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COMICS® RECEFTION

AND THE

THERE ARE isSUES WITH DIsCussING THE MERITs OF cOMICS FOR
THEIR NARRATIVE QUALITIES: IN THE DRIVE FOR CREDBILITY
CERTAIN TERMINOLOGY CAN CONFUSE THE DISCOLRSE,

EVEN DESCRIBING WHAT 15 BEING
ANALYZED CAN BE PROBLEMATIC..,

TAKE, FOR EXAMPLE, THE RECENT DOMINANT TREND
OF THE USE OF THE TERM ‘GRAPHIC NOVEL

—

ALTHOUGH IT WAS INCEPTED BY THE ARTISTS AND WRITERS
OF THE UNDERGROUND LOMIX MOVEMENT THE TERM HAS
BRANCHED FROM I'T5 ROOTS

AND HAS
NOW GIVEN THE COMICS MEDILM IT5 OWN
RESPECTED sTATUS IN LITERATIRE

HOWEVER THIS MOVE INTO THE MAINSTREAM
OF ACAVEMICS 15 NOT WITHOUT IT5 PROBLEMS..

AND IM NOT THE ONLY ONE WHO THINKS THIS!
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SOME VEARS AGO..

(550

EXCLUSE ME, WHERE I5 THE
COMES SECTION?

\
/
IN ABOOK STORE | , R\ i

| B A | Vi I'

I decided not to point out that her store

actually carried graphic novels, collections

of strips, and compilations of comic books,

manga, and BD (bande dessinée), as well as a

few comic books, all of which to my eyes

are comics. As comics have gained in

mainstream and academic recognition in

\ recent years, there has been a tendency to

4 /‘/ 1 replace the term comics with a label that
‘-.\)\ perhaps provides more gravitas. ... [This] desire

'% (‘\ - { lace th 1 th ics fi
» 4, o replace the name of the comics form
~ J ‘ // Y b, v - it
. 7 seems to suggest an anxiety about the

particular history and social status of
) [~ ~

UMM, WE ONLY
SELL GRAPHC NOVELS

the comics, including as it does the often
'(D @‘ vilified genre comic books such as

/(}/ /\' - superhero, crime and horror comics,
\\ / ; and a long tradition of humor comics
—

such as newspaper gag strips. (Postema XI)

“... there is a danger inherent precisely in creating a separation and dissociation
between different kinds of comics genres, especially when the labels are ill-defined
or haphazardly applied, as with the usage of the term graphic novels in bookstores.
The scope of what the comics form can represent or incorporate becomes limited,
diminishing the form itself, at least for casual observers, and the graphic novel
or narrative becomes a genre without precedent or tradition, as if it originated
all of a sudden in a vacuum, thereby misrepresenting the genre.” (Postema XI).
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Scholars disagree on how comics should be defined in relation to other media. Some,
such as Barbara Postema, assert that comics are representative of a medium featuring unique
formatting and iconography that sits outside the traditional considerations of art and literature.
The counter-point, as proposed by individuals such as Thierry Groensteen, is that comics are a
hybrid or mixed medium, representing the combination of the written word and fine art working
in conjunction to convey different perspectives within a single narrative. Historically, comics
have been rejected by both fine art and literary communities due to their failure to conform to the
standards presented in either discipline. However, due in large part to the narrative elements of
the prose present in a comic text, comics settled primarily in the domain of literary consideration,
albeit with some negative critique initially directed at the content and marketing that popularized
the medium. Once considered rudimentary writing supported by gimmicky illustrations, the
ongoing discourse concerning their status as either a unique medium or hybrid media has
coincided with comics gaining academic merit in recent years. One of the issues that complicates
this debate is whether the text and image in comics to be given equal consideration when
determining the function of a comic narrative, as “one of the significant consequences of the
literary turn in the study of comics has been the tendency to drive attention away from comics as
a form of visual culture” (Beaty, Comics vs. Art 18). Compounding this tendency is the
suggestion that narrative is exclusive to the domain of literary prose. Comics’ inclusion of
sequential art challenges literary tradition through the levels of signification applied to
formatting, such as “the image, the layout, the sequence, word-image combination, and finally
narrative” (Postema 105). Historically, the use of image in comics has been condemned for
lowering the literary quality of the narrative through claims made by critics such as Fredric

Wertham that will be explored at length throughout this paper. The assertion that image in
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comics had no narrative value was compiled with the art actively rejected by the “fine” art
community as failing to attain the level of “high” art. This has led to the devaluing of the image
and its influence on narrative in comics, as “comic|[s], [as] many critics will tell you, are not art”
(Beaty, Comics vs. Art 18). Instead, comics have stood in opposition to art: “largely ignored by
critics and art historians, and consequently disdainful of the interests of those groups, comics
have long revelled in their lowbrow, badboy image” (Beaty, Comics vs. Art 19). Without the
support of the artistic community to help establish a standard of critical approach, the comics
industry evolved to place more emphasis on the literary element, as seen in the rise of the
‘graphic novel' as a legitimating label for rebranding of the medium. Although scholars and
critics such as Barbara Postema, Bart Beaty, and Scott McCloud recognize the importance of the
image when critiquing narrative, the tendency to emphasize the writer over the artist as primary
contributor of narrative value to a comics work has put the image and text of comics in separate
categories, causing one to rise at the expense of the other.

The ascension of comics in academic discourse was due in large part to the resurgence of
the industry in the 1980s and 1990s:

The principal factors that contributed to this situation were the evolution of the

readership, the adaptation by the industry to the multiplication of specialized bookstores,

and the increasingly important role given to creators <...> the 1980s were characterized

by a desire by publishers to maximize their revenues into two distribution systems.

(Gabilliet 86-87)
The “graphic novel”, “which was the industry term for books that offered new stories in the style
of the European album” (Gabilliet 87), was the industry’s attempt to distance comics from their

illegitimate history, a rhetorical shift which will be discussed in greater detail later, by borrowing
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the credibility that novels have achieved as a form of literature. Yet the widespread use of this
term represents a major issue in comics discourse, as it is indicative of a continuing disregard for
the image as a core and equal element in the interpretation of a comic narrative. Although the
term “graphic novel” has garnered academic respect for the medium, both in current and historic
discourse, it favours the author over the artist in establishing the quality of the narrative, as in the
case of the Revisionist writers of the 1980s and 1990s, which will be explored at length later on.
The title “graphic novel” itself subjugates the image to an adjectival role when describing the
medium, thereby altering its perceived merits. This theoretical framework serves to split readings
of the medium into two clear sections: the image, and the text. The reader is thereby offered a
two-track narrative with considerable experiential redundancy; they may choose to experience
the narrative primarily through illustration or through text, leading to readings that favour
comparison over comprehension. When approached in this manner, the image is little more than
a supplement that accompanies the narrative text. By this logic, comics can neither be a hybrid
medium, since image and text are not equal and interactive, nor its own unique medium, since it
is functionally an illustrated novel. The subjugation of the image, therefore, weakens discourse
regarding the merits of the medium as a whole.

The subjugation of the image in comics has been at the center of the discourse about the
medium since its fall from grace during the 1940s and 50s, and throughout subsequent struggles
with legitimacy. The term “comics” in reference to literature has often had pejorative
connotations, and it is important to understand how historical associations shaped the medium’s
development and circulation, as well as its terminology. For this paper, the term “comics” will

refer to the “medium” generally, with its own perceived rules and designations. To clarify
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further, the “comics medium” includes both solo or sequentially panelled images with the

common addition of dialogue in order to convey a narrative or plot.

THE MOST TRADITIONAL FORM OF
A PANEL MIGHT BE THE
SIMPLE PANELED BOX.

