


Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction: How to Use This Book

What This Book Holds

Working Definitions

Recommended Reading

References

1 What’s in a Page: Close-Reading Comics

Cognitive Processes and Critical Terms

Navigating the Comics Page

Entering the Storyworld and Meeting its

Participants

Note

Recommended Reading

References

Comics Discussed

2 The Way Comics Tell it: Narration and

Narrators1

Showing and Telling

Story, Discourse, and Plot

The Narrator

Narration, Focalization, and Point of View

Narrative as Meaning-Making

Note



Recommended Reading

References

Comics Discussed

3 Narrating Minds and Bodies:

Autobiographical Comics

Style and Subjectivity

Autographic Agents

Embodiment

Self-Reflexivity

Time, Story, and History

Alternative Agendas and Authenticity

Note

Recommended Reading

References

Comics Discussed

4 Novels and Graphic Novels: Adaptations

Transporting Stories

Media Affordances and Adaptation Strategies

Fidelity in Adaptation

Literary Complexity

The Page Revisited

Recommended Reading

References

Comics Discussed

5 Comics and Their History

The Beginnings of Comics History



Precursors in Emergent Mass Culture

Newspaper Comics (1900s–1930s)

The Comic Book (1930–54)

Comics Censorship (1954)

Comics as Popular Culture

Breaking the Code 1: Pop Art and Underground

Comix

Breaking the Code 2: The British Invasion

Notes

Recommended Reading

References

Comics Discussed

6 The Study and Criticism of Comics

Resources for Studying Comics

Critical Approaches to Comics

Recommended Reading

Recommended Reading

References

How to Write Your Essay on Comics

Recommended Reading

Conclusion

Comics as Literature

References

Appendix: More Comics and Graphic

Novels to Read



Glossary

Index





This edition first published 2013

© 2013 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd

Registered Office

John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate,

Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Offices

350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA

9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK

The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19

8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer

services, and for information about how to apply for

permission to reuse the copyright material in this book

please see our website at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Karin Kukkonen to be identified as the author of

this work has been asserted in accordance with the UK

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be

reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in

any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,

photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as permitted

by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without

the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic

formats. Some content that appears in print may not be

available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their

products are often claimed as trademarks. All brand names

and product names used in this book are trade names,

service marks, trademarks or registered trademarks of their

respective owners. The publisher is not associated with any

product or vendor mentioned in this book.

http://www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher

and author(s) have used their best efforts in preparing this

book, they make no representations or warranties with

respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of

this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of

merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. It is sold

on the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in

rendering professional services and neither the publisher

nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom.

If professional advice or other expert assistance is required,

the services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kukkonen, Karin, 1980–

Studying comics and graphic novels / Karin Kukkonen.

pages cm

Includes index.

ISBN 978-1-118-49993-1 (cloth) – ISBN 978-1-118-49992-4

(pbk.) 1. Comic books,

strips, etc.–History and criticism. 2. Graphic novels–History

and criticism. I. Title.

PN6710.K84 2014

741.5′9–dc23

2013015566

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British

Library.

Cover image © Pavel Tretera / Shuttlestock

Cover design by Design Delux



Acknowledgments

Studying Comics and Graphic Novels has been a long-term

project and learning process for me. First of all, my gratitude

goes to my students at the Johannes Gutenberg-University

Mainz (Germany) and Tampere University (Finland) who

shared their enthusiasm, thoughts and comics knowledge

with me. The comments of friends and colleagues on these

chapters have improved the book beyond what I could have

done on my own. In particular, I would like to thank those

who read through different parts of the book in its final

state: Ann Miller, Marco Caracciolo, Terence Cave, Jared

Gardner, Laurence Grove, Sabine Müller, Roger Sabin and

Emily Troscianko, as well as the publisher’s anonymous

readers. Whatever flaws remain are my own.

