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CHAPTER FOUR

From Riot Grrrl to fine artist:  transformations in the 

work of Julie Doucet

In Unpopular Culture, his study of 1990s European comic books, Bart Beaty examines 

the ways in which these comics’ creators have shifted their claims to legitimacy from 

literature to the visual arts. He argues that “the evolution from a criterion of value 

with its basis in the novel to one rooted in the artist’s book is the most significant 

shift in the orientation of the comics field in the past century”.1 His focus is on 

European, primarily Francophone comics, and he states that the US tradition (in 

which he includes Canada and Britain) operates quite different criteria of value. In 

his conclusion, however, Beaty notes the exceptions to the rule, and the example he 

gives is that of Julie Doucet.2 Doucet, he explains, is one of the few to straddle the 

European and American comics markets, producing highly individual, stylised books 

in both French and English, and publishing her work both through the Canadian 

comics press Drawn and Quarterly and through French publishers like L’Association, 

Seuil and Le Dernier Cri.

Doucet’s range is not just cultural and linguistic but takes her beyond the 

comics field altogether. Many comics writers and artists produce non-comics work, 

often largely for financial reasons: Robert Crumb started out as an illustrator of 

greetings cards, Dave McKean has worked on films, CD and book covers, and Chris 

Ware has completed a number of design projects including posters, books and the 

façade of a building. Doucet, however, has moved decisively away from comics for 

creative as well as financial reasons, and in spite of the high regard in which her 

comics are held she has claimed to dislike producing them.3 This shift in her work is 

not simply a change of heart but indicative of the personal development of an artist 

whose work contains substantial elements of autobiography. In the late 1980s and 

early 90s the young Doucet (then in her mid-twenties) was producing self-published 

fanzines in the post-punk, “Riot Grrrl” tradition. Fifteen years later she is now in her 

forties, creating non-narrative art both in book form (the largely abstract Elle Humour 

1  Bart Beaty, Unpopular Culture: Transforming the European Comic Book in the 1990s (Toronto, 
Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 2007) 7.
2  Beaty (2007), 245.
3  Dan Nadel, “The Good Life: The Julie Doucet Interview”. The Drama 7 (2006), 47-52.
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(2006)) and in prints and drawings exhibited in galleries, as well as narrative work 

like 365 Days which is partly but not entirely a comic.4 Throughout this chapter I will 

make comparisons between Doucet’s early and more recent work, examining the 

representations of selfhood in each. I argue that the version of Julie Doucet typically 

seen by comics scholars is a specifically young adult identity, expressed through 

autobiographical comics which are only a small part of her oeuvre. I suggest that 

a more fully rounded picture can be obtained by viewing Doucet’s comics in the 

context of her later, non-narrative work. In particular I will focus on changes in three 

areas: depictions of the body, romantic relationships, and domestic and urban 

space. I will begin, however, by placing Doucet in the context of third wave feminism 

and the 1990s fanzine culture in which she first became well known.

Although Doucet’s early comic, Dirty Plotte, has subsequently been reissued 

by Drawn and Quarterly, and later collected into trade paperbacks, this series was 

first self-published in the form of photocopied fanzines.5 Doucet is often described 

as a “Riot Grrrl cartoonist”, having emerged from the small press publishing scene 

also favoured by writers and artists within the alternative punk culture of the 

early 1990s. As Roger Sabin and Teal Triggs point out, the relationship between 

alternative comics and fanzines is very close, while “a ‘typical’ alternative comic 

has about as much in common with Superman or The Beano as a fanzine does with 

Vanity Fair or Hello!”6 They go on to note that Doucet herself advertised some of 

her favourite zines on the back cover of Dirty Plotte 7 (1993), deliberately placing 

herself within this tradition and actively supporting other small press creators 

through her own work (Figure 23). Doucet’s early enthusiasm for self-publishing 

is important because, as I argued in my chapters on Crumb and Sim, creators of 

independent comics perceive a powerful connection between ideology and textual 

form. Stephen Duncombe describes typical fanzine producers as “[f ]reaks, geeks, 

nerds and losers”, stressing the importance of these publications as a vehicle for DIY, 

decentralised, anti-capitalist self-expression:

In an era marked by the rapid centralization of corporate media, zines are 
independent and localized, coming out of cities, suburbs and small towns across 

4  365 Days was first published as Journal (Paris: L’Association, 2004). English version, trans. 
Doucet, 2007 (Montreal: Drawn and Quarterly).
5  Self-published 1988-90. The D&Q run of Dirty Plotte (12 issues) was published from 1991-98. 
6  Roger Sabin and Teal Triggs, Below Critical Radar: Fanzines and Alternative Comics from 1976 to 
now (Hove: Slab-o-Concrete, 2001) 5.
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Figure 23.
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the USA, assembled on kitchen tables. They celebrate the everyperson in a world of 
celebrity, losers in a society that rewards the best and the brightest… zine writers 
form networks and forge communities around diverse identities and interests.7

In the late 80s and 90s this shared expression of an identity independent of the 

expectations of mainstream western society was important to Doucet. However, 

as I will demonstrate, the community of comic and fanzine producers was one that 

she grew tired of as her identity and her art changed in her thirties and forties. 

The breadth and aesthetic value of her work distinguished her from the mass of 

comic and fanzine self-publishers: her stark black and white drawings resemble 

Expressionist woodcuts with their heavy blocks of tone and apparently primitive 

lines (see figures 25-7). Doucet’s early work is of a far higher quality than the 

majority of self-published comics and zines, and derives much of its appeal from the 

confluence of a highly professional aesthetic and often blunt, shocking, adolescent 

content. The zinesters’ anti-professional aesthetic and their typical attitude of 

negation and antipathy towards mainstream success was one that Doucet came to 

find stifling and ill-suited to her later work.8

 Doucet’s gender undoubtedly played a part in both her early rebellious 

stance and her later dissatisfaction with the alternative comics community. 

Discussing her intention to retire from comics, she remarked in 2001, “I used to 

feel comfortable with a boy crowd but not anymore”.9 Doucet was mixing with a 

largely male group: her work was published in Crumb’s Weirdo magazine in the late 

1980s, and she was friends with other Canadian comics writers like Chester Brown. 

However, it is also worth noting that, Crumb and Sim notwithstanding, the self-

publishing revolution of the early 1990s was particularly popular with women. Mimi 

Marinucci argues that one can identify an explicit link between third wave feminism 

7  Stephen Duncombe, Notes from the Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture 
(London and New York: Verso, 1997) 2. Other useful work in this field includes Ellen Gruber 
Garvey, “Out of the Mainstream and Into the Streets: Small Press Magazines, the Underground 
Press, Zines and Artists’ Books”, in Scott E. Casper, Joanne D. Chaison, and Jeffrey D. Groves (ed.s) 
Perspectives on American Book History: Artifacts and Commentary (Amherst and Boston: University 
of Massachusetts Press, 2002), 367-402. See also Anna Poletti, “Self-Publishing in the Global and 
Local: Situating Life Writing in Zines”, Biography 28.1 (2005), 183-192. For a broader history of self-
publishing culture, see Amy Spencer, DIY: The Rise of Lo-Fi Culture (London and New York: Marion 
Boyars, 2005).
8  On the relationship between zines and mass media see Brandi Leigh-Ann Bell, “Women 
Produced Zines Moving into the Mainstream” Canadian Woman Studies/Les Cahiers de la Femme 
20-1, 4.1 (Winter/Spring 2001) 56-60.
9  Andy Brown. “Heroine”. Montreal Review of Books 4.2. Spring/Summer 2001. 18 July 2005. 
<http://www.aelaq.org/mrb/feature.php?issue=1&article=14&cat=1>
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and fanzine culture, emphasising the fundamentally democratic nature of self-

published zines.10 She points out that with the advent of cheap and readily available 

photocopiers, printing and circulating creative work became a real option for those 

who would normally have been excluded from conventional publication media. 