HOWEVER, SOMETIMES
PANELS CAN BE ASSLMEDR

OTHER TIMES PANELING CAN
GET MORE
CREATIVE THAN A SIMPLE
RECTANGLLAR DIVISION,

This definition includes and is not limited to designations such as “graphic novels,” “manga,”

and some “picture books” (such as In the Night Kitchen by Maurice Sendak), which all attempt

to convey narrative through the utilization of sequential images in combination with text. It is

important to indicate, however, that this paper will explore how comics function as narratives

and that simply including images does not grant a piece the status of a functional comics

narrative. Although “picture books” can sometimes be considered a form of comics, the

traditional format of a picture book does not meet the criteria of a functional example of the

medium due to the way in which image and text are used in order to convey narrative. In his

article “Picture Book Guy Looks at Comics: Structural Differences in Two Kinds of Visual

Narrative” Perry Nodelman explores how comics function in comparison to picture books and

how the two differ in their use of image and text in collaboration, stressing that: “in terms of

structure, comics are more complicated than picture books” (437). Nodelman indicates that the
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images within picture books are acting in a supportive role, or as suggested earlier, are
subjugated by the text:
Picture books seem to represent most centrally and more clearly the conventions of
illustration: pictures as ways of offering further insight into what texts are saying (and, of
course, the opposite). Comics, which offer more complicated combinations of back-and-
forth between text and picture, picture and picture, and text and text, on each page and
spread as well as throughout a whole story, seem less centrally or purely illustrative.
They offer a more complex relationship, one that seems to compromise or even thwart
the basic principle of illustration by offering so many ways of thinking about what might
be illustrating what. (Nodelman 438)
The emphasis on the image conveying an equal or greater value to the narrative is to ensure a
separation of works that utilize image mainly as a form of illustration or as a visual
embellishment for the text, such as frontispieces and figures. This separation is necessary due to
an existing criticism of whether image is capable of carrying narrative on its own. In his book
Comics and Narration Thierry Groensteen stipulates that the comics narrative “combines text
and image in varying proportions. It is essential to start with the assumption that both play a full
part in the narrative process” (83). The image in a comic narrative is not something that can be
ignored as simply an illustration of what is being described by the text on the page, whether it be
word bubbles or narration boxes, as “a substantial part of the narration is carried by the images,
both within them and through their articulation on different levels” (Groensteen 83). In assuming
that the image represents an illustration for the written word the reader ignores that there are
multiple narratological perspectives within the comic. As Groensteen explains, “there is

undoubtedly a dissociation between the told (with words) and the shown (by drawings), but the
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shown is itself a told. I had, moreover, defined comic art as a predominantly visual narrative
form [within the “narrative genre”]” (Groensteen 83). Before exploring the narratological effects
of image and text on the interpretation of a comics narrative, it is first important to discuss why,
in their critical reception, comics were accepted within neither literary nor fine art discourses.
Even deciding what constitutes a comics narrative has been a historical point of
contention due to the stigma placed on both form and content of the medium. In the chapter “The
Impossible Definition” of The System of Comics, Groensteen indicates that theorists who try to
define what art-forms constitute a comic are often limited in their scope; he condemns the proto
comics theories, such as those of David Kunzle and Bill Blackbeard, presenting them as “equally
normative and self interested, each made to measure in order to support an arbitrary slice of
history” (Groensteen 125). This need to designate or clearly define comics as being represented
by core formats can force particular lenses of critical theory that create exception due to
exclusivity. By extension, in their attempt to be acknowledged as a legitimate form of media,
comics are held to a standard of literary quality even though they are not strictly a literary
medium. This focus on literary quality is part of the issue with identifying the role of the image
in the medium insofar as the terminology needed to define it is dependent on existing language
and expertise represented in multiple disciplines. As Miodrag indicates:
It is indisputable that words and images interact in producing comics’ narratives;
however, problems frequently arise when critics attempt to pin down the precise nature of
this interaction. Critics often seize upon particular ways of combining image and text as
being definitive of the form, though these definitions tend to account for a limited range

of possible conjunctions. (Miodrag 85)
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Since the comics that have achieved legitimacy have historically done so by being adopted as a
form of literature rather than fine art, it falling on the critics of that field to provide clarity about
the medium’s merits. Yet assuming that comics only occupy a place of literary value ignores the
expertise that must be present to facilitate an understanding of how the image conveys complex
narrative. Furthermore, shorter works are often overlooked due to their narrative brevity. In turn,
this assumed exclusivity clouds the discourse, as a general standard of narrative length and
complexity is hard, if not impossible, to define without creating serious issues that
compartmentalize different visual narratives into subcategories. An example of current issues
with such exclusivity in discourse can be seen in the debate concerning single panel cartoons and
whether they fall under the “comics” designation. In her book Comics and Language Hannah
Miodrag points out: “There is some disagreement over whether single panel cartoons should be
considered as comics along with cartoons strips, serialized comic books, and graphic novels:
generally, they are accepted as belonging to the same tradition, but are excluded by the likes of

[Scott] McCloud in order to privilege the sequential aspect of strips” (Miodrag 86).
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CONSTRUCTION BROUGHT TO YOU BY
SINGLE FANEL INC.

A SUBSISTIDARY OF

COMIC-CO AND WORD/IMAGE INTERNATIONAL

HOWEVER, As MIODRAG SPECIFIES: "THESE SINGLE PANEL CARTOONS ENABLE A CLEARER
EXPLANATION OF THE DIFFERENT WAYS TEXT AND IMAGE MIGHT BE CONJOINED THAN
15 SOMETIMES POSSIBLE WITHN CHAINS OF PANELS WHOSE MULTPLE LEXAS AND PICTIRES
CONNECT IN A COMPLEX WEB." (86)

1T SHOULD ALSO BE CONSIDERED THAT THERE Is
A GREAT POOL OF MATERIAL OF SINGLE PANEL cOME MATERIAD

BOTH CLRRENT AND HISTORICAL, THAT CONTINUES TO BLILD ON
THE COMICS FOLNDATION OF WORD/IMAGE COLLABORATION
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However, the issue of how to classify a comics narrative is not what has historically damaged
discourse surrounding comics as a whole. The dismissal of the comics medium was not based
predominantly on what constituted a comic narrative, but instead on what was contained within

the narrative.
Comics have always been forced to endure the struggle of separating their content from
the way in which they were popularized during different cultural eras, something that does not

plague other media.

| CRIME

4 SUSPENSTORIES

THiS INFAMOUS COVER 15 A GOOD BEXAMPLE OF WHAT TRIGGERED
ALOT OF CONCERN OVER THE MEDILM, EVEN THOLIGH

THE ISSUE LIES PRIMARILY WITH THE GENRE, LRIME COMICS REPRESENTED
A MATOR AMOLINT OF SALES AMONG YOLNG READERS

WHICH CALSED A GREAT DEAL OF APPREHENSION AMONG PARENTS WHO SAW
THE CONTENT As INAPPROPRIATE FOR YOUNG MINDS,

The search for legitimacy and desperate need for a legitimizing terminology can be linked to the
negative language previously common in comics discourse due to the public’s dismissal of the

form as juvenile or immature. Miodrag confirms: “In part, the contention over terminology can
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be traced to a widespread desire to distinguish comics from illustrated texts. Most critics are keen
to isolate interactions of words and images from other verbal visual forms, particularly those
considered juvenile such as illustrated picture books” (86). Such separation from other popular
juvenile formats is understandable as historically the discourse surrounding comics discussion
has been focused on narrative content and its effect on children rather than on its potential
literary value. In fact, in order to understand how comics have evolved it is essential to track how
the industry was shaped by the assertion that the medium is suitable only for certain
demographics.

Comics have historically occupied a low position within popular culture, ephemeral and
reflecting only the current societal interests, focussed on appealing to the masses rather than
maintaining artistic or literary integrity, and those who criticized the medium in the past were
responding mainly to public reception instead of presenting a critical approach to the medium. In
his book Comics vs Art Bart Beaty gives examples of how comics have been compared to
“poisonous mushrooms” (18) or, by drawing on research from Reinhold Reitberger and
Wolfgang Fuchs, as “the tool of a few newspaper publishers who wanted to extend their power
and control of the market” (Beaty 19). This attack on the medium is an example of the historical
issue of comics being viewed as the specific medium of young readers or the working class. The
idea that comics have traditionally not contained complex literary narrative or high art is even
mirrored by artists and writers within the comics industry, such as Robert Crumb. Crumb’s
works, for example the “1969 strip entitled 'Drawing Cartoons is Fun!' [...] rejected the idea that
comics constituted an art form” (Beaty 19), supporting the “badboy” image previously suggested
in Beaty’s book. Even Art Spiegelman, who can be seen as one of the “fathers” of the graphic

novel, considers comics a medium dependent on a “common” audience:
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Spiegelman: The first comics were really born as a kind of extension of vaudeville. They
were slapstick. These comics were disapproved of almost as soon as they were born
because they were for the unwashed masses, the immigrant culture that was being
acclimated to America, and reading the funnies wasn’t what you should be doing on
Sundays. (Were you supposed to be reading R. Crumb’s Genesis or something? | don’t

know.)I[. . . .] So the medium was born with a kind of unsavoriness. (Spiegelman 20)

1 FIND IT HLARIOUS THAT SPEIGELMAN POINTS TO LRUMB AS AN EXAMPLE OF WHAT
AVALID" LITERARY OR HEH ART COMIC LOOKS LIKE WHEN CRUMB HMSELF WAS AN
ACTIVE DETRACTOR OF cOMICS BELONGING TO MORE SOPHSTICATED" ARTISTIC
FIELDS,

“ART" IS ST A RAGKET! A HOAX FERFETRATED ON THE FLBLIC BY SO-CALLED
"ARTISTS" WHO SET THEM SELVES LIF ON A PEDESTAL. AND FROMOTED
BY FANTY WASTE [SIC] IVORY-TOWER INTEL LECTLIALS AND SOR-SISTER
“ERITICS" WHO THINK THE WORLD OWES THEM A LIVING!