The Balzan Interdisciplinary Seminar “Literature as an

Object of Knowledge” at St. John’s College, Oxford, has been

a supportive and inspiring environment for bringing this

book to its conclusion. I gratefully acknowledge the financial

support of the Balzan Seminar and of the English

Department of the University of Oxford, and I sincerely

thank the copyright holders who gave me permission to

reproduce their images on these pages. Finally, my

gratitude goes to Emma Bennett who believed in the project

from the start and to Wiley Blackwell who saw the volume

through production.

DC materials appear courtesy of DC Comics: Desolation

Jones © Warren Ellis and J.H. Williams III. Used with

Permission of DC Comics; V for Vendetta. © DC Comics.

Used with Permission; Sandman Vol.1: Preludes and

Nocturnes. © DC Comics. Used with Permission; From

Sandman Vol. 6: Fables and Reflections. © DC Comics. Used



with Permission; Watchmen © DC Comics. Used with

Permission; Promethea, Book 3 © DC Comics. Used with

Permission.

Sinfest © 2012 Tatsuya Ishida. Laocoön. Source: Marie-Lan

Nguyen, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Laocoon_Pio-

Clementino_Inv1059-1064-1067.jpg Shock Suspenstories.

Source: EC logoTM and image © Wm. M. Gaines, Agent, Inc.

2012. All rights reserved. Fun Home. Source: from FUN

HOME: A Family Tragicomic by Alison Bechdel. © 2006 by

Alison Bechdel. Used by Permission of Houghton Mifflin

Harcourt Publishing Company. All rights reserved. Blankets.

Source: © Craig Thompson. Used with Permission from Top

Shelf Productions. Wuthering Heights in the Classics

Illustrated Version. Source: Copyright © 2012 by First

Classics, Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission of Jack

Lake Productions Inc. Wuthering Heights in R. Sikoryak’s

Version. Source: from Masterpiece Comics (Drawn and

Quarterly 2009) Copyright 2009 R. Sikoryak. The Heights!

Source: From Masterpiece Comics (Drawn and Quarterly

2009) Copyright 2009 R. Sikoryak. Sense and Sensibility.

Source: from Sense and Sensibilities 2010. TM and © 2013

Marvel and Subs. Martin Rowson’s Tristram Shandy. Source:

© Martin Rowson. Sir Henry Unton. Source: NPG 710. Sir

Henry Unton by Unknown artist. Oil on panel, circa 1596. ©

National Portrait Gallery, London. From Horae Beatae Mariae

Virginis. Source: by Permission of University of Glasgow

Library, Special Collections. Crime Suspenstories (1954).

Source: EC logoTM and image © Wm. M. Gaines, Agent, Inc.

2012. All rights reserved.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Laocoon_Pio-Clementino_Inv1059-1064-1067.jpg


Introduction: How to Use

This Book

This book is a basic introduction to the study of COMICS and

GRAPHIC NOVELs. It is designed to provide you with all the

knowledge you need for studying and analyzing comics on a

university course. It explores key issues in comics studies:

how the MEDIUM tells its stories, how authors express their

experience through them, what novels and graphic novels

have in common and where they differ, as well as the

history of comics as POPULAR CULTURE. The book outlines

different critical approaches to comics, and gives you

reading suggestions and  exercises to practice comics

analysis at the end of each chapter.

This book is for you, the reader of comics. It suggests an

explanation for how we read comics and their NARRATIVEs,

how we relate to authors and NARRATORs and, perhaps,

gives you a sense of how comics engage your mind. You

might read this book in a class on comics and be interested

in the reading suggestions and the exercises, or the

instructions on how to write an essay on comics  analysis; or

you might be simply curious about what other people have

to say and write about comics and graphic novels. Welcome.

This section gives an overview of what you might expect in

Studying Comics and Graphic Novels and sets out some

basic definitions, but please feel free to skip ahead to any

other chapter.

