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Jojo, Jimmy, and Marie Chairne. What Scribbled 
Comics Can (Not) Tell Us1 

 

Abstracts 
At the hand of two scribbled comics, this article considers material uses and reading practices 
in Belgian comics culture. As doodles and marks left on battered copies, scribbles foreground 
complex questions for the comics historian, offering clues that otherwise remain elusive to 
understand childhood reading practices. 
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When talking or writing about drawing, cartoonists often recall their childhood as a 

touchstone, a moment of affective engagement with comics when reading and drawing 
intersected and overlapped, sometimes without needing to know how to decipher text. 
Contemporary graphic novels are indeed charged with such ‘childhood geographies of 
children’s image-making practices and children reading comics’ (Ahmed, 2020, p. 129). 
While contemporary cartoonists alert us to the importance of such practices remembered in 
adulthood, the traces for understanding what children actually do with comics are all but easy 
to access and recover, as children’s experiences remain particularly elusive. Mel Gibson’s 
(2015) compelling work with readers’ memories of girls’ comics in the UK reveals the 
fascinating complexities of such historical inquiry. Following in these tracks, with a smaller 
scope fitted to this short-form forum, I look at children’s reading practices through a specific 
case of two scribbled comics, , that is existing copies that have once been drawn upon by 
their readers in a particular context that proves hard to recover (Figure 1). Taking inspiration 
from Lorraine Daston’s collection Things That Talk, which consider ‘things in all their 
obdurate objecthood’ in various disciplines, I attempt to read these two scribbled comics as a 
compact ‘object lesson’ for comics studies (Daston, 2008, p. 11). 

I found the two battered copies in question somewhat by chance in the remainder pile of 
a second-hand comics store in Liège, Belgium. They were stacked on the floor alongside 
other copies of Frank Piët’s Jojo et Jimmy comics. This classic adventure comic featuring a 
duo of naughty kids was published in French by the little-known Société d’Editions 
Périodiques (SEP) in the 1960s as cheap softcover albums; they are translations from the 
Dutch popular series Sjors en Sjimmie, themselves a local continuation of the American 
comic strip Winnie Winkle. This complex history of transnational circulation makes for an 
interesting issue in its own right, illustrating the global scope of a genre that Ian Gordon 
(2016) has described as ‘kid comics.’ As Joe Sutliff Sanders suggests for the North-American 

                                                
1 Many thanks to the reviewers and editors as well as my colleagues Maaheen Ahmed, Benoît Glaude and 
Giorgio Busi-Rizzi for insightful comments.   



 

context, comics became ‘kids’ stuff’ through specific market conditions and format changes: 
the comic book, contrasted with the newspaper, ‘could target narrower reading audiences’ 
and hence directly address children consumers (Sanders, 2016, p. 12). Published in the early 
60s, the two issues of Jojo et Jimmy were collections from the periodicals, cheaply produced 
in a softcover format between ‘pamphlet’ and ‘album’ common in the immediate post-war 
period and retailed at 30 Belgian francs (€5,4 in today’s money).2 They were aimed at 
children between 10 and 12 years. 

 
[Figure 1 Scribbled covers of Frans Piët’s Jojo et Jimmy, Aux courses d’autos and Le 

Chevalier noir (Brussels: Société d’Éditions Périodiques, 1963 and 1959). Author’s 
collection.] 

Focusing on the scribbles that mark their cover invites to other considerations than 
histories of production do, inasmuch as they alter the status and the function of these books. 
Instead of looking at the large-scale effects of mass culture, at the decisions made by adults 
over what children read, scribbles remind us that audiences inevitably make objects their own 
in a myriad of ways; in a complicated interplay that Michel De Certeau (2013) famously 
described in terms of ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’: ‘strategies are able to produce, tabulate, and 
impose these spaces, […], whereas tactics can only use, manipulate, and divert these spaces’ 
(de Certeau, 2013, p. 30). Scribbling in a book precisely goes against the usual habits that 
command not write or draw in books, in an act expressing both ‘devotion and defacement’ 
(Lerer, 2012). Without overinvesting the child’s mark as subversion, the scribble does invite 
to shift scale in analysis and to look at the complicated but fascinating uses to which comics 
are put. 

                                                
2 By comparison, a Tintin album cost 69 Belgian francs in 1961 (€12,7 in today’s money) while the popular 
children’s book series Martine, at the same publisher, cost 29 Belgian francs. Thanks to Florian Moine for 
looking up the retail price of Tintin in the Casterman archives. For a publishing history of comics in France and 
Belgium, see Lesage, 2018. 