This association with “unwashed masses,” indicating the general populace and more specifically
the labouring classes, combined with the narrative content resulted in the word “comics”
acquiring a pejorative rank in the literary field and dismissal as a result of association with
popular culture. Beaty points out that even Groensteen, in his article “An Unidentified Cultural
Obiject,” refers to comics as a “bastard genre” (Beaty, Comics vs. Art 19) of hybridity and that
comics are seen as “intrinsically infantile and are consumed by adults who are seeking to prolong
their adolescence” (Beaty 19). Groensteen’s inference that comics are linked synergistically to
children and young adult literature is not limited to one article; even when he defends comics as
being a form of art and literature, he still reduces the medium to something that is “financially

speaking available to everyone as is confirmed by those children who devote themselves to it”
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(Beaty 19). Groensteen’s suggestion that comics belonged primarily in the hands of a juvenile
audience, combined with its label as a “common” medium, has historical roots, given that its rise
in popularity was controlled by a market of children. However, comics’ label as a “common”
medium should not necessarily correlate with its dismissal from scholarly consideration, as
“Groensteen’s point is that comics scholars need to embrace this working-class and juvenile
history — we should be questioning why we automatically make negative associations with things
enjoyed by ‘common’ people and children” (O’Malley, comment on current section).

The influence of comics as a medium was at its peak in the 1940s, as Charles Phoenix
points out in his dissertation “Classroom Comics: A Five-Part Narrative Recounting a Teacher
Action Research Study Using Comics to Teach Academic VVocabulary in the Middle Grades”; in
#1942, 25 million comic books were being purchased each month, and by one conservative
estimate, at least ten children would read every comic book sold — leading to the biggest
[reading] fads among children in world history” (Phoenix 57). The unprecedented popularity of
this “fad” caused concern among the public, as the industry was both creating and responding to
demand through marketing directed at youth, the most impressionable and vulnerable members
of society. This reading “fad” did not dissipate naturally, as the fall of the Golden Age of comics
can be attributed to “the entire nation turn[ing] against comic books” (Phoenix 61) and the
specific regulation which came into being in response to the public’s concern surrounding an
industry geared toward a youth market. Arguably the most public dismissal of comics can be
traced roughly to the 1950s, a time when the comics medium was literally put on trial. At the
forefront of this crusade was psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, whose Seduction of the Innocent was
a viable scholarly criticism of the medium. Wertham claimed that comics were a major

contributor to a perceived moral decline in children, leading to violence, drug use, delinquency,
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and illiteracy: “The general lesson we have deduced from our large case material is that the bad
effects of crime comic books exist potentially for all children and may be exerted along these
lines: 1) The comic-book format is an invitation to illiteracy. [...] 8) They may tip the scales
toward maladjustment or delinquency. Crime comics are an agent with harmful potentialities”
(Wertham 79). Seduction of the Innocent established much of the dismissive language that is still
used today to describe comics as a medium and helped confirm the dismissal of image in favour
of the written word. Wertham asserted that: “Comic-book readers are handicapped in vocabulary
and reading because in comics all the emphasis is on the visual image and not the proper word”
(125). The term “proper word” demonstrates the essential issue that comics face, in that the
medium does not conform to the standards outlined by other “proper” media. After his archive
was made available to the public in 2010, Carol L. Tilly discovered that “Wertham manipulated,
overstated, compromised, and fabricated evidence —especially that evidence he attributed to
personal clinical research with young people — for rhetorical gain” (383). Yet at the time of his
original publication Wertham’s image was that of an outspoken advocate raising the alarm over
the risks of comics to young children. It is important to note that Wertham was not alone in his
villainization of comics: “Beginning in 1946, and against the backdrop of the collective anxieties
of the early cold war, the diverse, heterogeneous criticisms leveled at comics magazines since the
late 1930s gradually coalesced into a moral panic that singled out their allegedly crime-inducing
nature” (Gabilliet 29). Long before Wertham became the figurehead for the movement, “as early
as 1949, spontaneous comic book burnings erupted in cities and towns across the United States”
(Phoenix 61); what Wertham did was herald the first “legitimate” and critical attack on the
medium through Seduction of the Innocent. Wertham had already begun preparing the American

public for his critical publication by releasing articles between 1948 and 1954, such as “What
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Parents Don't Know About Comic Books,” which ran in the Ladies' Home Journal in November

of 1953, and set up anti-comics rhetoric.

HOW ) ‘Wag

\«o,gaF &m;ﬁu/ﬂ
e san",'"ﬁfff \ . 17 15 NOTABLE TO REMEMBER THAT

\mafeanan OF CHILIR < HE APPLIED SIMIAR CRITIZISM TO )

\ OTHER FORMS OF MEDIA HE DEEMED
/ \\\ oz
N\ -
e S e R —]
| \G:\\ NS \/‘?
AN 7=

DANGER

FANs WLl OF TEN DEMONIZE WERTHAM
As THE DESTROYER OF
THE COMIZS MEDILM,

Wertham recognized the concerns regarding delinquency and illiteracy of children that were

common among American parents and capitalized on them by placing himself at the forefront of
the charge against the comics medium and its perceived damaging effects on young readers.
Wertham’s work eventually led to his inclusion in the United States Senate
Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency as a prime witness/expert, and his testimony is famously
credited as being one of the main reasons for necessitating regulation which followed the
hearings in 1954. This regulation led to the implementation of the Comics Code Authority,
which, according to Jean-Paul Gabilliet’s Of Comics and Men caused “fifteen of the forty-two
publishers [to] go under during the summer of 1954. Deprived of over a third of its
representatives, the comic book industry found itself perceptibly weakened” (Gabilliet 41). The
most influential effect the Comics Code Authority had was in its implementation of the Comics
Code, which through its different versions cemented that “comic books were intended for the

child reader and should contain nothing that would be inappropriate for young readers” (Nyberg
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1742). The Comics Code brought about harsh rules and restrictions on the publishing and sale of
comics. In his article “Telling stories about storytelling: The metacomics of Alan Moore, Neil
Gaiman, and Warren Ellis,” Orion Ussner Kidder explains: “The Code itself is a direct response
to accusations and complaints made by the American anti-comics movement of the forties and
fifties. That movement was, predictably, concerned with depiction of sex and violence, but also
criminality and literacy” (64). This forced regulation of the comics medium solidified the
industry’s place within the confines of children’s entertainment, establishing children as the only
assumed consumers of the medium, and effectively limiting the content that could be explored.
To ensure that the material met acceptable moral levels, the original Comics Code Authority
included amongst its articles of censorship depictions of “delinquency,” “horror,” “decency of
dialogue,” “religion,” “nudity and the female body,” and “marriage and sex” (Gabilliet 43).
Interestingly, the sentiment that comics cannot hope to deal with “mature” themes can be linked
to them being censored and prevented from doing so. Amy Nyberg confirms this in Seal of
Approval when discussing the updates made to the Code in the 1970s: “Despite its softened
stance, the 1971 code represents a lost opportunity for the industry. Its reaffirmation of comic
books as a medium intended for children effectively shut the door on the possibility of attracting
a broader audience for comic books” (Nyberg 1924-1925).