This book approaches comics through the ways in which

they engage their readers’ minds and bodies, and the

processes through which readers make sense of the

squiggles and lines on the page. These basic processes are

the key this book offers for analyzing comics and for

connecting close readings to larger issues, such as



authenticity in autobiographic comics, media differences in

comics ADAPTATIONs, or cultural evaluations of comics.

Studying Comics and Graphic Novels is therefore based on a

cognitive approach to comics, one that draws on insights

from the cognitive sciences and the neurosciences into how

our minds and bodies work together. It uses the cognitive

approach as a point of departure for considering different

aspects of comics, their connection to other media, and

their place in culture, but it will also introduce other

approaches, from narratology to media studies and cultural

studies on its journey. Concepts and terminology from these

approaches will be introduced where needed.



What This Book Holds
Studying Comics and Graphic Novels has six chapters which

address different thematic issues. The chapters are

designed to build onto each other and to be read in

sequence, leading from simple PANEL-by-panel analysis to a

consideration of larger narrative strategies, and from the

role of such formal and narrative strategies in

autobiographic comics and comics adaptations to the place

of comics in our cultural landscape. The chapters cross-

reference each other, and if you prefer to read up on, say,

Jane Austen adaptations before Maus, you will find pointers

in each chapter that lead you back to previous discussions

of particular terms and issues. The glossary similarly

provides a ready set of definitions and explanations that will

help you map your own path through this volume. Glossary

entries are highlighted when they first appear in the text.

Chapter 1 What’s In A Page outlines the basic elements of

the comics page and the ways in which we read them. It

introduces a set of critical terms for the basic elements of

the comics page (like panel, GUTTER, MISE EN PAGE, etc.)

and explains how they work together as CLUES from which

readers draw INFERENCES as they make sense of what they

see on a page. This chapter is designed to help you develop

your skills for close readings of individual comics pages. It

uses COMIC STRIPs and pages from a variety of WEB

COMICS and printed comics.

Chapter 2 The Way Comics Tell It introduces you to

storytelling in comics. It looks at the distinction between the

text as it presents itself (in image, word, and sequence), the

STORY we read from it, and the dynamics between story and

DISCOURSE. In storytelling, there is always a teller,

someone who relates the story, and this chapter outlines

the different ways in which comics render narrators,



perspective, and point of view in their narratives. It teaches

you to identify and analyze the dynamics of storytelling and

the strategies of storytellers in comics. It uses The Sandman

as its core text.

Chapter 3 Narrating Minds and Bodies takes a closer look

at the GENRE of autobiographical comics. It introduces the

ways in which comics authors mark narratives as “theirs,”

as expressing their personal experience, and the narra tive

strategies which emerge from this, in terms of perspectives

and EMBODIMENT. Autobiographical comics aim for

authenticity, and in this endeavor they often problematize

the act of storytelling itself and the situation from which

they tell their tale. This chapter specifies the narrative

strategies of autobiographical comics, their self-reflexivity,

and their relation to history. It also gives a brief overview of

how the genre developed. Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home, Craig

Thompson’s Blankets, and Art Spiegelman’s Maus will serve

as the basic texts.

Chapter 4 Novels and Graphic Novels addresses the

adaptation of novels in comics. It outlines the basic media

differences between novels and comics, and their respective

capabilities in representing particular elements of a

narrative. The questions of what it means to be “true” to the

original text, and whether this is a goal to strive for, are

discussed as well. This chapter compares the  narrative

strategies of the novel and comics and explains how comics

adaptations can translate one medium into the other. It is

designed to help you see the similarities in a comics and a

novel version of the same text, and to discuss the relevant

differences. Comics adaptations of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering

Heights, Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility, and Laurence

Sterne’s Tristram Shandy will be used as example cases.

Chapter 5 Comics and Their History presents an overview

of the history of comics in English-speaking countries, in

particular the United States. This overview outlines the



times and contexts in which comics have been produced,

and the hierarchy of high culture and popular culture they

are a part of. It regards comics as an instance of popular

culture which has undergone a considerable reevaluation

toward the end of the twentieth century. This chapter helps

you gain a broader perspective on comics, and directs you

to appreciate cultural and historical connections beyond the

individual text. Watchmen is the suggested text for this

chapter.

