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Intro

A. SLIDE – TITLE SCREEN

Hi, I’m Jason Tocci, a doctoral candidate at the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for Communication. Today I’ll be talking about comics that don’t quite look like comics.


B. SLIDE – EISNER

I’d like to start with Will Eisner. During his life, Will Eisner was thought of by many comics professionals as the “Grand Old Man” of the field. Active in creating comics up to the year of his death in 2005, he made it a life’s goal to promote his art form to those who thought it worthless. 


C. In a radio interview in 2001, Eisner lamented that American comics were too deeply associated with their roots in light humor, and needed to attain wider “approval.”

Just a couple years later, at the 2003 Eisner Awards – sort of like the Academy Awards for the comics industry – the grand old man himself proclaimed, “We’re almost at the top of the mountain!”


D. A lot seemed to happen in that period, or at least to speed up. 


a. Comics winning awards that went to prose fiction again, years after Maus seemed like a fluke;

b. Comics getting reviewed by mainstream magazines
c. Actively being stocked by bookstores and libraries
d. Breaking NYT bestseller list


E. While such success stories seemed to take place over a short time, they represent the fruition of years of active effort to change the face of comics. These examples are the modest rebound from decades of cultural marginalization, a rebound enabled by formal innovation of the sort pioneered by Eisner.


F. SLIDE – Outline

Today, I’d like to explain a little bit about how this happened. 

a. How it is that many comics creators – especially several well-known and respected individuals – perceived their medium as marginalized;

b. How conceptualizing comics as a special visual language – defined formally, rather than traditionally – helped develop experimental works;

c. And how it is that such efforts seem threatening rather than promising to some


Opinions on Marginalization

A. SLIDE – marginalization title slide

Every expressive medium has its aesthetic paradigms to overthrow, but this endeavor takes on an added urgency in a medium stunted by stigma. 

Will Eisner was particularly concerned with comics’ origins in light humor, marking comics as juvenile. Many other comics professionals especially point to certain cultural and political developments in the 20th century…


B. SLIDE – HORROR COMICS

Notably, a moral panic surrounding horror comics in the 1950s led to a particularly harsh “Comics Code” that barred adult content from distribution, indirectly ensuring that comics content would come to be synonymous with children’s stories. 


C. Subsequently, a network of specialty comics shops run by fans emerged. In some ways, however, this direct market came to represent another potential factor in the marginalization of comics, catering to a niche market of loyal fans rather than inviting new readers. 


D. It is telling that, within the comics industry, superhero and science-fiction comics are known as “mainstream comics,” while “adult” or “literary” genres of comics slowly rebuilt since the 1980s tend to be known as “alternative comics.” 

As a result, the American populace at large was left with the sense that comics are for children, and comics fans are almost certainly giant losers. 

E. SLIDE – RAW

As writer Neil Gaiman once said, the more widespread “bid for cultural legitimacy” began mostly in the last few decades with the rise of alternative comics, kicked off in earnest by François Mouly and Art Spiegelman’s anthology, Raw.


F. Raw published the work of experimental cartoonists including Spiegelman himself, whose Pulitzer prize-winning Maus was first serialized in the magazine. Not all involved with Raw had a point to prove, though, according to contributors, most did.


G. For Spiegelman, subverting and infiltrating the art world was not just a political statement, but a survival tactic. He is one of a number of high-profile comics creators who has taken up Eisner’s quest to promote comics – if not for the sake of “legitimacy,” then for the sake of supporting the future of the industry and the medium.

In one radio interview, Spiegelman said:

The irony is that … the best comics ever made in America are probably being made now, but with the smallest audiences possible. … Now, comics need to redefine themselves as something else or disappear, so that either comics do find a niche in the literary fiction corner of the bookstore, and on museum walls, and as subjects for study in university, the kind of game preserves in our culture, or they’ll kind of wither away, because they’re not dominant in culture the way they once were.

H. This – the potential dissipation of the entire art form – represents an oft-voiced concern among comics creators, at least back in the ’90s and shortly thereafter, when the American comics industry seemed to be in a particularly unstable economic situation. 


I. SLIDE – UNDERSTANDING COMICS

Another active promoter of comics has been Scott McCloud. His book Understanding Comics, released in the 1990s, sought to explain comics as a medium, expressing frustration with the common conflation of the vessel with its most widely known (and stereotypical) genres. 

To that end, McCloud considered comics through an expanded notion of “sequential art” (a term coined by Eisner), defining the term more specifically as “Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer.”