Another theory is that critics like Wertham were simply responding to the challenge that
comics represented to the traditional use of sequential art in narrative. At the beginning of
Seduction of the Innocent Wertham specifies: “our study concerned itself with comic books and
not with newspaper comic strips. There are fundamental differences between the two, which the
comic-book industry does its best to becloud. Comic strips appear mainly in newspapers and

Sunday supplements of newspapers. Comic books are separate entities, always with colored



Seravalle 20

pictures and a glaring cover” (14). In this initial specification of “strips” versus “books”
Wertham demonstrates the differentiation between the comic book industry and those comic
strips that had been part of American publications long before the popularity of the medium
during the Second World War. In his distinction between the comic strip and the comic book
Wertham does not distinguish between the medium of comics and the genres made popular
within comics. The structure of comic strips does not always hold to a uniform standard, much
like any other medium. Yet Wertham’s attack on comics avoids discussing strips as if to assert
that the qualities of one versus the other are clearly defined, which is not the case. Wertham’s
need to differentiate between these two forms of comics is a direct justification for the
subsequent emergence of the graphic novel.

According to Gabilliet, part of Wertham’s effectiveness in swaying the American public
was due to the “three rhetorical tropes” (231) that he employed in his campaign against the
comics industry: a metaphor in the presentation of comics as a habit-forming drug, the
personification of “the industry” as a powerful and vengeful Goliath, and the casting of Wertham
himself as a lone heroic crusader in a fight to “save the children.” The first and second of these
are most germane to the argument of this essay, in that Wertham conflated the reading of a comic
book to an addictive drug that induced a desire to commit crime, which he backed with a “self
proclaimed objective, scientific study” (Gabilliet 231). The association of comics with drugs not
only lowered their status as a form of literature but removed them from the literary discourse
completely, changing the focus of any argument concerning the reading of comics to issues of
moderation, indulgence, and substance abuse. Wertham even went so far as to make direct links
to comics and physical drug use by linking the two as symptoms of each other: “Most critics of

comics, including Wertham, conceded that ‘not every comic book is bad for children's minds and
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emotions.” Wertham, however, derogated these claims with statements such as the following:
‘All child drug addicts, and all children drawn into the narcotics traffic as messengers, with
whom we have had contact, were inveterate comic-book readers’” (Tilly 388). In modern
discourse, the cliché adage that comics will “rot your brain” may be a remnant of the link
between comics and substance abuse.

In addition, Wertham was effective in his removal of the individual from the creation of
the comics medium. According to Gabilliet, throughout his attack on the medium Wertham made
“references to ‘the industry,” presented as a homogenous monolithic and inhumane mafia” (231).
This demonization of the publishers attributed a sinister connotation to the “glaring covers,” a
big factor in drawing in new readers; the images were presented by Wertham as not
demonstrations of art but instead tools used to draw in and capture vulnerable young minds,
pulling them away from good and moral ventures. Interestingly, although Wertham did not
champion censorship of comics specifically for children he did state that: “I have never come
across any adult nor adolescent who had outgrown comic-book reading who would ever dream
of keeping any of these ‘books’ for any sentimental or other reason” (Wertham 89). In this way,
Wertham moved the discourse away from the quality of the medium and onto the vulnerabilities
of the youth of the time. In addition, the positioning of the “people” against the faceless industry
facilitated the dismissal of the medium throughout various ages of comics’ popularity. The focus
on the industry as a faceless collaborative force removed the human elements inherent in the
creation of a comic. Whereas other literary and artistic formats were associated with creators
who could be held accountable for the content of their work, comics were associated with
publishers and owners, not writers and artists. With this, it became possible to attack the industry

as a whole and not just specific questionable works. Part of the reason for the success of the
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graphic novel, as will be discussed further, was the elimination of the faceless collaboration
through the placement of accountability on individual creators.

The impact of these negative attitudes and language can still be felt today, with the term
“comics” still widely associated with basic narratives, sensationalized tabloid style images, or
simple literature, which only in rare cases are worthy of academic consideration. Labelling a
piece of literature as a “comic” can have radical effects on how it is viewed. Historically the best
example of this can be seen in the case of MAD Magazine’s circumvention of the Comics Code.
Originally started as a comic book in 1952, MAD changed its designation from “comic book” to
“magazine” in June of 1955. Its publishers re-branded by increasing its page count and the
number of text-only parody articles, thereby avoiding the harsh legislation to which other serial
publishers at the time were subject. This simple change had a lasting effect as the format of the
MAD Magazine has changed little since its 1955 alteration. In this example the publication
borrowed the credentials of text-dominated publications in order to add value. Even though the
publication contained the majority of comic content as it did before, by including more text and
satirical/parody items the magazine was able to placate the public’s concerns and avoid
censorship.

It is hard to imagine how the reading of any literary medium might be considered
degenerative, as it can be assumed that reading in any form demonstrates literacy. In her book,
Narrative Structure in Comics: Making Sense of Fragments, Barbara Postema discusses the
issue: “Writing about comics, whether the aim is to address their history or to analyze their
content from a social, cultural, or narrative point of view, inevitably leads to a discussion of their
formal qualities” (XI11). Contemporary discussion is centred on the effectiveness of image and

text working in conjunction, but it took another important reclassification step before this
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evolution in discourse could be possible. The reclassification of certain comics as “graphic
novels” in the latter part of the 20™ century can be seen as an attempt to distance comics from the
negative connotations caused by historical linkages to children’s media and its pedestrian place
in popular culture. However, in adopting a new title or designation, publishers and creators
bowed to the critics of the medium who had never fully embraced or understood its merits; in
doing so the industry attempted to conform to standards which were inherently linked to valuable
literature in order to achieve legitimacy and a standard of quality that does not address the
medium’s needs. Spiegelman discusses how the labeling of graphic novels was based on

borrowing the merits of existing literary formats:
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The branding of the comics medium has been paramount in ensuring that quality narratives are
not dismissed from critical review. The graphic novel is an attempt by the industry to assert the
literary value represented by the medium of comics. According to Kidder:
While they seem to privilege the blend between text and image, it is clear that the textual
or literate qualities of comics tend to predominate. This can be seen in the widespread
adoption of the term “graphic novel” as a gentrifying replacement for “comics.” With this

term, as Catherine Labio has pointed out, the visual element serves primarily as an



Seravalle 26

adjectival modifier for the literary element. In other words, comics achieve their aesthetic

value in these frameworks through the library, not the gallery. (Kidder 34)

The word “graphic” in its relation to the word “novel” is an adjectival modifier that
confuses the observer as to the content within. “Graphic” does not indicate the use of
images for narrative purposes as comics have come to represent, but rather that the
“novel” will either contain images or content that are meant for a mature audience. The
observer, then, is not only left to figure out what is contained within the pages of the
graphic novel, but must judge the contents through standards attributed to the novel
medium, as the title itself suggests, thereby subjugating the image.

Kidder’s argument is supported historically in the remarketing of the comics as graphic
novels in the 1980-90s. The rise of the graphic novel can be attributed to the gradual inclusion of
the comics medium into the “general book market” (Gabilliet 98). The designation “graphic
novel” has included a variety of formats, such as collections of previously published comic book
runs or newspaper comic strip collections. The variety of what is contained within the broad
label of “graphic novel” is not done out of necessity or practicality, but as an attempt to slap a
veneer of homogeneous respectability on a heterogeneous mass of literature and art. The
popularity of the format met with scattered success until 1982, when Marvel began publication
of its “Marvel Graphic Novel” line. Although slow, the penetration into the traditional book
market heralded a new era in the sale of the comics medium, as it was no longer exclusively the
domain of specialty stores or magazine racks: “In several years, comic books found themselves
established on shelves designated for “Graphic Novels” and were no longer exclusively shelved
in the “Humor” sections, as had been the case since the 1950s” (Gabilliet 99). This redefinition

fundamentally changed the way publishers approached the construction of narrative and shifted
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comics’ place in what Pierre Bourdieu defines as the “economy of cultural goods” (1); “instead
of telling a new short story each month, [writers] wove entire stories structured over six or eight
consecutive issues that were formatted for their ultimate publication in trade paperbacks. DC
particularly enacted this policy with series such as Sandman by Neil Gaiman, Preacher by Garth
Ennis [and others]” (Gabilliet 100). The need to conform to practices outside of the comics
industry and replicate those of “legitimate” literary publications is what ultimately drove the
industry to adopt the format of graphic novels as a way of rebranding their licenses. If comics
sought to establish themselves as “legitimate” they would be forced to acknowledge their
historically “illegitimate” place:
To the socially recognized hierarchy of the arts, and within each of them, of genres,
schools or periods, corresponds a social hierarchy of the consumers. This predisposes
tastes to function as markers of “class.” The manner in which culture has been acquired
lives on in the manner of using it: the importance attached to manners can be understood
once it is seen that it is these imponderables of practice which distinguish the different-
and ranked-modes of culture acquisition, early or late, domestic or scholastic, and the
classes of individuals which they characterize (such as “pedants” and mondains).
(Bourdieu 2)
Bourdieu indicates in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste that such status is
due in large part to “educational level” (1); because comics had been considered to exist
within the realm of children’s media and working class consumers, the graphic novel had to
distance itself from this demographic. As indicated by Spiegelman in the comic above, this
association was circumvented by placing comics among “respectable” formats of literature,