Given that women had for so long found it difficult to attract the attention of comics 

publishers, it is hardly surprising that those keen to produce innovative, avant-garde 

work took particular advantage of the newly available technology.

Fanzine form aside, gender identity is central to Doucet’s work. Nevertheless, 

her representation of feminine subjectivity is very different from Barry’s and 

indeed from those of underground women writers like Aline Kominsky-Crumb, 

Roberta Gregory, Alison Bechdel and Sharon Rudahl. As numerous critics have 

demonstrated, women artists and performers in the Riot Grrrl scene tended to 

luxuriate in the defiant appropriation of labels, aesthetic choices and identity 

markers that earlier feminists fought against.11 Apparently demeaning labels and 

self-destructive behaviours (the practice of writing names like “bitch” and “whore” 

on the skin and clothing, for example) were transformed into affirmative gestures.12 

The title of Doucet’s serial comic Dirty Plotte is a bodily insult: “plotte” is Quebecois 

slang for vagina (as Dave Sim remarked, “Calling your autobiographical comic Dirty 

Cunt really makes for a misogynistic challenge when it comes to parody”). 13 Many 

second wave feminists have accused younger women of having abandoned the 

political goals of the women’s movement, and Generation X attitudes often intersect 

with third wave feminist positions.14 To one interviewer who asked whether she 

considered herself a feminist artist, Doucet responded, “Probably, through what I 

do. But I am not the campaigning type. I can’t see myself inviting people to adopt a 

10  Mimi Marinucci, “Television, Generation X, and Third Wave Feminism: A Contextual Analysis 
of the Brady Bunch”. Journal of Popular Culture 38.3 (2005) 521.
11  See the essays in Canadian Woman Studies/Les Cahiers de la Femme 20-1, 4.1 (Winter/Spring 
2001) This special issue is subtitled “Young Women Feminists, Activists, Grrrls” and offers a useful 
snapshot of young women’s feminist culture in the 1990s.
12  On positive appropriation of the word “bitch”, for example, see Lisa Jervis, “Mission 
Statement for Bitch Magazine”. The Women’s Movement Today: An Encyclopedia of Third-Wave 
Feminism. Vol. 2, Primary Documents. Ed. Leslie L. Heywood. (Westport, Connecticut, and London: 
Greenwood, 2006) 263-4. This collection gives an excellent picture of the variety of third wave 
feminism.
13  Dave Sim, Latter Days (Cerebus Book 15) (Ontario: Aardvark Vanaheim, 2003) 482.
14  The most well known criticisms can be found in Susan Faludi, Backlash: The Undeclared 
War Against Women (New York: Crown, 1991) and Germaine Greer The Whole Woman (London: 
Doubleday, 1999).
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certain kind of behaviour or another. That is really of no interest to me.”15 This sort of 

laid-back but somewhat evasive response is typical of young women in the 1990s, 

who often espoused feminist views whilst rejecting the polemics of their second 

wave feminist mothers.16 When Crumb wrote his “R. Crumb versus the Sisterhood” 

in 1973, there was still a sense of solidarity amongst feminists, but for women of 

Doucet’s generation, debates on gender are, at best, characterised by debate rather 

than consensus. At worst, feminism is often perceived to be an outdated ideology 

of little relevance to young people, representing excessive political seriousness, the 

policing of language and cultural practices, and the development of a stultifying 

political correctness.17 Admitting to being a feminist writer is perceived to carry 

a certain stigma, and in spite of quite blatantly engaging with gender issues, the 

label was one that Doucet shied away from. Her 1990s comics find their power at a 

crossroads between political engagement and directionless indifference.

Doucet typically addresses feminist concerns by claiming control over 

representations of the female body, overturning comics conventions about the 

forms and symbols of femininity, and challenging and redirecting the gaze of the 

reader. Doucet writes about menstruation, breasts, penis envy, leg shaving and 

personal hygiene, returning again and again to her own body and her attitudes 

towards it. Although Doucet denies having a feminist agenda as such, and avoids 

accusations of political seriousness by producing comics that are deliciously, 

gleefully humorous, nevertheless her work taps directly into a vein of body criticism 

that was at its strongest in the 1980s and early 90s.18 Hence she places critics in a 

difficult position: on the one hand she seems quite clearly to engage with feminist 

and queer concerns and psychoanalytic theories in her comics, yet at the same time 

she flatly refuses to place her work under a feminist heading. The best way around 

this problem, I suggest, is to tread carefully, using only as much theory as is strictly 

15  Philip Dumez. “Les années Julie”. Interview. Jadeweb. [November 2001.] <http://www.pastis.
org/jade/nov01/juliedoucet.htm> Thanks to Juliette Atkinson for her translation.
16  See Jo Reger, ed. Different Wavelengths: Studies of the Contemporary Women’s Movement 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2005)
17  On the attitudes to feminism expressed by young women in the 1990s and 2000s, see, for 
example, Paula Kamen, Feminist Fatale: Voices from the “Twentysomething” Generation Explore the 
Future of the “Women’s Movement” (New York: Donald Fine, 1991). Also Rebecca Munford, “Wake 
up and Smell the Lipgloss: Gender, Generation and the (A)politics of Girl Power”, in Third Wave 
Feminism: A Critical Exploration. Eds. Stacy Gillis, Gillian Howie and Rebecca Munford (Basingstoke 
and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 142-153.
18  See, for example, Janet Price and Margrit Shildrick, eds. Feminist Theory and the Body: A 
Reader (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999)
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Figure 24.
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necessary and never letting the interpretation take over or mask the specific, often 

contradictory details of the work itself.19

As one might perhaps expect of a Crumb fan, Doucet’s interest in bodies 

manifests itself in an obsession with the grotesque.20 Nevertheless, Doucet’s 

representations of grotesque bodies are generally less a carnivalesque celebration 

of flesh than a sustained exploration of the abject. In Powers of Horror, Julia Kristeva 

discusses the concept of abjection, the process by which the subject polices its 

borders by rejecting that which is “other” to the self.21 She argues that the subject 

never fully, finally succeeds in banishing the abject, but that it hovers in the 

background, always threatening the boundaries of the self. She points out that 

many cultural taboos are attached to situations of unstable boundaries between 

body and not-body: pregnancy and childbirth, sex, food, menstruation and corpses 

are all typically surrounded by rituals to protect individual subjectivity against the 

violation of physical borders. (Kristeva writes at length about Biblical prohibitions 

and rites of purification, for example, with particular emphasis on the menstruating, 

lactating, changeable female body.) Doucet’s comics are filled with instances of hazy 

boundaries between subject and object, often with particular focus on the female 

body. Many of her stories involve things being removed from or inserted into the 

body – Julie wipes snot on her bedside table, covers New York in menstrual blood, 

and experiences numerous physical injuries and surgical operations.22 In one dream 

sequence, a male Julie looks on in horror as worms crawl out of his flesh; in another 

she gives birth to a cat. The back cover of My Most Secret Desire (1995) shows 

Doucet’s body stabbed with an imaginative array of sharp objects: a hypodermic 

needle, a safety pin, a fishing hook, a fork and numerous other items (Figure 24). 

Skin is always wrinkled, hairy, sweating and pimpled, and bodies are constantly 

threatened with mutilation.