 

Such objects are thus not quite the kind of ‘plausible texts’ we commonly find in comics 
studies (Beaty and Woo, 2016), precisely because the scribbles damage their capacity to 
function as ‘public’ texts. As Seth Lerer argues about marginalia in children’s books, ‘such 
acts enable us to see not just the public text but also the private response. No book is the 
same once it has been marked’ (Lerer, 2012, p. 130). With their dog-eared corners, broken 
spines, scribbled and stained covers, they indeed bear the marks of a dirty battering and 
passionate sharing that is the reverse mirror of a collectors’ market where ‘touch is taboo’ 
(Hague, 2014, p. 95). As cheap items printed in mass numbers, such comics are rarely 
preserved because the scribbling depreciates its value on the second-hand market; such 
copies are either directly thought worthless and discarded, or retailed at lower prices because 
of their ‘poor’ condition. Because the comics collections hosted in university libraries 
originate from legal deposit or in the work of private collectors, the same preferences for 
copies in the best available condition makes scribbled comics a scarce find in institutional 
archives. For histories of reading, however, doodles, colouring, annotations, and marginalia 
offer a fascinating insight into material uses and cultural practices that are otherwise hard to 
grasp (Chartier, 1993); especially so for children readers who otherwise leave little record of 
their experiences (Grenby, 2011, p. 25). 

What can these two copies, found at chance, tell us then?3 The marks leave some clues. 
The first is perhaps the most common kind of annotation in children’s books altogether: the 
indication of ownership. A young girl—Marie Chairne—has scribbled her name under the 
title of Jojo et Jimmy; the line is still a bit shaky and the letters are traced without capitals, 
which let us read a child younger than the original target audience of Jojo et Jimmy. The 
second book bears a clearer possessive on the inside cover: “Lucien et maud, rué désre léga 
n° 10” (Figure 2). The address, although fragmentary and misspelt, leads us back to a steep 
street in Amay, a town in the industrial basin of the Meuse upstream of Liège. That both 
names are signed on them show that the comic was shared by siblings between them, but also 
possibly with their neighborhood. That Lucien and Maud did not indicate the locality might 
simply be alleged as a sign that the comic did not circulate beyond the town’s borders. 
Against facile ideas about comics as a boys’ club, these assertations show girl readers not 
only reading their brother’s comics, but expressing ownership over them. Such possessive 
inscriptions, as Patricia Crain notes about children’s marginalia, are not so much expressions 
of a ‘proprietary instinct’ rather than indications ‘registering the cultural and social situation 
in which the child and the book meet’ (Crain, 2017, p. 113). 

 
[Figure 2 Ownership inscription on the inside cover of Frank Piët’s Le Chevalier noir 

(Brussels: Société d’Éditions Périodiques, 1959). Author’s collection.] 

                                                
3 In working with comics albums found in a remainder pile of a comics store, this article partly overlaps with 
Erica Burman’s (2019) concerted attempt to work with found objects, lost materials and relics of childhood that 
can reflect consumption practices and assumptions about development.  



 

On the cover of Le Chevalier noir, an inscriber has stamped the date repeatedly, 
allegedly marking that ‘moment of encounter’ in January 1973—more than ten years after the 
original publishing date. Similarly, one can assume from the materials used by the children, 
who handle rubber stamps, permanent markers, and a BIC 4-Colour ballpoint pen 
(commercialized in the early 1970s), that they engaged with these comics quite later than 
their original publication dates, and thus already as second-hand objects, left down from 
previous children, family relatives, friends, or other readers. That children passionately 
scribbled comics that were not ‘meant’ for them highlights a transmissive process that is 
otherwise hard to grasp on: comics, even ephemeral ones, are not only read synchronously 
but also passed down generations through a myriad of local ways, as fleeting as such 
transmissions through time can be. Similarly, cartoonist Jean-Christophe Menu’s (2017) 
memoir as a child reader in the early 1970s echoes a similar use of office furniture in the 
material play with comics as well as the messy encounter with serial culture: the child reader, 
oftentimes, will not simply follow comics the way publishers try to target, shape, and 
organize their audience while securing their loyalty. Children read comics in a host of 
circumstances that do not necessarily or completely overlap with the editorial strategies 
deployed. The signature imprinted on the covers participate in making it one’s own, as part of 
a particular situation.  

If, as Particia Crain (2017, p. 109) notes, such declarations of ownership are closely 
tied—‘enacted and enabled’—by literacy, a nexus with roots in the nineteenth-century, 
comics bring back its necessary correlate, illiteracy. Comics were for long not a welcome ally 
for institutions of literacy, librarians and pedagogues; and even as the status of comics was 
shifting in France and Belgium in the late 1960s, as the medium was recast as adult reading, 
comics remained an ambiguous object within libraries that not quite embraced comics for 
themselves but accepted them as a pragmatic way of drawing readers in (Lesage, 2013). 
When it comes to literacy, comics ‘are either useful as stepping-stones or worse than useless,’ 
as Charles Hatfield (2005, p. 36) effectively summarized.  

The scribbles under inquiry play a delicate role in this balance, hovering between the 
literate and illiterate. The Aux courses d’auto album indeed shows a variety of marks: the 
cover already mingles a signature and a doodle drawn onto the title. Similarly, the pages are 
filled with pencil colour trials in the margins, colour marks on characters or objects 
(sometimes copying their outline), doodled stick figures, and most puzzlingly repeated 
exercises of school culture. Between the panels and in the margins, one finds various simple 
calculations (10+10=20) but also the simple alliterative sentence ‘Marie a une mallette,’ 
sometimes with varying subjects. One time, the inscriber draws bubbles around each 
segment, as if mimicking speech bubbles but breaking out the sentence in three parts. 
Another time, the same sentence but with ‘mum’ as a subject is accompanied by an 
illustrative drawing (Figure 3). The comic thus displays a young child practicing writing and 
drawing, with a hand that is not yet quite firm in its hold of the pen. The comic is used as an 
exercise in acquiring literacy unconnected to its contents (which aimed at older, literate 
children); it is even probable that the comic was not quite ‘read,’ but looked at and scribbled 
on as children would do on scrap paper or whatever is at hand. The book, in any case, served 
to practice gestures of inscription, telling by their repetition. 