such as the novel. In this way the graphic novel borrows from previously established
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traditions, as Bourdieu indicates: “Culture also has its titles of nobility — awarded by the
educational system — and its pedigrees, measured by seniority in admission to the nobility” (2-
3). In order to draw in new readers comics were forced to borrow from a medium that
traditionally held a higher placer in the cultural “hierarchy.” This is evident through the
significance placed on text over image during a period of re-emergence for the medium, often
referred to as the “Dark-Age” of comics in the 1980s and 90s. Kidder specifies that the Dark-
Age represents the shift away from the established Silver-Age influential Revisionists. The
“Dark Age” works of Alan Moore, Neil Gaiman, and Jim Starlin include comics such as
Sandman, Black Orchid, The Life and Death of Captain Marvel, and Swamp Thing, which
altered the way in which comics were perceived during this time period. The Revisionists were
writers, “who have been instrumental in the generic and formal revision of American comic
books; thus, they and many of their contemporaries have been called *Revisionist’ creators”
(Kidder 1). The emerging format these writers contributed to necessitated new terminology that
could be applied to comics, which put greater emphasis on a single or complete narrative versus
the collaborative or serial publications that came before, giving rise to the widespread use of the
term “graphic novel.” This was accomplished by shifting the focus from a collaborative effort of
multiple artists and writers to the singular writer as the driving force behind the narrative, as well
as re-inserting realism into a genre that was primarily focused on the fantastic. The impact of
previous eras of the popular traditional superhero are evident in Neil Gaiman’s and Alan
Moore’s approaches to the genre. By adapting and evolving the traditional elements of both
genre and function of the comics medium the graphic novel demanded a new place in the “social
hierarchy of consumers” (Bourdieu 2), which allowed the Revisionist writers during the Dark-

Age to force a reclassification of comics. The market began to draw readers outside of children’s
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literature and pulp and encouraged the rebranding of the comics medium in order to reflect its
new place in literary and artistic discourse.

Thus began a shift in how the medium was approached by creators and readers alike,
which in turn changed its popular perception. Again, this supports Beaty’s claim that “the literary
turn in the study of comics has been a tendency to drive attention away from comics as a form of
visual culture” (Comics vs. Art 18). This shift from the standard collaborative style to one
controlled primarily by the author can be connected to the above-mentioned indication that
critics give more value to work with a singular creator. The graphic novel was a shift in the
“economy of cultural goods” for comics, as: “The pure intention of the artist is that of a producer
who aims to be autonomous, that is, entirely the master of his product, who tends to reject not
only the ‘programmes’ imposed a priori by scholars and scribes, but also — following the old
hierarchy of doing and saying — the interpretations superimposed a posteriori on his work”
(Bourdieu 3). The Revisionists and writers of graphic novels stood outside of both traditional
comics and literary formats, drawing from, but not belonging to, either cultural object. Writers of
the Dark-Age were made the focus of the marketing for their work and the success of their prose
was used in advertisements in place of the traditional brand associated with the superhero genre
(a collaborative effort by multiple artists and writers). Marketing for pieces in the Dark-Age was
not focused on buying the “newest Batman comic,” but instead on buying the “newest Frank

Miller comic.”
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The industry was borrowing the credit associated with writers not traditionally affiliated with

writing comics; the role of the Revisionist writer separated what was essentially a fluid position

in previous generations, as “part of their [The Revisionists’] ability to ‘revise’ American comics

comes from their simultaneous insider/outsider status” (Kidder 9). In this way, although
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Revisionist authors were acting as comics writers, they were not seen as part of the traditional
industry. Comics went from industrial creation to individual inspiration. The important thing to
highlight about this transition is that it shifted attention to the quality of the narrative through
writing alone and not the combination of image and text. In doing so, the public’s perception of
the value of a graphic novel was based primarily on its text.

The idea that Revisionist writers represented a role similar to a more traditional author of
a novel format was supported by important changes that happened within the industry. At the
time, Moore, Gaiman, Ellis, and Miller were breaking new ground, as the medium was neither
suited for nor accustomed to conveying a novel-length narrative. During the Dark-Age, serial
publications began being grouped into single-author runs and were sold as a collection that
represented a narrative that could be read without knowledge of the rest of the genre. As an
example of longer narrative format, one might consider Neil Gaiman’s Sandman. Sandman’s
greatest strength is that it transitioned a traditional fantasy/horror comic into a hybrid format that
could encompass various elements, such as horror or romance, while maintaining the style of
comics before it. In doing so, Sandman represented a push for more complex narratives in serial
publications and hinted at how the medium could evolve. The first graphic novel-length
collection of Gaiman’s work, Preludes & Nocturnes, follows the main character, Morpheus, as
he overcomes adversity and sets out on a quest to discover his identity as a being of great power.
In Karen Berger's introduction to Preludes & Nocturnes she points out that, at a glance, Gaiman's
story represents the cliché superhero quest and origin story. Says Berger: “in the hands of a
different writer, the seeds that were planted in this fertile story ground could have borne a B-
level fantasy/horror title” (Berger ii). Interestingly, in her praising of the comic, Berger puts

emphasis on Gaiman’s writing as the main component to the narrative’s success, with a limited
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mention of the artists’ contribution to the overall conveyance of the story. Berger does praise the
artists for their contribution but her commentary has more to do with the images’ impression and
less as to their part in the narrative:
“... Sam Kieth, Mike Dringenberg and Malcom Jones 11— provided the right atmosphere
for Morpheus’ haunting origin story. Like Neil, they were relatively new to comics and
were evolving their own distinctive styles. Sam did wonderful portrayals of Cain and
Abel, and his visceral renditions of Hell and its gruesome inhabitants were truly
horrifying. Mike most notably created the perky goth visual for Death, and his
interpretation of Morpheus is probably one of the best ever done. Malcolm’s illustrative
line work brought a cohesive and definitive look to the overall series.” (Berger ii)
Berger continues by praising the efforts of Dave McKean as well, but she ends her paragraph
with Gaiman’s contribution again and states: “The first volume of the SANDMAN series is very
much a work in progress; that of a talented writer who eventually honed and refined his skills
and progressively developed his initial concept” (Berger iii). Berger, limiting the collaborative
contribution that the artists had in the creation of Sandman, places Gaiman and the writers of
similar comics on a pedestal; she attests that the greatest value of the narrative lies in its writing,
as in her words Gaiman’s work “leaves room for writers to explore and create new dreaming
territory, denizens, and dreamers alike” (Berger iv). Berger’s focus on Gaiman’s writing can be
seen as an example of how even within industry the role of the writer was elevated in
determining a comic’s merits.
Arguably the ending of the collection is what gives it its highest merit and a visual in the
final chapter adds significantly to the narrative’s quality. In the final chapter of Preludes &