19  Readers seeking a queer reading of Doucet should see Marcie Frank, ““How Did I Get So 
Anal?”: Queer Self-Authorization at the Margins”, in Queer Diasporas. Eds. Cindy Patton and 
Benigno Sanchez-Eppler, (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2000), 245-62. Arguably 
more helpful is Ann Miller and Murray Pratt, “Transgressive Bodies in the Work of Julie Doucet, 
Fabrice Neaud and Jean-Christophe Menu: Towards a Theory of the ‘Autobiobd’.” Belphegor 4.1 
(2004). <http://etc.dal.ca/belphegor/vol4_no1/articles/04_01_Miller_trnsgr_fr.html> 
20  Doucet discusses her influences, naming Crumb and F’murr (Richard Peyzaret) in Andrew 
Dagilis, “Julie Doucet’s Secretions”. Interview. The Comics Journal 141 (April 1991), 100.
21  Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. Trans. Leon S. Roudiez (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1982).
22  In an attempt to distinguish between author and protagonist, I will refer to the character in 
the comics as “Julie” and the author as “Doucet”.
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The wilful ugliness of some of Doucet’s early self-portraits is most often 

remarked upon by those who expect women to sexualise their self-representations. 

(Figure 25). In spite of the prevalence of nudity in Doucet’s comics, she, like Lynda 

Barry, resists pressure to pander to the gaze of male readers. Many have pointed 

out that Doucet’s self-representations conform less to social norms of physical 

attractiveness than she does in real life. As Dave Sim put it, “What is up with that 

level of self-loathing? I mean, okay, you don’t look like Catherine Deneuve, is that 

any reason to draw yourself looking like a train wreck?”23 Sim, at the furthest extreme 

23  Sim (2003) 482.

Figure 25.
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of masculine identification, cannot conceive of a woman choosing not to conform 

to conventions of feminine beauty. Julie’s naked body is skinny, hairy, distorted and 

awkwardly posed, a world away from the sexualised female figures of mainstream 

comics or indeed many underground cartoons.

When Kristeva argued that literature is “the privileged signifier” of abjection, 

she was thinking of writers like Celine, whose anti-Semitism, she argued, can be 

seen as a codification of the abject, an attempt to mark the Jews as “other” in order 

to strengthen his own narcissistic sense of identity. But Doucet’s appropriation of 

the abject is of a rather different order 

– she wallows in it, and rebels against 

attempts to tidy and protect the borders 

of the self. I am by no means the first 

critic to notice this: Ann Miller and Murray 

Pratt write persuasively about the ways in 

which “[t]he boundary between self and 

non-self is comprehensively transgressed 

by Julie through her exuberant portrayal 

of bodily fluids and wastes”24. When 

“Super Clean Plotte”, an obsessively 

hygienic superheroine, comes to tell Julie off for picking her nose and proceeds to 

bleach Julie’s flat, the protagonist fights back, covers “SCP” in unwashed sheets and 

laughs like a maniacal supervillain, “Never! Never! They will never get me!” (Figure 

26). For Julie, poor domestic hygiene is part of a personal crusade against the 

sanctimonious control-freakery of women like Super Clean Plotte. As Miller and Pratt 

argue, this jubilant absorption in the abject represents a rejection of clearly defined 

subject boundaries. Doucet relishes the instability of selfhood that childbirth, 

menstruation, nose-picking and domestic squalor represent. Significantly, the 

abject is mediated by the context of its representation in the low-cultural form of 

the self-published comic. As I argued in relation to Crumb’s use of the carnivalesque, 

form matters: Doucet’s choice of the zine medium partly circumvents the threat 

of co-option into mainstream culture. By choosing the self-published comics form 

Doucet places her work alongside post-punk music and art in the independent zine 

24  Miller and Pratt (2004).

Figure 26.
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tradition, and thereby retains for her work a shock value that it might lose in a more 

official or institutional context. 

This is not to say, however, that Doucet does not exhibit traces of a fine art 

influence. Her fondness for the abject is just one of a number of ways in which she 

destabilises her representations of her own body, and it is essential to pay attention 

to the ways in which Doucet’s techniques work together. In a general article on 

women’s comics, Ana Merino suggests as a brief aside that the claustrophobic 

“hermeticism” of Doucet’s work is “similar to the graphic expression of Frida Kahlo”.25 

The comparison is useful because, without acknowledging any direct influence, 

Doucet shares many themes and preoccupations with the Mexican painter, and 

more generally with the art of women associated with the Surrealist movement. 

Whitney Chadwick, writing on women Surrealists’ self-representation, wrote:

In general, the works of women associated with the Surrealists display an affinity 
for the structures of fabulist narrative rather than shocking rupture, a self-
consciousness about social constructions of femininity as surface and image, a 
tendency towards the phantasmagoric and oneiric, a preoccupation with psychic 
powers assigned to the feminine, and an embrace of doubling, masking and/or 
masquerade as defences against fears of non-identity.26

While checking features off a list is not the same as positing a direct influence, many 

of these identifying characteristics can be found in Doucet’s comics. Like many 

Surrealists, Doucet not only narrates her dreams but repeatedly represents herself 

as a double, disrupting any clear sense of identification between the image and the 

artist, and like Kahlo, she repeatedly explores abjection in relation to her own body. 

Nevertheless, just as she subverts the abject by revelling in it as a positive force, she 

appropriates the figure of the double with a glee that suggests cheerful exploration, 

rather than fear, of non-identity.

Critics trying to explain the function of double self-portraits in Kahlo’s work 

point to the many dualities in her life – Mexican/European, woman/artist, loved/

rejected by Diego Rivera, a bisexual inhabiting a beautiful but painful body.27 Like 

Kahlo, Doucet lives on the edge of two cultures, a bilingual woman in Montreal, 

25  Ana Merino, “Women in Comics: A Space for Recognizing Other Voices.” The Comics Journal 
237 (2001) 48.
26  Whitney Chadwick, “An Infinite Play of Empty Mirrors: Women, Surrealism and Self-
Representation”, in Chadwick (ed.) Mirror Images: Women, Surrealism and Self-Representation. 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: MIT Press, 1998) 6.
27  See, for example, Emma Dexter, “The Universal Dialectics of Frida Kahlo”, in Emma Dexter 
and Tanya Barson, eds. Frida Kahlo (London: Tate, 2005) 11-29.
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Figure 27a.
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Figure 27b.
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Figure 27c.
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published in French and English yet, to European ears, fluent in neither. (Her French 

publisher criticised her French as “too Quebecois”, yet her English often sounds 

strange, with sentences like “It’s so much responsabilities [sic] to be a landlord…” 

(Madame Paul, 13)).28 As I will show in my discussion of Doucet’s geographical space, 

she moves constantly, never settling anywhere. She is also in an uneasy position 

as an artist, a female comic book writer with fine art training, divided between 

worlds and fitting in nowhere. But perhaps most importantly, she uses her comics 

to explore contradictory elements of her character. In the story “The Double”, Julie 

takes control of a dream in order to create a male version of herself, with whom she 

then has sex. In “My Conscience is Bugging Me” (Figure 27a-c), Julie’s conscience is 

the irresponsible one, jumping on cars and leering at passers by, but the conclusion 

is very similar – the two are reconciled in an embrace.

I wish to pause momentarily to look more closely at this strip because it 

describes a state of tension between the protagonist’s public and private identities. 

Julie’s alter ego, with her snake-like hair, needle-scarred arms, revealing top and 

tight trousers with the flies undone, follows her conventional self about, spitting and 

yelling at people. When Julie ditches her irresponsible double and goes home alone, 

she expresses deep distress and agitation: 

Oh yeah she’s really getting to me!!!/ Bitch!// I don’t know where I’m at any more…// 
My brains are scrambled!// I’m always unshakeable… Cool as a cucumber!// One day 
it’s gonna be too much!

