and we are more
inside the story than ever. A line of Chinese peasants stand slouched under the weight of
back-strapped parcels, while a single Japanese officer examines their papers with
unhurried scrutiny. Brackets of barbed wire, bayonets, and semi-automatics crowd the
peasants as they wait their turn to pass through the gates. The bold pointed strokes of
Chinese lettering add to the visual intensity. The combined effect is one of blistering
unease. The city has been torn to shreds by the hand of imperialism. The gate which

stands towering in the background, clearly once a work of Chinese architectural beauty,
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has been turned by the Japanese into a trap as they slowly suffocate the people of
Shanghai.

Through a single highly detailed panel, Hergé has conveyed an entire perspective
into the Chinese situation. One cannot help but feel sympathy for the Chinese people,
even when looking back on the events from a historical perspective. This panel
represents the realism that is a part of Hergé’s style. His detailed image would not have
the same effect if it were redrawn by a more cartoonish hand. It is the reality of this
scene that makes it so stirring. The viewer understands that he is seeing is not just a
fictionalized construction, but a historical snapshot of the reality of oppression.

The other half of Hergé’s drawing style, the iconic image, is used more frequently

in The Blue Lotus; it is one of the more prominent ways Hergé conveys his p7j 100 0 0 100 1694 74080 1
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Figure 3. An image of Mr. Mitsuhirato>>