Chapter 6 The Study and Criticism of Comics introduces

you to the research resources available on comics and to

critical work on comics in different academic disciplines. An

outline of how to get access both to comics texts,

contemporary and historical, and to critical writing, is

followed by a guided tour of six approaches to comics:

semiotics, narratology, cognitive approaches, history,

cultural studies and gender studies, and psychoanalysis.

Each of the sections outlines the basic tenets of these

approaches and explains which questions about comics they

raise and help you answer. This chapter is designed to‐  

prepare you for writing your own research essay on comics.

Installments from Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in

Slumberland serve as examples through which the different

approaches are put to work.

Each of the chapters features a number of text boxes

which introduce a particular topic in more depth. In the

chapter on comics adaptations, for example, the text boxes

look at the Classics Illustrated series (which pioneered

comics adaptations of “classic” novels), the graphic novel

(and what meanings the term has in the context of

publishing formats as opposed to the larger cultural

debate), and the notion of convergence culture (according

to which much of popular storytelling today emerges from

an intermedial web). The text boxes are designed to give

you more information on a particular issue raised in the



main text, to connect this issue with more general

questions, and to develop your critical vocabulary.

Apart from the text boxes, each chapter has recommended

reading (with brief explanations of what the books

suggested are about). The recommended reading lets you

go on from the rather brief outlines this book provides to

explore the issues yourself in greater depth. Each of the

chapters also features a class activity, a writing exercise to

practice comics analysis, and an essay topic connected to

the topic of the chapter and the example texts discussed. At

the end of the book, you will find a glossary explaining the

critical terms introduced in the book and a list of more

comics you might want to read.

Working Definitions
Before we get started, however, I should lay out the basic

assumptions on which this book is built.

What are comics to begin with? Any number of scholars

working on comics will give you any number of answers to

this question. The basic definition of comics I work with here

is that comics are a medium that communicates through

images, words, and sequence. A medium is constituted in

three ways: (i) it is a MODE of communication, (ii) it relies on

a particular set of technologies, and (iii) it is anchored in

society through a number of institutions (Jensen 2008).

Comics work as a mode of communication in that they tell

stories or present jokes in a particular manner using images,

words, and sequence. Comics also rely on the technology of

print and the format of the book. With the increasing

digitalization of comics and the rise of web comics, a new

set of technologies might be introduced for comics, but as of

now, most comics are printed and bound in various formats.

Comics are institutionalized; in the United States for

example through the MAINSTREAM COMICS publishing



houses, such as DC and Marvel. Independent and

ALTERNATIVE COMICS, when they are self-published or

(re)published and distributed through smaller publishers of

comics, are tied to institutional infrastructures particular to

comics as well. In this book, we will mostly focus on comics

as a mode of communication, but the other two dimensions

(technology and institutions) will come to the fore every

now and then, particularly in the chapter on comics history.

Comics can be thought of as a “visual language” rather

than as a medium, as for example Neil Cohn (2007)

proposes. Their image sequences link instances of the visual

into meaningful utterances, just like sentences arrange

words into meaningful statements. Seeing comics as a

visual language would imply that they are not tied to a

particular technology or a particular set of institutions. Web

comics, for example, feature a different set of technologies,

because they are distributed digitally, other than COMIC

BOOKs and graphic novels. Still, of course, they are

perceived in the cultural framework of the comics medium,

and the web comic I discuss in the first chapter of this book,

Sinfest, is published in black-and-white strips on weekdays

and colored pages on Sundays, just like the traditional

newspaper comics. The technology and institution of the

newspaper comics have shaped the way in which this web

comic works. I have refrained from presenting comics as a

“visual language” as opposed to a medium here, because

the contexts within which comics are produced and read are

highly important for the ways in which we understand them

and make sense of them.