When they are reconciled with a kiss, their expressions resemble those of a couple 

making up after a fight: an odd mixture of relief, anger, happiness and exhaustion. 

One cannot help noticing that Doucet’s sensible self is primarily ashamed of her 

reckless “conscience” in public. In the first panel, the alter ego says “So where to 

now?” and an irritated Julie responds “We go home”. In the outside world, the alter-

ego’s sluttish appearance and antisocial behaviour contrast conspicuously with 

Doucet’s normal self-image, and because exterior façade and interior selfhood 

construct one another, Julie cannot cope. But in private, Julie is more receptive to 

the possibilities of multiple, contradictory selves, and the two can be reconciled, 

albeit temporarily. It would be too easy to define the pair as ego and id, conscious 

28  Lapo Boschi, “Stranger than Kindness”, March 2003. Word Riot. <http://www.wordriot.org/
template.php?ID=259>
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control and repressed desire; Doucet was writing in 1989, and for her, such binaries 

were no longer relevant. This was the decade of Madonna and Cindy Sherman, 

a decade in which post-feminism became well-established and young women 

became increasingly aware of identity as a set of reflexive choices, an endless range 

of poses and options.29 Good girl and bad girl stereotypes disseminated through 

films and television were no longer mutually exclusive, fixed characteristics but 

masks from which women could pick and choose, which could be assumed and 

dropped at will.30 As Judith Butler argued in Gender Trouble, gender identity is not 

essential but performative, created and enforced by social coercion, “instituted in an 

exterior space through a stylized repetition of acts”.31 In a later essay she elaborated:

Drag constitutes the mundane way in which genders are appropriated, 
theatricalised, worn, and done; it implies that all gendering is a kind of 
impersonation and approximation. If this is true, it seems, there is no original or 
primary gender that drag imitates, but gender is a kind of imitation for which there is 
no original;…32

This is precisely the view that Doucet dramatises here and in other comics of this 

period. In My New York Diary (1999), Julie expresses anxiety about going outside on 

the grounds that she is uncertain about the ways in which people might look at her:

I don’t like to attract attention, to be looked at. I don’t like it when men stare at 
me, I blush so easily! I never know what to think: is it because they find me pretty? 
I don’t think so, I am nothing special!.. Dirt on my face? Unzipped pants? I never 
know. // I hate it when women look at me! In one quick glance they will estimate 
my whole self and disapprove every part of it. I suck, I don’t know how to dress, 
how to do my hair… how to be a real girl! // And the children, they always make me 
feel uncomfortable, kids are such strange little creatures!.. Always I am afraid they’d 
come talk to me. I just don’t know at all how to deal with them!.. I am such a coward, 
a chicken!.. How the hell did I get that way??? (15)33

29  See Douglas Kellner, Media Culture: Cultural Studies, Identity and Politics between the Modern 
and the Postmodern (London: Routledge: 1995), Pamela Robertson, Guilty Pleasures: Feminist 
Camp from Mae West to Madonna (London and New York: I.B.Tauris, 1996), and Judith Williamson, 
“Images of “Woman”: The Photographs of Cindy Sherman” Screen 24.6 (November/ December 
1983).
30  On the representation of “bad” women in mainstream comics, see Jeffrey A. Brown, “Gender, 
Sexuality, and Toughness: The Bad Girls of Action Films and Comic Books” in Sherrie A. Innes, ed. 
Action Chicks: New Images of Tough Women in Popular Culture. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2004).
31  Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York and London: 
Routledge, 1990) 179.
32  Judith Butler, “Imitation and Gender Subordination”, in Julie Rivkin and Michael Ryan, ed. 
Literary Theory: An Anthology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998).
33  Each story in My New York Diary has its own pagination.
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Doucet assumes control over her self-image when narrating her life in comic book 

form, but in the outside world Julie is incapable of gauging or manipulating others’ 

perceptions of her. This concern about the plethora of possible ways in which men 

and women might judge her appearance is part of Doucet’s unusual degree of 

self-consciousness about being looked at. Most telling is the comment that “I don’t 

know… how to be a real girl!”. As Butler argues, gender identity is constructed 

through a series of masks and postures through which individuals are expected to 

control, manipulate and perform their sense of identity. What Doucet narrates are 

the experiences of those who (like Barry’s vulnerable teenager Maybonne) do not 

know how to do this, who feel unsure about what kind of image they want, who feel 

unable to find or create a satisfying balance between selfhood and appearance. In a 

world in which “drag” is the norm, to be unable to create oneself is to feel not-quite-

real.

In their reading of Doucet, Jens Balzer and Ole Frahm draw a parallel 

between the unreliability of real-world gender identification and the impossibility of 

author/character identification in an autobiographical comic. They argue:

… no research has been able to liken Doucet’s identity between name, drawing 
and narrative to any other. The three perspectives of the autobiographical narrative 
(the real person, the author, the fictional character) are not traceable back to one 
identity; in the visible process of creation the creator disappears. This disappearance 
is crucial. The marks on the page relate to each other and not to a person. All unity 
disappears in the cleft between blurred authorship and the multi-faceted identity of 
the author. 34

Looking at the way in which Doucet disrupts settled, “masculine” versions of identity, 

they go on to explain:

From the tension between reality and fiction (between real reader and a 
character drawn by a real author) Doucet’s stories are comparable to test-runs of 
representation. The male perspective is tested, especially with regard to the body 
and gender… 

The idea that Doucet’s comics are “test-runs of representation” is intriguing 

34  Jens Balzer and Ole Frahm, “Immer Ärger mit der Identität: Frau, Subjekt, Blick und Bohème 
in den Comics von Julie Doucet” (A Constant Struggle with Identity: Woman, Subject, Perspective 
and Bohemia in the Comics of Julie Doucet). Rundbrief Frauen in der Literaturwissenschaft 46 
(1995) 42-8. Thanks to Tim Whiteley for his translation.
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because at this stage in her career, 

it seems that she is trying on both 

subject positions and modes of 

representation. In her comics she 

plays with ideas suggested by 

feminism and psychoanalysis (“Do 

I have penis envy? What might 

that be like?”) but without ever 

allowing herself to settle into any 

single role. Far from expressing a 

pre-established set of ideas about 

her identity and femininity, Doucet 

often gives the impression of 

working it out as she goes along. 

At the same time, she is testing her style, the ways in which she represents herself 

and her environment. As I will argue, representation was to become increasingly 

important in her later work, while personal identity and the problems associated 

with self-representation would diminish. 

In this early work, Doucet’s awareness of the gap between her authorial 

identity and her comics self is evinced on a number of occasions by her direct 

addresses to the reader, in whose presence the protagonist Julie often seems 

distinctly uncomfortable. In Doucet’s comics, her character frequently addresses the 

reader directly, speaking out of the picture plane as though to an imaginary camera. 

More than once, she explicitly tells this “camera” to go away. In Dirty Plotte 4 (Figure 

28), having introduced readers to her new home in New York, Julie waves and says, 

“Why, that’s all folks! Bye!” Doucet the artist, however, does not listen, and draws two 

more panels in which Julie looks embarrassed and repeats “I said bye!” then holds 

out her hands to block the reader’s view, muttering “Haa fuck!!!@#?” The word “end” 

is written in the bottom right hand corner of this panel, and finally, in the gutter 

beneath the last two panels, there appear the words “Aw right, next page please”. 