J. While other common definitions of comics tend to see the medium as bound up in tradition, separate from, say, picture books, the definition suggested by McCloud insists that virtually any narrative sequence of pictures – including Egyptian wall paintings, picture books, stained glass windows that relate a story – are “comics.” It is a definition unfettered by history or stereotype, and a clear bid for legitimacy. 

K. McCloud wasn’t the only one talking about the “language” of comics, and a lot of the theory in his book probably seems pretty untested to die-hard communication researchers. 

The important thing to note here, though, is that it came at a time when a lot of people were ready to rethink what a ‘comic’ had to be like, and itching for a chance to prove that their medium could be respectable.


Working with Visual Language

A. SLIDE – visual language title slide

There was already plenty of narrative exploration going on at this time, but that wasn’t really enough for some comics creators. Some sensed that, on some fundamental level, the very language used for comics itself wasn’t going to do the job anymore. 

Chris Ware, for example, once remarked: 

“I think the main problem with comics is that the language right now is peculiarly limited to telling very sort of basic stories. … [T]he actual tools of the language are not terribly sophisticated and I think it’s actually in need of some kind of formal innovation in order to tell a little bit more deeply personal or involved stories.”

B. And, citing Picasso as an influence, Paul Pope neatly summed this up:

“In order to save comics, I had to first destroy it. . . . I’m willing to throw out conventions that worked before, but may not work in the future in order to take it somewhere else.”

C. So where did the language of comics need to go? Where could it go?

Well, we already had a visual vocabulary of the panel, the word balloon, the motion line, and so on, introduced centuries ago on European broadsheets, and established through repeated use.

Being relatively free of mainstream scrutiny and the commercial pressures of other major media industries, however, alternative cartoonists have found that there’s a lot of room for experimentation when one decides that comics need to be rebuilt from the ground up…

Here are a few examples of how artists have approached this freedom, and this sense of obligation.

D. SLIDE – KUPER

First, drawing from earlier art movements and reconsidering comics as “sequential art” has encouraged creators to draw from a much broader visual vocabulary. 

Peter Kuper’s stencil comics made with spray paint and collage, for example, bring unmistakable connotations to his tales of urban life… 


E. SLIDE – DIRTY BOXES

One story from Jacob Weinstein’s experimental work Dirty Boxes utilizes elements from Russian Constructivism, diagrams, and video games to emphasize the mechanical feeling of one character’s endlessly recurring process of self-destruction… 


F. SLIDE – WARE DIAGRAM

And Chris Ware in particular has popularized the aesthetic of complex diagrams as a means of suggesting confusing memories and chains of events, as can be seen in his Acme Novelty Library work.


G. SLIDE – CEREBUS WORDY PAGE

Another major tradition of comics rethought by alternative creators is the relation between text and image. 

In Cerebus, Dave Sim took special care in the lettering of dialogue, manipulating letters to suggest the actual sounds of conversation and idiosyncratic styles of speaking. Many issues of Cerebus also include blocks of typewritten text as a major part of the narrative; some issues even have more text than images. 


H. A few other comics conceptualize the image/text relationship even more radically, as in a story by Chris Ware originally published in Raw that crafts parallel narratives linked by metaphor in one strip: The pictures depict a fairly classic tale of a superhero rescuing a damsel in distress, while the text in the word balloons, captions, and sound effects relate a first-person account of the narrator’s relationship with his mother and her ex-boyfriend.


I. Many comics creators, on the other hand, have opted to do away with text altogether at times. In making The System, for example, Peter Kuper saw an opportunity to tell a story in comic form that mainstream audiences would not view as comics simply for the lack of dialogue and speech balloons. He reports, “I definitely noticed the impact. Adults are reading it.” 

J. SLIDE – EISNER METAPANEL

Even some of the most basic units of the comics language has been deconstructed and reconstructed in recent years, including the panels and page loyouts themselves. 

Eisner experimented for years, even in his later work, on making comics pages that worked as a unified whole, what he called a “metapanel.” 

Chris Ware’s confusing diagram page from earlier represents another attempt to redefine how panels sit in the space of a page and relate to one another. 


K. SLIDE – THE STRANGLER

The internet, however, provides a physical medium where comics can exist free of the confines of the page. The viewing space reveals whatever can be scaled to fit on a screen, with scrolling and hyperlinks replacing the turn of a page. McCloud calls this the “infinite canvas.” 


L. Most online comics still imitate the standard panel grids found in most print comics, though some have tested other ways of placing panels in space. This comic by Jasen Lex, “The Strangler,” tells a story in newspaper clippings scattered across the page. 