Nocturnes Morpheus receives his payout by being restored to his god-hood but he does not
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receive his moral victory, which was conventional for other superhero comics: although
characters in the comics struggle, historically they always do the “right” thing and remain heroic
in their disposition. Kidder states: “this point may seem self-evident, and indeed it is, but
superhero comics for several decades relied on a dim, if fanciful and compartmentalised, belief
that super heroic morality is just a fantastic extension of one’s moral duty” (Kidder 94). In the
final chapter it is Morpheus’s sister, the physical embodiment of Death, seen traditionally as a
force of absolute evil, who comforts Morpheus and does so in the appearance of a positive and
happy young woman (juxtaposed with her traditional “goth” appearance). According to Berger
this is the moment at which Sandman represents a true first attempt at changing comics, as it
invokes a sense of realism and humanity that is absent in the superhero genre where most of the
main characters are known for their godlike power and incorruptible natures. Focusing on the
representation of omnipotent beings, Gaiman also demonstrates a new concept of muting the
outrageous and easily identifiable imagery of the superhero genre. Morpheus abandons his hero
accoutrements and upon conclusion of the narrative reveals his final form as a humble and
nondescript man in plain clothes. In her introduction Berger talks about the importance of this
issue, “The Sound of Her Wings”, but limits her praise to Gaiman alone: “It was the element of
humanity and interpersonal relationship that started coming through in Neil’s work” (Berger ii).
Yet the conveyance of the dynamic parallel of Morpheus’s godlike nature and his humanity
could not be achieved without Dringenberg’s artwork, as it factors into the exchange between the
two characters. Without his vision, in conjunction with Gaiman’s writing, the narrative might not

have had the impact that Berger commends.
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There seems to be a need to qualify comics through other media that make use of visual
and prose hybridity, such as film or animation. Yet writers and artists in the industry who have
experience in a variety of media fields point out that consideration of the visual does not always
translate to the comics format effectively. In an interview, when Daniel Clowes was asked
whether he utilized any of his screenplays for comic adaptation, he replied: “I think I should turn
these stories into comics. But then | realized that it would take as much work to adapt a
screenplay into a comic book as it would to start from the beginning. It’s a very different thing”
(334-335). Clowes goes on to explain that comics and the visuals that go into their creation are
unique to the medium and substitution of the storyboarding of one format does not often translate
into the other. As discussed above, due to their historical marginalization comics tried to
establish credibility through the merits of existing media; however, in doing so the comics
medium begged comparison to those media. The presence of similarities between the media does
not justify analyzing them through the same lens. It is also meaningful to remember that comics
were a dominant industry at their peak and stood on their own merits. Comics served as the
source of iconic characters and worlds which have been represented in a variety of other media
forms since their inception. By holding comics to another medium’s standard the discourse
surrounding them is weakened because the language being used in the analysis is not originally
meant to discuss what is, in fact, a distinct medium in its own right.

Part of the process of exposing the subjugation of image is identifying to what standard
the image is being held. Scholars such as Postema and Miodrag link the image with iconography
or a form of diagram: “However, notwithstanding talk of image-text ‘blending’ or ‘unity,” text
inevitably signifies in a completely different way from even the most abstracted of images and

the most conventionalized of icons” (Postema 81). A definitive format or standard to the use of
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image in the conveyance of narrative cannot be established in the same way as what exists for
text. Although utilizing elements of the practice, image in comics cannot be strictly
iconographical, and even the most direct utilization of an icon’s function must be argued in a
comics narrative. In addition, even when maintaining traditional conventions of picture books
image cannot be assumed to be illustrative to text. The importance of clarity in designation may
seem semantic; however, the need to differentiate between illustration and image as employed
within comics stems from a number of perceived detrimental effects associated with illustration.
Miodrag points out that “the desire to differentiate comics from kids’ picture books is frequently
made explicit, although I have never heard that form referred to as ‘hybrid’ outside of the comics
scholarship that holds this illustrative “hybridity’ apart” (89). This could be due in large part to
the fact that within the literary industry, the use of image in narrative is still predominantly
isolated to children’s literature and therefore not suggested for the conveyance of mature
narratives. Miodrag suggests that the use of illustration in picture books represents
“noninteractive copresence [that] might better be described as ‘juxtaposition’ — if indeed another
term than “illustration’ is needed to designate its operation — and it is useful to any analysis of
comics to distinguish this from other kinds of visual verbal conjunction” (Miodrag 89).
Nodelman furthers this analysis by explaining that:
While picture books also work by relating sections of text to specific images, they create
a different dynamic by stripping that relationship down to the conventional one-image-
plus-one-text accompanying it per page or two-page spread. In picture books, indeed,
each set of image and text implies a relationship something like that between a painting

on a gallery wall and the printed information posted near it about its name and its artist,
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or like that between an illustration in a magazine or newspaper and its accompanying

caption or headline. (Nodelman 438)

This “one-image-plus-one-text” pattern can be seen in a great deal of comics works, but although
there are similarities between the two, “*[W]ithin the paged multiframe that constitutes a
complete comic, every panel exists, potentially if not actually, in relation with all the others. This
totality [...] responds to a model of organization that is not that of the strip nor that of the chain,
but that of the network’ (Groensteen 146). As a result, “The strip, the page, the double page, and
the album are nested multiframes, systems of increasingly inclusive proliferation” (Groensteen
148 gtd in Nodelman 439). The distancing of comics from other media is therefore a necessity,
as although a comic may appear similar to other media that utilize visual elements to convey
information the function of these elements in comics is specific to the medium.

The second goal to identifying the standard for image, as suggested by Miodrag,
concerns the need “...to downplay the form’s replication of the operations of literature and art”
(Miodrag 89). Again, the reasons for this can be linked to industry, as the comparative element
of other forms of literary prose or artistic construction and their scale for quality don’t factor in
considerations required for adequate analysis of the comics medium. As stated earlier there is
some merit to this assertion as comics cannot simply be analyzed through traditional literary or
artistic lenses but require the knowledge of both in order to come to consensus on the multitude
of levels of narrative conveyed through them. This observation leads into Miodrag’s third point
that it is necessary to have an understanding of both visual and textual critical theory when
addressing comics, since “comics do not only replicate the effects of these two art forms, but also
utilize their own, form specific devices, such as panel sequences, page layouts, and speech

balloons” (Miodrag 89). What this suggests is that even if a comic features quality prose with
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carefully constructed art, a critical eye must consider whether the two methods are actually

merged and, if not, whether this is an intentional attempt at evolution of the comics medium.

EVEN IN CREATING THESE COMICS T STRUGGLED
TO ESTABLISH IF WHAT T WAS DOING WAS IN
ITSELF A UINQIWE USE OF COMIC FORMAT..

LOR SIMPLY ILLUSTRATIONS OF ME TALKING

This necessitates language and analysis that are specific to the comics medium and that evaluate
image and text on equal terms (as opposed to placing one at the service of the other).

What complicates the distinction further is that the text in comics is often critiqued in
absence of a consideration of the unique formatting of the medium. There is little common
knowledge on how best to utilize text and in many cases the formatting of the word reverts back
to the established traditions of written narrative outside of the comics format. The need to qualify
the writing within the comics medium can be seen in the lingering effect of the Comics Code, as
although the Code had lost the majority of its power in the early 2000s its symbol still remained
printed on major publications. It wasn’t until 2001 that Marvel abandoned the Code, while DC
and Archie did not abandon it until 2010, well into the age of graphic novel production.
Regardless of whether publishers followed the Code in its later years, within its edicts lay crucial
wording on the editorial practices of the written word within comics narratives:

In reaction to that public image, mainstream publishers likely wished to make sure they

incorporated a certain minimal amount of textual content in comics, so that comics could
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not be accused of causing illiteracy again. In the early sixties, when the comics

controversy was a fresh memory, and the Comics Code was still new, being seen to

promote reading among youth would certainly have been a concern to publishers.

(Postema 100)
Critics’ claims about the “poor” quality writing in comics were addressed in the “Comics Code
through its specific guideline concerning “good grammar.” This call for good grammar was
included in subsequent reiterations of the Comics Code starting in 1954 until 1989 (Gabilliet
313-322). Implementing “good grammar” in comics is problematic, however, as in many cases
text in a comic narrative is meant to mimic speech and intentional colloquial wording and slang
may be crucial in creating realistic dialogue that maintains verisimiltude. Interestingly, the
Comics Code did not impose in its guidelines a similar standard for the quality of the images
presented in comics. This in turn suggests that the narrative quality of a comics piece has been
linked, even within the industry, to the realm of the literary more so than to the artistic. The
“good grammar” enforced by the Comics Code is subject to rules established by media that treat
image as illustration and not foundational to the narrative. Asserting the importance of textual
grammar on the medium ensures the supplemental role of the image, and suggests that meaning
is carried primarily by the text. The image, when structured around “textual” grammar, is meant
not to impede meaning and any instance where the image stands in contrast to the text would be
considered an issue of function, as the image fails to illustrate the words on the page.