By expressing anxiety about her readers’ gaze, Doucet is picking at the relationships 

between author, artist, character, alter-ego, and reader. If Julie the character has 

no control over the presence or absence of Doucet’s “camera” in her life, then the 

gap between the two becomes immense: Doucet is colluding with the reader at 

Figure 28.
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the expense of Julie’s privacy. She dramatises the dilemma of the autobiographer, 

knowing that the very act of narrating and depicting her life can mutate her identity. 

There are many levels of tension between representation and reality in Doucet’s 

comics, and as I have suggested in my brief analysis of “My Conscience is Bugging 

Me”, Doucet acknowledges that identity comprises myriad roles and masquerades, 

none of which can ever be described as a “real” self. As a post-feminist, Doucet both 

relishes the freedom from objectification that this gives and worries about what it 

may mean for her own sense of self-identity. 

Doucet has not completely abandoned her interest in the human body in 

her later work, but in recent years this preoccupation has lost all its autobiographical 

content and taken an increasingly abstract form. In Long Time Relationship (2001) 

(which is largely a collection of work previously published in Doucet’s art pamphlet 

series Sophie Punt) Doucet’s eye for the grotesque is focused not on herself but on 

the imagined bodies of individuals posting personal ads in newspapers. She depicts 

a number of individuals alongside their somewhat far-fetched self-descriptions. 

Figure 29.
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A shrivelled old man in a chequered jacket and thick glasses calls himself an 

“extremely successful handsome exec” (Figure 29) whilst a skinny middle-aged 

woman advertises herself as “perfect doll”. Doucet not only highlights the abjection 

of the body, particularly its hairy, spotty, wrinkled skin, but the sad optimism of 

those who seek companionship (and/or sexual gratification) in spite of their obvious 

physical imperfections. 

It is worth noting that in comics terms, Long Time Relationship, like many 

of Doucet’s later books, is not a narrative text. The distinction is tricky: in fine art 

discourse, the term “narrative” does not necessarily imply sequence: a single image 

that represents elements of a story, however ambiguous its incidents might be, can 

be described as narrative.35 In comics criticism, however, “narrative” rarely describes 

a single panel, although as Scott McCloud demonstrates it is possible to show the 

passage of time in one image.36 Doucet recently claimed that she is still “hugely” 

35  See, for example, Annabel Thomas, An Illustrated Dictionary of Narrative Painting (London: 
John Murray/National Gallery, 1994)
36  McCloud (1993), 95. See also Donald Ault, ““Cutting Up” Again Part II: Lacan on Barks on 
Lacan”, in Anne Magnussen and Hans-Christian Christiansen, Comics and Culture (Copenhagen: 
Museum Tusculanum Press, 2000) 123-140.

Figure 30.
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interested in narrative and suggested that she is now more interested in writing 

than she was when she worked on comics.37 Books like Long Time Relationship do 

not entirely abandon notions of narrative: a collection of annotated portraits tells a 

story of sorts, hinting at a long history of failed relationships and damaged hope. In 

another section of Long Time Relationship a disordered page of apparently random 

figures becomes more evidently narrative when accompanied by the fortune 

cookie tag “you may attend a party where strange customs prevail” (Figure 30). 

This chaotic image is composed of two layers, black and red figures superimposed 

on one another like a double exposed photograph. Within the image’s neat, box-

like rectangle, crowded, line-drawn figures pose in bizarre positions. One man in a 

37  Nadel (2006) 47.

Figure 31.
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baseball cap licks the knee of another figure who appears to be urinating on the 

floor. An elderly woman in slippers holds her breasts in a suggestive manner. A 

figure with two faces inserts a tampon. Intermingled with these are other shapes 

and symbols crammed together in a mass of doodles: an alligator with a geometric 

tail, a frog-legged figure reading, an angry flower, a key, hats and dollar signs. 

These “strange customs” – particularly the tampon insertion – read like a flashback 

into Doucet’s earlier work (see “Heavy Flow”, “Charming Periods” and an unnamed 

strip about menstruation, all in Leve Ta Jambe, Mon Poisson Est Mort (1993)).38 The 

grotesque bodies are still here, but Doucet’s former celebration of the abject is gone, 

and her perspective is more distanced. Her attitude is not quite distaste but certainly 

one of wry amusement at the “strange customs” of others.

In Elle Humour Doucet’s bodily representations are even less realist. 

Odd, vaguely humanoid shapes in garish felt-tip colours are juxtaposed with 

fragments of cut-out text and images of clothed bodies from 1950s magazines. 

Some are accompanied by collage poems (Figure 31):

Vous ferez Une rencontre Suivez votre intuition
Faites un long voyage sans perdre du temps

You are an ironing table beauty
An all-steel skeleton with white complexion39

The distorted body-like shape resembles a doodle in fat, bright marker pens: a 

large yellow bottom and a waist are evident, but the body has several penises or 

tails, and a suspicious-looking eye replaces a limb. The shape is certainly surreal 

and somewhat grotesque, but it has none of the blatant abjection of Doucet’s 

earlier work. Whilst the French caption appears to be a mishmash of clichéd advice 

taken from a horoscope (a form Doucet touches upon in Long Time Relationship), 

the English text amalgamates words and phrases referring to physical beauty 

and domestic objects. Her decision to use words cut from mid-twentieth century 

Quebecois magazines conditions her vocabulary, producing texts that bring 

together conventions of female beauty (“white complexion”) and images of 

38  Balzer and Frahm’s reading of “Heavy Flow” is excellent.
39  French text translates as: You will have An encounter Follow your intuition/ Go on a long 
journey without wasting time.
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consumer goods. For all Doucet’s evasion of a feminist agenda, her appropriation 

of gendered collage material and its juxtaposition with cheerfully misshapen 

physical forms seems a small and often humorous rebellion against the tyranny 

of women’s magazines. In such images Doucet retains the theme of bodies and 

objects introduced in her early work (not to mention a nod to the post-punk fanzine 

tradition in her use of collage text) but abandons her self-destructive tone in favour 

of a more upbeat, less direct, less aggressive mode of expression that seems to 

reflect a greater self-assurance. 

 This move away from apparently demeaning and destructive modes of 

self-portraiture is a departure from a particular tradition of alternative comics 

writing. Following R. Crumb and Harvey Pekar in the 1970s, a large number of 

US and Canadian artists and writers produced autobiographical comics that, as 

Hatfield notes, “tended to stress the abject, the seedy, the anti-heroic, and the just 

plain nasty”.40 Writers like Seth, Joe Matt, Mary Fleener, Chester Brown, Ed Brubaker 

and dozens of others described their dysfunctional relationships, meaningless 

jobs, existential malaise and days spent sitting around masturbating in squalid 

apartments. Doucet’s abandonment of such themes leads her away from a well-

established discipline in alternative comics and towards a less autobiographical 

fine art tradition in which aesthetic results are privileged over candid personal 

revelation.

A similar change in theme and mood is evident in her representations of 

personal relationships. Many of Doucet’s early narratives show a preoccupation with 

relationships, whether with men or with alternate versions of herself. I want to look 

briefly at some excerpts from My New York Diary because Doucet’s representation 

of relationships in this text has significant bearing on the formation of her adult 

identity. Although this comic is primarily concerned with Julie’s time living with a 

partner in New York City, the volume includes two other stories, “The First Time” 

and “Julie in Junior College”. “The First Time” narrates the loss of Julie’s virginity to 

an elderly man whom she has only just met. The last three pages of this story merit 

particular attention, because Julie’s lack of emotion in what one might expect to 

be a highly emotional experience is a hallmark of Doucet’s narratives of her early 

relationships (Figure 32a-c).