Images, words, and sequence are the three constituents of

comics as a mode of communication. A panel usually holds

an image as well as written words in CAPTIONs, SPEECH

BUBBLEs, or as sound effects (onomatopoeia), and several

panels are arranged in sequence on a page. We will discuss

these three constituents and the way they work in more



detail in the next chapter. Here, I want to discuss briefly

whether each of the constituents is necessary, a debate

which scholars of comics have had for several decades now.

Do we need images? After all, the speech bubble is perhaps

the most iconic element of the comics form, and comics

which use just speech bubbles are possible. Do we need

words? Silent panels are not uncommon, even in

mainstream comics, and there is an entire genre, called

“SANS PAROLES,” which can be described as comics without

words. Do we need sequence? Or does an individual panel

already constitute a comic? Perhaps we do not need each

constituent in each instance of a comic, but all three serve

as the basic elements through which what we call “comics”

unfolds.

Involving the different constituents of images, words, and

sequence, comics are often created by more than one

person. Watchmen, for example, was written by Alan Moore,

penciled and inked by Dave Gibbons and colored by Alan

Higgins. When we therefore talk of “Alan Moore’s

Watchmen,” we ignore the (significant) contributions of the

two other creators of the comics. Of course, there are also

many examples of comics in which one author writes,

illustrates, colors and letters the entire narrative, such as

Winsor McCay or Will Eisner, and most importantly, the

autobiographical comics. In this book, I will therefore talk of

Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in Slumberland, because McCay

is the single author, but will simply talk of The Sandman,

because besides Neil Gaiman, who is the writer of the

series, there are about forty other creators involved. In the

list of comics and graphic novels at the end of this book, you

will find the fuller (if not always complete) credits for each

of the comics discussed here.

By now, you should have an idea of what this book is

about, the issues it raises in the individual chapters, and

what the working definitions are. It has probably also



become clear what this book does not do. Even though the

basic accounts of close reading comics and comics

storytelling in Chapters 1 and 2 are partly built on research

in French-language comics and should be useful for reading

BANDE DESSINÉE and MANGA as well, Studying Comics

focuses on English-language comics and leaves aside other

great comics traditions, such as France and Belgium as well

as Japan. Even though I discuss some web comics, my

history of comics ends at the turn of the twenty-first century.

These limitations are partially due to the ignorance of the

author (particularly in the case of manga), and partially due

to the endeavor to keep this volume as coherent and

concise as possible. After all, it is an introduction.

Recommended Reading
Hatfield, Charles. 2005. Alternative Comics: An Emerging

Literature. Jackson: University of Mississippi Press. Chapter

2: The Otherness of Comics Reading.

References
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Restructuring the ‘Comics’ Industry and Its Ideology.”

Accessed October 15, 2012. Emaki.net/manifesto.html

Jensen, Klaus Bruhn. 2008. “Media.” International

Encyclopedia of Communication, ed. Wolfgang Donsbach.

Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.



1

What’s in a Page: Close-

Reading Comics

Comics seem more straightforward than written texts.

Because they have images, it appears that everyone

understands immediately what is going on their pages.

However, as you begin to seriously consider comics and the

way they tell their story, you will realize that also analyzing

comics is a skill that has to be practiced. Close-reading

comics is the first stepping stone toward understanding how

they unfold their meaning. This chapter will explain how

reading comics works by relating the elements of the comics

page to what is going on in your mind as you make sense of

them. It also introduces the basic terms you will need for

your own comics’ analysis.