In some of his other work [SWITCH TO WEB BROWSER], he links a snaking sequence of panels with a single line. He was inspired by Chris Ware’s diagram panel layouts, he explained, to lend a “scientific” feel to the strip, though Scott McCloud used it in some early experiments as well, and it also ended up in a number of other webcomics, like Cat Garza’s Magic Inkwell Theater.


M. SLIDE – DAREDEVIL

Some of these sorts of techniques are destined to be clever, singular experiments, never to be repeated. Others do catch on, however, and even the superhero publishers sometimes take notice and integrate what were once experimental techniques into the more conservative “mainstream.”

Marvel Comics, for example, did a “ ’Nuff Said Month” promotion, publishing a number of titles without dialogue. Editor in chief Joe Quesada said of the event, “We’re sort of looking on this as a celebration of the art form of sequential art. … We’re just sort of branching out and showing the beauty of what we do.”
Destroying ‘Comics’

A. SLIDE – destroying comics title screen

Of course, with all of this experimentation going on, there’s bound to be some people worried that the resulting works won’t be ‘comics’ at all, that they’ll end up replacing comics, or that they’ll end up corrupting comics to the point of being unreadable.


B. SLIDE – WARE AD

The looseness with which artists interpret the concept of ‘sequential art’ sometimes results in comics that ostensibly threaten to undermine the form as separate from other media, like text or animation.

Dave Sim calls his text-heavy issues of Cerebus “comics,” but issues that can go for pages of typewritten text without an image may strain this definition for some.

Chris Ware, meanwhile, has filled issues of Acme Novelty Library not only with cartoon strips, but with text-heavy pages of fake advertisements. While this verbal/visual blend may not normally be considered comics, it certainly fits McCloud’s definition of “juxtaposed pictorial and other images” – Ware is still experimenting with the language of visual narrative. Considering that he’s said that simply “showing everything” in comics makes it “harder [for readers] to empathize,” perhaps the language of advertising and graphic design serves his purposes just as well or better at times than the language of comics.


C. SLIDE – MAGIC INKWELL

Even more troublesome to some are the directions proposed by webcomics creators, particularly those inspired by Scott McCloud. Such experiments include limited use of animation and interactivity. 

In an online comic of McCloud’s own creation, The Right Number, the viewer sees a single panel with another tiny panel embedded in the center; clicking on the embedded panel “zooms” into it, showing the next panel in the sequence. 

Some other online comics go much further, such as the Magic Inkwell Theater comics produced by Cayetano Garza between 1997 and 2002. As indicated on his Web site, Garza was directly inspired by McCloud; some of his strips are fairly straightforward, such as one explaining Garza’s motivations behind experimenting and promoting comics as an art form, while others include multiple panels with looped animation, backgrounds with rapidly changing colors, and panels scattered across the “infinite canvas.” [SHOW WEBPAGE IF ABLE]

D. In one interview, Art Spiegelman explained why he finds such directions so problematic:

“It seems that once one can have sound, once one can have – at least now through Flash art and eventually through all other things – have that little dopey character waving at you in each panel and have his eyes blinking – and eventually, moving – ultimately, why on earth do you need it to be comics anymore, you’re eventually reinventing something closer to cinema or animation, and it’s an arbitrary and artificial distinction to keep them in boxes at that point.”

As I mentioned before, however, most webcomics haven’t really gone this route. 


E. SLIDE – MOM’S CANCER 

In the end, comic creators’ understanding of comics as “visual language” helps to reign some of them back in. 

Brian Fies, creator of the award-winning online (and later print) comic Mom’s Cancer, stated in a panel at Comic Con International 2006 that he intentionally used a straightforward, rectangular panel layout so as not to exclude those without sufficient comics literacy. 


F. This may help explain why webcomics have not pushed formal barriers as some thought they would: When experimentation becomes so expected as to be rampant, returning to basic conventions is its own artistic statement.

Conclusion

G. SLIDE – END SLIDE

Now, in examining this, I don’t mean to imply that visual experimentation is THE reason that comics have managed to find their way into book stores and mainstream magazine reviews. I just want to offer this as another reason, as literature scholars have focused more on narrative diversification, and journalists have often pointed to industry trends like spillover from the success of manga. 


H. The period described in this article may have marked a surge that has already served its purpose, but it could be premature to declare it over. Writing about Will Eisner’s early career, comics historian R.C. Harvey stated, “He was a young man working in a medium not yet fully formed.” 

The experimental alternative comics of the late ’80s and ’90s demonstrate that a medium may never be “fully formed,” insofar as this implies that it is no longer malleable. Through a concerted artistic movement, some subscription to popular theory, and more broadly held sentiments of marginalization, alternative comics creators have challenged the common understanding of what it means to read a comic.