40  Hatfield (2005) 111.
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Figure 32a.
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Figure 32b.
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Figure 32c.
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Julie has gone with her friend Nathalie to visit Chuck, who agrees to steal 

a motorcycle helmet for Nathalie. Having acquired the helmet, Nathalie leaves, 

but Julie stays with Chuck’s friends, who are drinking beer in a park. Julie is clearly 

lost and out of place, but enticed by the identity markers that she associates with 

adulthood – cigarettes, alcohol, independence, and the attention and approval 

of adult men. As soon as Nathalie leaves, Chuck and his friends taunt Julie about 

her lack of experience, saying she looks “sweet” and “naïve”. Desperate to disprove 

this, she ends up kissing Chuck after he dares her to do so, only to be mocked for 

not using her tongue. Humiliated, she escapes with George, who hears that she is 

a prospective art student and offers to show her his clumsy watercolours. She has 

enough of an artistic eye to dislike his work, but is too polite to say anything but  

“Yeah, yeah, they’re really really nice”.

Although Julie is surprised when George tries to kiss her (signified by a 

“??!” in a thought balloon and those characteristic teardrop-shaped marks around 

her head), her response is one of blank acquiescence – “Oh well” and “I guess this 

is it” as she undresses without the slightest hint of excitement. The fact of losing 

one’s virginity is clearly marked in Julie’s mind as a landmark transition from 

childhood to adulthood, so much so that the idea of doing “it” far outweighs the 

actual experience. The encounter is conspicuous for its total lack of emotion and 

the author’s refusal to offer any clues about Julie’s motivations. None of the usual 

suspects are there: she does not seem to be in search of emotional intimacy or 

peer status, and she is certainly not acting on sexual desire. Doucet’s report of the 

encounter is fractured and abbreviated, giving no detail of her mental processes. 

The only thought balloon on the final page expresses a blank, an absence of 

physical sensation or emotional response (“Is that it? I didn’t really feel anything.”) 

Tellingly, the final panel shows Julie as an empty space, a white silhouette against a 

black background, while in the foreground symbols of adult femininity (a confident-

looking woman) and paralysing shock (a dog caught in car headlights) hint at her 

mental state. In its own frighteningly mundane way, the episode retains traces of 

the surrealism of Doucet’s dream narratives: the bizarre, nonsensical string of events 

suggests a protagonist profoundly detached from the operation of her own life. In 

stories like “The First Time”, Doucet’s practice of drawing figures with enlarged heads 

and wide eyes contrives to exaggerate the protagonist’s innocence. With her harsh 

chiaroscuro and the pseudo-childlike simplicity of her lines, Doucet’s narrative of her 
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sexual encounter anticipates Debbie Drechsler’s horrifying Daddy’s Girl (1996), but 

where Drechsler’s protagonist expresses fear, anger and ultimately defiance at her 

father’s sexual abuse, Julie gives nothing away. Her narrative is an emotional blank, 

and the reader is left to imagine how this event might have affected Julie later on. 

Learning to identify her feelings and act on them is shown to be a crucial but not 

always straightforward step in the formation of her adult identity.

Developing a confident, adult attitude to relationships is something that 

takes Julie a number of years. In “Julie in Junior College” Doucet depicts herself as a 

wide-eyed innocent, drifting unthinkingly into sexual encounters with little more 

than a shrug of “Oh well”. When Louis asks “Do you want to be my girl?” she says:

How could I resist? He said he loved me. I figured I love him too. Right? Wrong!!.. It 
took me one week to find out it wasn’t working that way. Three weeks to get the 
nerve to break up. (15)

When she does end the relationship, Louis attempts suicide in her flat. Julie’s 

boyfriends are invariably manipulative, controlling and clingy. When she moves 

in with a partner in My New York Diary, he becomes intensely jealous and anxious, 

trying to dictate her movements and lapsing into hysteria when she talks about 

moving. Significantly, he also attributes her creative success to her gender: 

…you should hear him talk about how it’s so easy for women to make it nowadays, 
about how he doesn’t stand a chance… he says that’s how I got successful, the 
bastard! (29)

Julie’s development as an artist runs parallel to her growing confidence in dealing 

with men. As she matures she becomes increasingly aware that her partner’s 

jealousy stems from the professional rivalry of an inferior cartoonist as well as the 

possessiveness of an insecure lover.

As Doucet’s art progresses the attentions of undesirable men become less 

and less prominent, at least in her autobiographical work. As I have demonstrated, 

Doucet mocks the self-deceptive efforts of those who place personal ads in lonely 

hearts columns in Long Time Relationship. There are several self-portraits in this 

book, but the only one in which she appears to be thinking of a relationship is 

when she wants a child: “Der Mann meiner Träume” (“The man of my dreams”) 

appears opposite an image of the author naked and pregnant. She mentions in 365 
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Days that “I think a lot about having a baby these days” but expresses reservations 

on the grounds of her epilepsy and says “maybe it’s not something to try” (Days 

1/5/3).41 The relative insignificance of romantic relationships in Doucet’s adult life is 

most evident in 365 Days, a visual journal of the artist’s life from 31st October 2002 

to November 2003. In this journal Doucet is single and apparently enjoying her 

independence. She has a large group of friends in Montreal and easily makes new 

friends when travelling. The Julie of 365 Days is a world away from the protagonist 

of Dirty Plotte: although Doucet occasionally expresses feelings of stress, she 

generally represents herself as a confident and professional artist, visiting and 

participating in shows, negotiating contracts and working hard. She is confident of 

her opinions on political and religious matters (she opposes the Iraq war, despises 

the Bush administration and calls Douglas Coupland a “damn fool” for believing in 

God) (Days, 3/11/2, 20/3/3). Unlike her younger self she is not remotely intimidated 

by men or easily manipulated into undesirable situations. In Figure 33 she depicts 

herself with a group of other artists, cartoonists and writers whom she represents 

as friends and professional equals. Her main concern is Max’s opinion of her work: 

the Spanish cartoonist is a colleague and collaborator whose judgement she 

values.42 In spite of her habit of drawing breasts and nipples on clothed women, 

Doucet does not represent herself in overtly sexual terms. 365 Days is primarily a 

journal of her professional life: there are no romantic encounters, no nudity, and 

certainly no masturbating or changing of tampons. Many reviewers found the 

book’s lack of intimate personal detail frustrating, accusing it of blandness and lack 

of narrative drive, but I suggest that the change in Doucet’s subject matter reflects 

a shift in personal priorities and values which is, in its own way, as revealing as Dirty 

Plotte.43 365 Days is an aesthetic exercise, an elegant piece of design that reflects a 

period of Doucet’s life in which her identity as a mature adult artist is of paramount 

importance.