Cognitive Processes and

Critical Terms
The comic strip from the web comics series Sinfest you will

find on the next page seems immediately accessible: it

presents a short dialogue between a boy and a girl. The girl

seems to be in control of the situation, dispensing advice to

the boy, until he turns the situation around in the final panel

as he challenges her moral superiority. Yet this account

short-circuits your encounter with this comic: when you read

a panel like the first one, your mind begins taking in all



kinds of information from the images and the written text –

the facial expressions, gestures, and postures of the

CHARACTERS, their speech, the layout of the image and

many other features. These are clues for you to make sense

of the panel and the event it represents. You identify clues,

you draw inferences from them, and you integrate these

inferences into the basic pattern of the story. These

processes are not conscious proceedings, but something

which you do (almost automatically). If you want to analyze

comics critically, it makes sense to consider how the clues

on the page and the inferences they suggest tie in with how

you make sense of the comic. The cognitive processes

involved in reading comics are usually pre- conscious, that is,

you would not be aware of them when you are actually

reading a comic, but they contribute fundamentally to your

meaning-making.

Figure 1.1 Sinfest (I). Source: Sinfest: Viva La

Resistance™© 2012 Tatsuya Ishida.

First, however, in order to make the analysis as specific as

possible, I will briefly introduce some basic terminology for

the comic and its elements. The Sinfest comic is structured

into four panels which are the boxes within which you see

the characters. Each panel presents something like a

snapshot of the action, relating to what has happened

before and suggesting how the event might continue. Within

the panels, you see the characters and you can read their

communication in the SPEECH BUBBLES. Speech bubbles



are spaces within which the characters’ words are rendered

in written text. The tail of the speech bubble is connected to

the mouth of the speaker, allowing you to relate the written

text to its speaker. When the speech is not located with a

speaker in the image, it is rendered in a caption, a box

usually at the top left-hand corner of the panel.

As you make your way through a panel, your might first

get a (very rough) impression of the entire panel. This is an

impression of the number of characters and their general

spatial relation to each other, as well as the number of

speech bubbles and their connection to the characters. This

is the snapshot aspect of the panels. In the first panel, for

example, you can see at first glance that the girl is in

control. She is the only one speaking, privileged by her

position in the left-to-right reading direction of the panel,

and she points at the boy, defining him. The boy, on the

other hand, stands, with his hands in his pockets, which

signals being relaxed. Without even reading the speech

bubbles, we can tell that this power relationship will change

in the final panel, because here the image shows us the

protagonists from the other side of the encounter (which

looks like the image has been flipped around), and the girl’s

body suddenly tenses up. This information on basic power

relationships and attitudes is something you can take in at a

single glance, because they relate to your own bodily

experience of the world. Try sitting up in your chair, and you

will feel more alert; put your hands in your pockets and

slump back, and you will be more relaxed.

When we see characters do something in a panel, the

processes in our brains unfold something like an imitation of

these postures in motorsensory systems which prepare the

action (but do not lead us to actually perform it), and we

feel an echo of the character’s experience. This has been

discussed in terms of “embodied simulation” in the

neurosciences. When an image relates characters to each



other in its COMPOSITION, our BODY SCHEMA (that is, our

motorsensory capacities, see Gallagher 2005) give us a

sense of whether there is a balance or an imbalance

between the characters, and how the dynamics of the

relationship is going to unfold. In his discussion of the

dynamics of composition in art, Rudolf Arnheim (2008) has

noted how perception and our bodily experience of balance,

gravity and other forces shape each other. What the

cognitive sciences have found about the relation of body

and mind suggests that a good part of our meaning-making

is indeed grounded in our bodily experience of the world. A

lot of information can be taken in at a single glance.

As you investigate the details of the panel then, your

attention focuses and you read the speech bubbles. When

you pay attention to the details of the panel, it begins to

unfold through time, and a story emerges as you relate the

first- glance information to the details you pick up now. The

controlling attitude of the girl is confirmed, when we read

that she indeed tells the boy “what you gotta do.” His smart

tie and carefully groomed hair suggest that he thinks highly

enough of himself to take care of his appearance. The

sunglasses also contribute to this attitude of studied

coolness. The clothes and the looks of characters give you a

lot of information, based on social conventions and

expectations, about the way they want to be perceived and

about what is important to them.