 

[Figure 3 Pen and pencil marginalia in a copy of Frank Piët’s Le Chevalier noir (Brussels: 
Société d’Éditions Périodiques, 1963). Author’s collection.] 

The contemporary reader can further find a tragic irony in these inscriptions: in Jojo et 
Jimmy (in their French translation), one reads the two characters differently, given that the 
little black boy speaks ‘petit-nègre,’ the demeaning stereotypical pidgin so often attached to 
caricatures of black people in comics. Where the child reader is rehearsing its tenses 
(‘martine a’), Jimmy is not allowed to know them (‘courir, jojo!’). Literacy, here, reveals its 
role in marking citizenship and ownership, while othering those who are excluded from the 
process.4 The blackface caricature is not left on the reader of Le Chevalier noir, who has 
heavily scribbled Jimmy’s face and arm with a heavy black marker, as well as that of the 
white-skin ‘black knight’ and the black letters ‘et’ in the title. What motivated the heavily 
crossed marking, in permanent black ink, is lost on us; but the defacement of the book, as an 
act that brings the ‘inside outside’ (Lerer, 2012, p. 130), at least suggest the prominence of 
the racial caricature. This undercuts the argument made times and again that such depictions 
were simply routinely integrated stereotypes, caricatural shorthand that are clumsy, a mere 
‘sign of the times’ (by the 1960s, an extremely contested one). Children do not simply gloss 
over the visual representation of characters, but nearly physically relate to it, as this scribbled 
cover suggests. 

                                                
4 Comics rehearse deeply embedded racial stereotypes when they use ‘petit-nègre’: this stereotypical vernacular 
was widespread in commercial culture (the infamous ‘y’a bon’ slogan of the Banania chocolate drink) and 
originally stems from the early-twentieth-century linguistic policy of the French colonial army, based on the 
artificial stabilization of a particular pidgin (Van den Avenne, 2005)  



 

[Figure 4 Scribbles using color pencils in a copy of Frank Piët’s Le Chevalier noir (Brussels: 
Société d’Éditions Périodiques, 1963). Author’s collection.] 

More largely, scribbles speak to a reading experience that is fundamentally embodied. As 
Paul Fisher Davies suggests about comics, ‘their material form constitutes both a good and a 
service: it is a thing to be owned and handled, and an experience to be engaged in, through all 
the other forms of interaction it affords’ (Davies, 2019, p. 128). Scribbles make clear one of 
their most basic affordances, and comics marginalia, moreover, are not just stuck in the 
margins: children draw on drawings, following outlines, crossing speech bubbles, adding new 
colours, doodling in the margins, vigorously crossing faces and hands, copying speed lines 
(Figure 4). Arguing for a ‘phenomenology of comics reading,’ Christopher Pizzino has recently 
suggested that comics provide a deeply sensuous and ‘robustly embodied reading experience,’ 
at odds with the division of ‘mind-body relations considered normative for the act of reading’ 
(Pizzino, 2020, p. 17). Scribbles can perhaps be read as a clue for such embodied reading, as 
cartoonist Emmanuel Guibert writes in a memory of his childhood drawings: ‘le gribouillis 
prend le dessus. Il se dévoile pour ce qu’il est : une réponse furieuse à l’électrocution que les 
images infligent à nos sens de bébé’ [‘the scribble takes over, it shows itself for what it is: a 
furious response to the electrocution that images inflict to our baby senses’] (Guibert, 2006, p. 
23). The scribble, here, cuts at the most private of response; and accordingly, adult concerns 
are never very far away, as the fascination that such objects can exert on grown-up readers is 
also part of what makes these objects talk to us. 



 

Scribbled comics leave useful clues for understanding how varied comics were used and 
to highlight the interactions they lent to with children readers. They offer a glimpse into the 
‘tactics’ deployed by children on the objects they consume. Of course, publishers do everything 
to encourage possible uses and to construct dedicated audiences. Different formats will also 
lend themselves to different usages: expensive hardcovers bought as gifts will be less likely 
drawn upon and the cheaper softcover format of the Jojo & Jimmy makes for a more easily 
defaced object. Even when children’s marks are at their starkest and most undecipherable, they 
hint at comics as materials to play with, to draw on, regardless of the stories in them. As such, 
these graphic marks might often raise more questions than we can provide answers for, leaving 
us to make an educated guess, at best. As much as marginalia register an encounter between 
children and comics, the happenstance encounter of scribbled comics directly confronts us with 
their stubborn materiality, between mass-printed objects and unique artifacts.  
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