As time goes on, Doucet’s sense of self is less divided, less dependent on 

others for its stability. Nevertheless, 365 Days suggests that the mature Doucet is, 

41  365 Days has no page numbers, but as it takes the form of a diary, I refer to entries by date.
42  Doucet and Max collaborated on an entry in the anthology Comix 2000 (Paris: L’Association, 
1999).
43  See, for example, Brian Bethel, “365 Days: A Diary by Julie Doucet”. Review. Popmatters.  8th 
January 2008. <http://www.popmatters.com/pm/comics/reviews/56325/365-days-a-diary-by-
julie-doucet/>; and Jessa Crispin, “Julie Doucet’s 365 Days: A Diary”. Review. Bookforum February/ 
March 2008. <http://www.bookforum.com/inprint/014_05/2091>
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if anything, even more concerned with the effects of geographical location on her 

identity than she had previously been. Two distinct but closely related concerns, 

space and place, have been prevalent in Doucet’s work since the beginning. In their 

enthusiasm for Doucet’s exploration of hazy subject boundaries, critics have tended 

to overlook the geographical specificity and spatial awareness of her work. Where 

Crumb and Barry’s comics, for example, are set in a vague, abstracted American 

landscape, Doucet’s fictionalised Julie is always on the move from one specific 

location to another. One could argue that this wandering is a consequence of her 

Canadian – and specifically Quebecois – identity: many critics have noted that a 

concern with place is a common feature of Canadian writing.44 This is not the whole 

story, as Doucet’s travel can easily be attributed to the breadth of her creative 

influences, but her sense of non-belonging may be attributed in part to national as 

well as personal history. My New York Diary begins with Julie leaving Montreal for 

New York and ends with her departure for Seattle. Even within her stay in New York 

her residential arrangements are always problematic: desperate to escape from 

her obsessive boyfriend, she moves into a windowless room in a flat shared with 

strangers. The Madame Paul Affair (2000) tells of a similar restlessness: it starts with 

Julie and her partner Andre moving into a rooming house, and ends with them 

44  Northrop Frye famously suggested that the central problem for Canadian writers is not 
“who am I?” but “where is here?” See Carl F. Klinck, Literary History of Canada: Canadian Literature 
in English (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1965) 826. Margaret Atwood addressed this issue 
in Survival: A Thematic Guide to Canadian Literature (Toronto: Anansi, 1972).

Figure 34.



167

moving out after a number of problems surrounding the building and its owners.45 

Likewise 365 Days describes the author’s movements between Montreal, Berlin, 

rural England, Paris and Marseilles, and her strong emotional responses to each 

place. I wish to dwell on this preoccupation for a while because a concern with the 

relationship between identity, space and place is a recurring interest for writers of 

alternative comics, and will become a prominent theme in my chapters on Alan 

Moore and Chris Ware.

 The association of women with domestic interiors has existed almost as long 

as literature itself. Male characters go off adventuring in the big wide world while 

women tend the hearth and await their return. In Doucet’s early work, however, 

the domestic space is not one of safety or harmony. Her interiors are dark, dirty, 

chaotic and dangerous. Nails protrude from the wall, insects lurk on surfaces, bits 

of discarded food litter the floor. Sharp objects are particularly prevalent – scissors, 

knives, razorblades and jagged tin cans lie about the flat, while breakable beer 

bottles balance precariously on every surface. One story in My Most Secret Desire 

(1995) shows Julie waking from a dream to find a crowd of objects shouting abuse 

and death threats (Figure 34). The clutter marks the interior space as an extension 

of Doucet’s self, but it is a notably destructive manifestation of her character. By 

drawing herself as small and fragile, and her environment as sharp and dangerous, 

Doucet effectively splits her self-projection, leaving Julie the character an innocent, 

vulnerable figure in a threatening world created by Doucet the author.

 Doucet’s comics offer little possibility of escape from this claustrophobic 

landscape. Her images are always tightly cropped, showing no more of the 

surrounding space than is strictly necessary. Ana Merino points out that there are 

few windows and doors in Doucet’s comics.46 When windows are evident within 

the mise-en-scène, they never offer a view onto the outside world. Julie explains 

as she introduces the reader to her New York flat that the views from the small 

windows are of garbage on one side and a back yard on the other. Even exterior 

scenes manage to retain the same claustrophobia, showing shop fronts and littered 

streets but never broad vistas or open sky. There is no flânerie, no jubilant ownership 

of geographical space: if she travels at all, Doucet does so reluctantly, usually by 

the subway. Even in the story “Heavy Flow” in which Julie runs out of tampons and 

45  Originally serialised in French in Ici Montreal (March – November 1999).
46  Merino (2001) 48.
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rampages across the city in King Kong fashion, drowning the streets in blood, the 

panels are tightly cropped around Doucet’s body, with only a tiny portion of the 

final panel devoted to sky (Figure 25).

 Far from claiming New York as a formative influence in My New York Diary, 

Doucet repeatedly expresses a sense of dislocation from her environment. Julie 

explains that it is unsafe to go out alone at night in Washington Heights, and that 

expense prevents them from moving downtown to be nearer her friends. Where 

her boyfriend expresses an intense emotional attachment to the city, collapsing 

into hysterical sobs when she remarks that she cannot imagine living in New York 

for the rest of her life, Julie seems curiously detached from her surroundings. In this 

respect, the narrow focus of her panels makes perfect sense: Julie’s world, the land 

that she considers to be part of her self, is a very small area around her body. Julie’s 

personal space comprises her flat, a few streets in the immediate vicinity, and not 

much more. This is partly a result of fear: Julie’s anxieties about being looked at, 

which I discussed earlier, are most prevalent when she is obliged to go out alone. 

For all the apparent hostility of Julie’s domestic interior, she claims the space as safe 

because it offers freedom from the gaze of strangers. However, a further clue can 

be found in some of her earliest strips. The “Kirk and Spock in a New Spot” stories 

show the Star Trek protagonists “possessing” a planet by urinating on it.47 Each time 

something odd happens – the urine floods the planet, or flows upwards, or their 

skin becomes coated in a sticky substance. In other words, Doucet’s own attitude 

to her environment must be set against her mockery of the masculine instinct for 

possession.

 In “Weird Signs”, Ole Frahm analyses a 1917 Sidney Smith comic, “Old Doc 

Yak”, in which the space on the page takes part in the tense negotiations over 

Old Doc Yak’s living space. As Frahm points out, there are no gutters between 

panels, and the landlord tells Old Doc Yak, “The price of white paper is too high”. 

The landlord talks about prices of advertising space and threatens to “throw you 

both [Old Doc Yak and his son] off this page”.48 Something similar can be seen 

in Crumb’s strip “Boxes”, which establishes the panel as a room-like space from 

which the inhabitant wants, but is afraid to escape.49 While Doucet’s comics lack 

47  Dirty Plotte #4, reprinted in Doucet (1993).
48  Ole Frahm, “Weird Signs: Comics as Means of Parody”, in Magnussen and Christiansen, ed.s 
(2000) 181-3.
49  R. Crumb, The Complete Crumb Comics: Vol. 4 (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 1989) 54.
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the conspicuous self-referentiality of Smith’s, the claustrophobia of her panels can 

likewise be seen in relation to the negotiations over space in her stories. It is worth 

noting that in The Madame Paul Affair, a paid, weekly strip for the Montreal paper ICI, 

Doucet is intensely concerned with ownership of space. The whole story turns out 

to have stemmed from a dispute over an inheritance, as a result of the unexplained 

wealth issuing from Madame Paul’s basement distillery. Julie and her friends only 

start investigating in the first place out of concern for the security of their own 

living space, after having received a letter informing them that the building they 

are living in has been sold. Furthermore, the construction of a comics page out of 

panels is particularly appropriate for a story set in a tenement building, as the panels 

often mimic rooms. In Figure 35, for example, Julie and Sophie climb down into the 

bottom row of panels as they enter the basement. Doors tend to open onto one side 

of a panel, as in the second image here. Yet in spite of this intimate link between the 

characters’ panel space and their environment, they make every effort to dissociate 

themselves from their living space. Everyone is evasive – for no apparent reason 

Madame Paul lies about her origins, while the new owner claims no responsibility 

Figure 35.
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for the building and refers everyone to his absent wife. Andre, Julie’s supposed 

partner, plays very little part in the story and hardly seems to live in the building 

at all. The protagonists are all constantly trying to disconnect themselves from the 

world around them, because in an environment that is constantly changing due to 

factors beyond their control, to anchor their identity to their surroundings would be 

to leave that identity in danger.