The girl’s speech is modulated by her gestures (pointing at

the boy, calling him to attention, and referring to herself)

and her facial expressions of emotional states. It is also

shaped by the emphasis of the letters in bold, which

indicate stress in her voice. In her final word, “diva,” she

seems to be positively yelling. Unlike the printed letters on a

book page, the letters in speech bubbles have

onomatopoetic qualities, which means that their size and

boldness correspond to the volume at which they are



spoken and the emphasis which is laid onto them. The

bigger and bolder the letters, the louder the speech; the

smaller and thinner the letters, the more quiet and subdued.

Paying attention to the details on the page fleshes out the

basic impression that you get from the first glance. Your

inferences get more precise and you get a clearer sense of

what the story is about, of the interests and investments of

the characters involved, and also of the likely course the

action is going to take. The scene between the girl and the

boy is set up as an encounter between two different

attitudes: know-it-all versus studied cool. This is information

which you can take from their body language, but also from

the social knowledge you have about clothing style for

example. In the beginning it looks like the girl has all the

trumps in her hand: she is the only one speaking and

shaping the space of interaction between them with her

gestures (thereby assigning him a particular role in the

encounter). Readers not only infer the meaning of the

situation as it stands, but also project how the story will

continue on the basis of their inferences: Will the boy accept

the girl’s assessment of his tuition? Will he try to turn the

situation around? Will he lose his cool? These are all

questions raised by the first panel. As the following panels

give answers to these questions and raise new ones, your

inferences about the situation, the relations of the

characters and the potential outcome will change

constantly, and a narrative emerges as you establish

connections between the events.

In this particular comic, the panel images represent a

single situation, set in a single space, and the dialogue

unfolds continuously. Other comics, however, might feature

long temporal gaps between panels or they might change

scenes completely between panels. The space between the

panels is called the “gutter” , and just as you step across a

gutter, your mind creates connections between the



individual panels, by drawing inferences about how the

action in the one can relate to the other, and thereby trying

to integrate them into a single, meaningful narrative.

Scott McCloud calls the phenomenon of making sense

between panels  “closure” (1994, 67). To McCloud, who has a

very broad-ranging understanding of closure, it is a process

that turns readers into participants of the comics’ narrative

as they supply the missing information between panels.

Closure goes back to the so-called “principle of closure” in

GESTALT psychology. We perceive the Figure 1.2 as a circle,

even though it is in fact an assortment of curved lines. We

close the visual gaps and see a complete shape rather than

lines. However, this does not mean that we have a very

precise sense of the lines that fill the gaps. We simply

assume that they most likely continue in roughly the same

color, thickness, and curvature that we observe in the parts

of the circle that we do see. Once the principle of  closure is

moved to panel-to-panel transitions, there is the tacit

assumption that we have the same characters and locations

at a slightly later point in time but we do not run an inner

film of how they got there.

Figure 1.2 Closure.

Consider the bodily forces of composition at work in the

first row of panels in Figure 1.3. The composition of the two

bodies describes a  half-arc, and the impetus of the

movement is from left to right. The movement of Charlotte’s



mother determines Charlotte’s motion here, and it directs

your attention. Like a wrestler, she seems to fling her

daughter’s body along the left to right arc. Once we have a

closer look at the background of the second and third panel,

however, we notice that the movement is not continuous.

The mother’s body has not just turned (which would be the

easiest way for joining up the circle), but she has actually

changed her position in the room.

The whole, the circle, we perceive, reflects the “mental

model” we construct as we make sense of a narrative. We

construct a mental model of the characters, the relations

between them and the events that affect them. This mental

model is the basis for the STORYWORLD, which we will

discuss in the final section of this chapter (see Herman

2002). In some cases, such as the Sinfest and the Bad

Machinery comics, this mental model is rather simple and

straightforward. In other cases, developing a coherent

mental model and a narrative out of your inferences

presents much more of a challenge.

Figure 1.3 Bad Machinery.© John Allison.