Comics in their format have a multitude of conventions and styles that are as unique as
the narrative within them. In reading comic formats critics like Wertham condemned that the
reader was forced to adapt their understanding of how text functions based on the creator’s

individual narratological style instead of a uniform method. In turn, the unique form of a comic
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can be perceived as disruptive when trying to apply existing formal reading tendencies for text-
based narrative. Wertham’s is the clearest attack on the inclusion of the image in literature, as he
states that the inclusion of images “is precisely one of the points where comic books are so
harmful. They retard or even interfere with reading. ... comic-book reading is an inadequate
experience” (Wertham 126). The inference that the image interferes with the reading of a
narrative suggests that the image does not in itself perform any narrative function. However, it
can also be said that the inclusion of text in a comic narrative can interfere just as much with
reading comprehension and narrative flow. A variety of examples of how text can be imposed on
comics’ narrative function is provided in Postema’s book. Postema makes a comparison between
the different ways that comics have historically presented text, making use of Fletcher Hanks’s |
Shall Destroy All Civilized Planets! and of Spider-man publications by Stan Lee and Steve
Ditko. Postema indicates in her breakdown of Hanks’s work that the image is rendered redundant
by the text. Critics of the medium seize on examples like The Super Wizard Stardust as a
problem with the comics medium, in that it provides an alternative to reading, which renders the
need to comprehend the written narrative in its entirety moot. In addition, the prose of narratives
like The Super Wizard Stardust encourages the idea that the addition of image augments or
promotes substandard prose. Yet as indicated by Postema, Hanks’s work does not demonstrate
the power of image in conjunction with text but instead the sublimation of the image to text; the
lack of narrative ability in Hanks’s artwork “illustrates that an excess of text, verbal over-
determination, also affects signification in comics. It can hamper the normal flow of the
sequence, interrupting the function of the gap between panels” (Postema 90). The inclusion of
the text-heavy dialogue boxes in panelling ruins the flow of the actual narrative; the information

would be better conveyed without the image as it adds little to the understanding of the narrative.
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The word, in this case, is being used to make up for the artist’s lack of ability to convey simple
elements of the narrative. Even the structure of the boxes would be better suited for a more
traditional literary format, as:
The flow of the captions across the page is structured like a series of sentences, or even a
series of phrases forming a single sentence. Each phrase is accompanied by a picture, so
that every panel illustrates a part of the sentence. The action is broken up according to
sentence structure rather than according to the rhythm of the action or arc of events, with
the results that the panels do not achieve flow as a visual sequence. (Postema 93)
The plot of the comic can still be followed, as a reader defaults to a “word specific” format
(McCloud 153), however important attributes of the narrative are lost. Another factor of how the
visual in Stardust fails to add to the format is in how neutral the reactions of the characters and
environment are to the extreme elements described in the prose. The characters’ faces remain
remarkably undynamic, offering no additional information that might convey the characters’
feelings, anxieties, or the impacts on them of the goings on in their surroundings. It can be
argued, based on Postema’s breakdown, that Hanks’ work does not, therefore, demonstrate the
basic level of utilization of the image, as it acts as little more than illustration. The fact that
Hanks’ work was and continues to be considered a comic confuses the discourse, as regardless of
his artistic ability the prose only works if it is held to the standards of literary design and
formatting; i.e. analysis is necessary which simultaneously considers both text and image as

equivalent contributions to the narrative.



I MUST CLARIFY THAT MY CRITICISM OF HANKS's
WORK 15 DIRECTED AT 175 FUNCTIONALITY
As A COMIC NARRATIVE,

ALTHOLGH 7 TAKE ISSUE WITH HANKS'S LIMITED ABILI
CONVEYING DYNAMIC EMOTIONS IN THE FEATIRES
OF His CHARACTERS, LLTIMATELY SINCE ARTISTIC

QUALITY 15 SLBTECTIVE, IT HAS ARTISTIC MERIT IF THE
AUDIENCE FINDS T VALUABLE.

" AS PROFESSOR OMALLEY INDICATED
WHEN 7 VOICED MY DISLIKE
OF HANKS'S LMITED 5TYLE:

THIS 15 ACTHALLY ONE OF THE THINGS

1 FIND QUTE CHARMING ABOUT
HANKS'S BIZARRE WORK...
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WHEN DisCUssING IMAGE AND TEXT IT 15 APPARENT

THAT THE APPROACH TO COMICS IN THE PAST HAS LEFT

A LASTING IMPRESSION ON READERS WHEN ASSESSING

THE ROLE OF THE IMAGE. BARBRA POSTEMA MAKES

NOTE OF APARTICULAR STYLE THAT WAS COMMON IN
GOLDEN AGE cOMICS WHICH PLACED THE TEXT

AS PARAMOLINT AND THE IMAGE As LITTLE MORE

THAN AN ILLUSTRATION THAT WENT ALONG WITH THE TEXT
THIS STYLE GAVE THE IMAGE AN IMPRESSION OF BEING
SOMETHING SLPERFLLOUS AND REDLCED THE IMAGE TO
UITTLE MORE THAN A VisUAL DISTRACTION TO DRAW THE EYE,
THE FOLLOWING SECTION 15 AN EXAMPLE OF THE FORMAT
USED IN THE GOLDEN AGE OF cOMICS

MCHAEL RETRIEVES THE COMIC PAGES
HE NEEDS FROM His BOOK BAG!

IN HiS HANDS HE HOLDS THE PAGES HE KNOWs
TO BE IMPORTANT TO HiS ARGLMENT!

1F THEY WERENT CRUCIAL,
WHY WOLLD % DRAW THEM?

HE sTARES AT THEM INTENTLY HOPING THEY
WILL ADD ADDITIONAL MEANING!

THE GESTURE WAS ENOUGH TO EXPLAIN THAT
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NOT TRUE,
1 JusT PONT LIKE WHAT You
REPRESENT

FORMAT REPRESENTS!

ACTUALLY YOL BRING
AN INTERESTING QUESTION.,
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WHAT IS THE TRLUE FORM
OF THE "TEXT BOX'?

15 1T THE
OMNISCIENT OBSERVER?

15 IT MEANT TO BE THE [ ]

L

DESCRIPTIVE VOICE OF THE VEWER?

HOW DOES IT INTERACT WITH OTHER
TEXT IN THE COMIC AND HOW DOES
THE REAPER KNOW WHOSE
NARRATIVE VOICE IT REPRESENTS?

Uitrm)irm Box

50 YOURE LIKE MW SIDEKICK NOW?

LET'S TAKE A LOOK AT SOME OF YOLR RELATVES
AND sEE HOW THEY REPRESENT DIFFERENT NARRATIVE PERSPECTIVES,
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‘THE SUMMER I WAS THIRTEEN, MY FATHER'S SECRET ALMOST SURFACED,

THERE ARE NUMEROLIS EXAMPLES TO DRAW FROM
SHOWNG DIFFERENT UNIQUE LSES OF YOLR RELATIVES
BuT WE WILL JUsT FOCUS ON THREE FOR THE PLRPOSE

OF THIS TOLR ON HOW TEXT 15 NOT ALWAYS
TEXT As WE KNOW IT ON A COMIC PAGE...

IN ANOTHER PICTURE, HE'S SUN-

AT BREAKFAST THAT MORMING HED BEEN  THE IMPORT OF WHAT HE SAD WAS
WABGGT A0 TE, NaT HS s REMARKBLE, BUT LESS SO THAN THE
JoANS. L

BATHING ON THE TARPAPER ROOF
OF HIS FRAT HOUSE JUST AFTI
HE TURNED TWENTY-TWO. WAS THE |ge8
BOY WHO TOOK I HIS LOVER?

POLAROID OF ME: ON A FIRF
ESCAPE ON MY TWENTY-
FIRST BIRTHOAY WAS MINE?

T SUODEN APPROXMATION OF MY BUT MY FUTHERS ABJECT AND

IN ALISON BECHDELS AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL COMIC "FUN HOME" THE TEXT 5iT5

FACES-IT'S ABOUT AS f
A5 A TRANSLATION CAN

‘SOBERED ME LP,

SHAMERLL.