A significant change in Doucet’s attitude to geographical location and 

interior space can be seen in 365 Days. Whilst her drawings of interior space still 

rarely show windows or doors, they are not as squalid or claustrophobic as those 

in her earlier comics. Her emphasis is increasingly on people rather than furniture 

and objects: figures are large and less easily dominated by their surroundings (see 

Figure 33). Nevertheless, she describes a strong emotional investment in the various 

cities she visits throughout the journal. She complains of being “stuck in Montreal”, 

desperately wishing to move to Paris but afraid that she could not afford to live 

there (Days, 9/4/3). Before leaving Paris at the end of the book she reports having 

dreamt of living in an Eiffel Tower-shaped cabin in rural Canada, saying, “Yeah, I don’t 

know where I want to be, where to go…” (Days, 18/10/3). Her concerns are partly 

tied up with language: in spite of having published much of her earliest work in 

English and established a reputation amongst the Anglophone comics community, 

she prefers to speak French and reports “I am sick of speaking in English… it doesn’t 

make sense to me to write in that language anymore” (Days, 7/4/3). Although, as 

Beaty notes, she is successful in both US and European comics markets it appears 

that Doucet is most comfortable in the more art-oriented Francophone comics 

community. Her anxieties about art, language and place are impossible to separate.

For all her worries about moving to Europe or being “stuck” in Canada, Doucet’s 

attitude to her immediate physical surroundings is more relaxed in her later work. 

Domestic objects have always played a significant part in Doucet’s representation of 

space. As I noted above, in Doucet’s early work she frequently represents mundane 

items like crockery and cutlery as aggressive or threatening. In Elle Humour, 

however, her attitude is almost exactly reversed, and she produces a collage poem 

of admiration for a bag and a chair: “Are you single, chair? Let me sit on you, chair/ 

Your body do the job/ Chair you are all right.” The text is followed by four drawings 

of different seats: a fold-up chair, a stool, a simple wooden kitchen chair and one 

covered in striped fabric. Doucet writes a similar poem expressing her regard for 
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tools (“Cold and then warm in my hands they open any body… I love tools”). The 

images are drawn in warm, friendly colours with thick, soft outlines. As a mark of 

her esteem for these objects, Doucet allows each one its own page: her drawings 

are spaced out, not simply records of pleasing design but portraits of almost 

anthropomorphised objects. Doucet’s changing attitudes to geographical place on 

the one hand and personal, domestic space and its associated objects on the other 

are indicative of a more general shift in her attitude to the world around her. She 

no longer feels threatened by her environment, and appears more in control of her 

movements, but still has strong emotional ties to particular countries and cities.

In 1972 Margaret Atwood made a number of observations about Canadian 

literature that seem superficially to apply to Doucet. As well as her remarks on place 

that I have noted, she argued that the figure of the victim or loser is a familiar one in 

Canadian literature.50 She also commented on the prevalence of conspicuously ugly 

women.51 However, Atwood was setting the apparent Canadian “will to lose” against 

the American “will to win”, a distinction that should be treated with some caution 

with reference to alternative comics. Doucet does indeed privilege grotesque, ugly, 

abject self-representations in her early work, but as I have shown she does not do so 

consistently throughout her career. More seriously, one can point to a number of US 

artists (Crumb and Barry, for a start) doing much the same thing during this period. 

Writing in 1986, Mark Shainblum noted the similarities between the “inferiority 

complex” stereotypically shared by Canadians and comics creators and readers.52 

Canadian cartoonists such as Chester Brown, Seth and Ho Che Anderson have 

certainly been influential, particularly since Drawn and Quarterly was founded in the 

1990s, but the themes of victimisation and low self esteem had been put in place 

long before then, by the US-led underground scene.

Doucet’s increasingly relaxed attitude to the physical space around her is 

further reflected in the use of space and the relationship between verbal and visual 

signs in her books. In Doucet’s early work one often finds conflict and competition 

between words and images. Speech balloons seem squeezed into cluttered images, 

crowding the speakers. Elle Humour, Lady Pep (2004) and Long Time Relationship, 

on the other hand, rarely exhibit the dense chaos found in Doucet’s earlier work. 

50  Atwood (1972) 34-5.
51  Atwood (1972) 210.
52  Mark Shainblum, preface to John Bell, Canuck Comics: A Guide to Comic Books Published in 
Canada (Montreal: Matrix, 1986) 1-2.
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Elle Humour in particular features blank, coloured pages or pages with only a single 

shape, a small group of marks or fragment of text set in empty space. In contrast to 

her younger self’s economical use of paper, the older Doucet is generous with her 

pages, allowing a drawing or collage to luxuriate in its own space. Her later books 

also demonstrate a more relaxed, playful and experimental attitude to the interplay 

between words and images. Texts, images and symbols in different fonts, scripts 

and languages sprawl and meander across multicoloured pages in all directions. 

Although the pages of 365 Days are densely packed, the images and words share 

the same space on each page: the book is part comic, part illustrated prose diary, 

with drawings, doodles and collage elements interspersed with the narrative. It 

should come as no surprise that Doucet, with her long-standing preoccupation 

with relationships between signs, should have moved towards abstraction. In 

a 2007 interview she expressed an increasing interest in this mode and added, 

“Writing is a form of abstraction, no?”53 It seems likely that she will continue to work 

in unconventional, abstract narrative modes and to exploit book and pamphlet 

formats in her work.

 

Doucet has said that those who imagine that they know her through her comics 

and art work are mistaken.54 Paradoxically, Doucet’s early, gut-spilling narratives 

mask an oddly private personality. Looking back from Doucet to Crumb, a similar 

logic applies – a man who freely admits to having been sexually aroused by a dead 

seagull actually succeeds in masking huge sections of his life and identity from the 

public eye.55 I have been arguing that Doucet’s early comics, for all their apparent 

explicitness, are best seen in the context of the artist’s later work in which she 

presents a very different version of her identity. The range of Doucet’s work enacts 

the changeable nature of selfhood, particularly young adult selfhood, to an extent 

not often seen in alternative comics. Conversely, by choosing not to show the 

most intimate details of her personal life in her later work, Doucet tells a different 

but no less interesting story about her mature adult self. Moreover, the lack of 

explicit autobiographical detail in her later work reflects an increasing emphasis on 

aesthetics over self-expression, an ideological shift that places Doucet firmly outside 

53  Nadel (2006) 48.
54  Dumez (2001).
55  D. K. Holm, “The Latest Confessions: An Interview with Robert Crumb”. R. Crumb 
Conversations. Ed. D. K. Holm (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2004) 224.
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the youth culture of comics self-publishers.

 Doucet announced her “retirement” from comics in 2001, before she wrote 

365 Days.56 This volume is not exactly a comic but it can hardly be considered a 

wholesale rejection of graphic narrative either. She dreads being “stuck with the 

cartoonist label for the rest of my life” but the comics form is an important part of 

her history as an individual and an artist.57 If there is any continuous story being 

told through Doucet’s work it is one of resistance to containment. In her early work 

she addressed this directly: the uncontained female body, the rebellion against 

domestic hygiene, the self-published fanzine form and so on. But radicalism has its 

own conventions and the forms of rebellion common in alternative comics soon 

came to appear constricting. For all the distinctiveness of her graphic style, Doucet’s 

work is marked by the restless mobility of one who refuses to stop thinking. Her 

most defining characteristic is constant, creative change.

56  Brown (2001).
57  Nadel (2006) 48.