\\\

INTHE

GUTTERS OF THE PAGE, FUNCTIONING As CAPTIONS ONE WOLLD WRITE ON
THE BOTTOMS OF POLAROIDS, THIS 15 OF COLRSE, NOT COINCIDENTAL, AS THROUGHOUT
THE BOOK REPROPUCTIONS OF FAMILY PHOTOS FOLLOW A SIMILAR FORMAT, THIS
STYLZATION GIVES THE IMPRESSION THAT BECHUEL I5 TRYING TO PIECE
TOGETHER MEMORIES RATHER THAN PROVIDE A LINEAR, FASTIDIOUS ACCOUNT OF HER PAST

/

~IN DANEL LLOWES'S “THE DEATH RAY" THE LAST PANELS ARE Full OF VARIOUS USES
OF NARRATIVE TEXT CALLING ON ADVERTISEMENTS FOUND IN COMICS
FROM PREVIOLS DECADES AND ‘CHOOSE YOLR OWN ADVENTLRE" NARRATIVES IN ADDITION,
THE CHARACT ERS ANSWER THE QUESTIONS AS IF THE READER OR NARRATOR HAS ASKED THEM DRECT WY
AND THE FINAL PANELS DO NOT PROVIDE CLOSLRE TO THE QUESTIONS RAISED BY THE NARRATIVE,

SOME USES OF TEXT INTENTIONALLY CONFUSE OR BLLR THE LINES BETWEEN WHAT THE
INTENTION OF THE COMIC ACTUALLY 15 SUCH AS IN THE CASE OF SOME ISSUES OF
“TANK GIRL BY JAMIE HEWLETT ALAN MARTIN, AND MATT H BEW WAKEHAM, IN THS EXAMPLE TENXT IS SCATTERED
THROUGHOUT THE PAGE AND FORCES THE "READER" TO SEARCH AND MAKE SENSE OF IT

FOR THEMSELVES, APDITIONALLY IF ONE 15 ABLE TO TRUST THE ‘MORAL AT
THE BOTTOM OF THE PAGE THS IS5 ALL MEANT TO CAPTIRE THE DRUG INDUCED SsTATE
THE ARTIST WAS IN WHILE CREATING THE "

UTIMATELY EACH OF THESE EXAMPLES DEMONSTRATES THE NEED TO
BE AWARE THAT COMICS PEMAND INDIVIDUAL INTERPRETATIONS IN ORDER
TO ACCOMMODATE THE POTENTIAL LNQUE USE OF EACH, IT 15 IN THIS
UNIQUENESS THAT TEXT IN COMC SHINES IN COMPARISON TO OTHER UTERATIRE,

CUT OO MWD STick on YouR Fickine Fompep!lt
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As the comic pages above illustrate, the text in comics does not usually represent traditional text
narrative form. The creators and collaborators who construct comics narrative through various
techniques bend text to act in ways that demand the consideration of the visual as part of their
narrative function. The visual representation of the text can therefore at times be considered a
form of image. Subjugating the image to an illustrative role and treating textual narrative as
paramount, in turn, limits the text to the standards of traditional literary formats. How text is
presented on a page of a comic can have drastic effects on the reader’s interpretation of the
narrative.® In effect, the tendency to subjugate the image also inadvertently subjugates the text.
As Postema points out in her analysis of Lee and Ditko’s work on Spider-man in the
1950s-60s, the narrative writing in comics shifted to an almost conversational format that saw
the hero sometimes breaking the fourth wall in addressing what he was doing and the reasons for
his actions. In a way, the character was having a conversation with the text box that was
narrating the events on the page. Interestingly, this development represented a truer attempt at
incorporating image and text in the presentation of narrative as the protagonist reflected on his
actions without having to narrate them for clarity. Lee and Ditko’s work with Spider-man was
motivated by the need to conform to the standards outlined by the Comics Code to encourage
literacy. Through this they contributed to the development of a unique comic narrative style that
adhered to the standards of traditional text narration but also evolved it for the medium. The
combination of the format, both within and outside of the text box, is suggested by Groensteen
who states that: “the “explicit traces of narrator’ identified in literary works were necessarily
linguistic traces” (82-83). This expands further the idea that the way in which linguistic
presentation is handled in comics can have drastic effects simply in the acknowledgement of the

visual use of text. “The difficulty of elaborating a narratology for comic art arises out of its
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poly-semiotic nature. It combines text and image in varying proportions. It is essential to start
with the assumption that both play a full part in the narrative process” (Groensteen 82). The issue
critically is where to limit the analysis when looking at a comic format; in Groensteen’s words:
“all that needs to be said is that graphic monstration is never neutral, given that any drawing is
necessarily signed and marked by a considerable degree of uniqueness” (85). This uniqueness
suggests a need to move away from the current label of the medium as “literature” and the
ascribed methods of analysis which favour the written word, as they do not accommodate the
variety of analysis that the medium demands.

As stated earlier, both in the above analysis of Nodelman’s comparison of comics to
picture books and Wertham’s attacks, comics demand concentration due to their complexity and,
as medium, demand a different approach to the traditional comparisons to literary forms of
media. Part of the frustration with the medium is explained by Bourdieu: “A beholder who lacks
the specific code feels lost in a chaos of sounds and rhythms, colours and lines, without rhyme or
reason. Not having learnt to adopt the adequate disposition, he stops short at what Erwin
Panofsky calls the ‘sensible properties’” (Bourdieu 2). At times the reader of a comic must break
from the established flow of traditional textual narrative, as indicated by Charles Hatfield, who
says that, “[flrom a reader’s point of view, comics would seem to be radically fragmented and
unstable”; yet, later in the same article, Hatfield reveals that “this is their great strength: comic
art is composed of several kinds of tension, in which various ways of reading — various
interpretive options and potentialities — must be played against each other” (Hatfield 36). When
all elements of the narrative and format are considered, i.e. image, text, and their respective
positions on the page, more complex and dynamic possibilities are revealed to the comics’

audience, ones that may not be possible in other media.



BUT IN THE CASE OF COMICS THERE IS A
MULTITUDE OF "EYES" REQUIRED TO FullY
UNDERSTAND THE FUNCTIONS OF EACH ELEMENT
OF THE COMICS NARRATIVE... 5O IN KEEPING
WITH THE FUNCTION OF THE COMICS NARRATIVE
1 WOULD LIKE TO CLOSE OuT WITH
AN OBSERVATION OF HOW THE
"EYESs" PERCEIVE COMICS..

The way we take in literature can be compared to
the development of the “eye” which takes in the
information and derives meaning from it.
“The 'eye' is a product of history reproduced by education.
This is true of the mode of artistic perception now o
accepted as legitimate, that is, the aesthetic disposition, ( 7
the capacity to consider in and for themselves, as form
rather than function, not only the works designated for 7 / /™~
such apprehension, i.e., legitimate works of art, but /1 : / ,'/ /“\
everything in the world, including cultural objects A ./ ~/% )
which are not yet consecrated - such as, at one time, //77 J

/.
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primitive arts... (Bourdieu 3) \A‘ﬁl
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LET's IMAGINE THE ENTIRETY OF NARRATIVE As A TREE

BUT FOR THE PLRPOSE OF
THIS FINAL ARGUMENT
LET's Focus ON PLOT
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FORGVN& THEM
TO PIECE IT
TOGETHER OVER

MULTIPLE PAGES
| SOMETIMES THE PLOT IS

DESCRPTIVE TEXT VERSLS DIALOGLE NOT OBVIOUS AND MIGHT SIT
15 SEPARATED BY FORMAT DOEs THAT OUTSIDE THE UsSLAL PLACE
MEAN WHEN LOOKING FOR PLOT THE READER WOLLD LOOK...
THE READER SHOLILD IGNORE ONE
IN FAVOLR OF THE OTHER?

HOW POES THE AUDIENCE VEW
PLOT IN A cOMC?
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BUT PO THEY
ACTUALLY HAVE
CLONTROL OF WAS IT INTENDED TO HAVE THEM LOOK
WHERE THEY BACK TO SEE HOW THE PLOT PROGRESSED?
Loow!

OR DID THEY sIMPLY MISS IT IN THEIR NEED
TO FOLLOW A TRADITIONAL LINEAR TEXT?
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WHEN THEY CLOSE THER EVES.,

sty |~ ', | [

PO THEY HAVE A CLEAR IMAGE OF WHOSE EVEs THEY WERE MEANT TO PERCEIVE THE COMIC THROUGH?
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WHEN LOOKING AT A cOMICS
NARRATIVE THERE
15 A TREMENDOUS AMOUNT
OF ELEMENTS TO CONsSIDER

IF ONE 5 TO UNDERSTAND THEY
HAVE TO BE AWARE OF WHAT
EACH "EYE" Is sSEEING

/ ,
(i | S | AND WHAT IT MEANS TO
E N lf//@ A TREE FAVOLR ONE EVE
St OVER ANOTHER,.,
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ADDITIONALLY REALIZING THAT IN COMICS THERE ARE MORE THAN THE TWO “EYES" THAT THEY ARE ACCUSTOMED TO
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BUT.IF ONE ENTERS COMICS ASSUMING ONE "EVE" 15 MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE OTHERS
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Notes
There are certainly similar examples of meaning being carried by typographic effects in strictly
literary media, examples being form poetry and certain novels, such as parts of Laurence

Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.
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