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Abstract

The form of comics is undergoing a transition as digital display becomes an
increasingly popular mode of consumption. This thesis examines the impact of
digital mediation and hybridisation on the form of comics. Through an analysis of
the work of theorists (e.g. Cohn; Groensteen; Hatfield; Miodrag) and practitioner-
theorists (e.g. Eisner; McCloud), a model of comics is developed based on seven key
characteristics of the form: space as time; simultaneous juxtaposition of images;
closure between images; spatial networks; reader control of pacing; tablodic

images; word and image blending.

A cross-disciplinary, practice-based methodology is used to examine the impact of
digital mediation on these seven characteristics. The operation of a range of
different formats of digital comic (webcomic; infinite canvas; malleable page;
guided view; motion comic; hypercomic; game comic; audible comic) is analysed.
Similarities between digital and architecturally mediated formats are considered. A
series of prototype game comics is created to investigate the hybridisation of
comics with the ludic qualities of videogames. A further game comic prototype is

constructed to examine the integration of audible, time-based soundtracks.

The thesis concludes that different digital comic formats place greater or lesser
emphasis on the seven identified characteristics of the form. Gallery-based
hypercomics are shown to draw on approaches originally established within digital
formats to meet the challenges of architectural mediality. Game comics are
identified as hypercomics that exhibit some of the characteristics of games and use
some of the key characteristics of the form of comics as the basis for their
gameplay. The spatial nature of the form of comics is established as providing
potential for synthesis with the spatial nature of videogames. Responsive
soundtracks are demonstrated to support rather than conflict with the identified

characteristics of the form.
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1. Methodology

As digital display becomes an increasingly popular mode of consumption, the form
of comics is undergoing a transition. Although originally developed within the
confines of the printed page, today the form of comics is also commonly consumed
through the screens of personal computers, smartphones and tablets. As the form
changes to embrace the potential offered by these new platforms, it is useful to
examine the key characteristics of the form in the context of these changes. This
chapter outlines the research questions at the heart of this examination and
introduces some of the central principles of my doctoral study. It then details the
cross-disciplinary, practice-based methodology | have established in order to

address these research questions.

This study analyses some of the new formats that have been made available to the
form of comics by the widespread adoption of portable digital display devices.
Included in this analysis has been a consideration of hybrid formats that
incorporate multicursal, ludic and audible elements. While the primary focus of this
inquiry has been on digitally mediated comics, it also explores how some of these
formats may be further adapted via architectural mediation. Central to the study as

a whole are the following four research questions:

How are the key characteristics of the form of comics impacted by:

Digital mediation and extension of the comic page?
The challenges of architectural mediality?

Hybridisation with the ludic qualities of the videogame?

P wo N

The integration of audible, time-based soundtracks?

The inquiry based on these questions has been driven by the need to establish a
critical vocabulary of ideas with which to examine newly emergent formats of
comic. These ideas have both informed and been informed by the production of a

number of prototype comics as part of an iterative creative process.
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A key idea to the inquiry is the concept of “mediality” itself. Thon provides a useful
definition of mediality as ‘the set of prototypical properties that can be considered
constitutive for a conventionally distinct medium’ (2014, 334). He identifies the
‘characteristically hybrid nature’ (355) of digital media and asserts that digital
mediation results in mediality becoming ‘more “fluid,” more tentative, [and] only
valid until the next technological or institutional landslide’ (336). Hague accordingly
notes the ‘relatively little stability’ (2014, 26) in the field of digital comics, and the
problems this can create for its study. The complexities of the study of digital
comics are outlined by Wilde (2015), who explores several approaches to examining

their mediality. The approaches Wilde identifies can be grouped into three main

categories:
1. Analysis of the key differences between digital comics and other media (5).
2. Analysis of new similarities and points of comparison between digital comics

and other media (8).
3. Reanalysis of the ‘established qualifying factors of comics’ within the

context of digital mediation (9).

All three approaches can be seen at work to some extent within my study, but it is
the reanalysis of the established qualifying factors that constitute the form of
comics that has been central to my research. Hague provides a useful summary of
the range of approaches and techniques applied to the wider study of comics
(2014, 9). Amongst these are several that could potentially be applied to digital
comics, such as semiotic, economic, sociological or historical study. Within this
breadth of approaches, Hague notes that formal studies provide one ‘area of
common focus’ (ibid) in the field. By identifying and examining the key formal
characteristics by which the form of comics operates, | have been able to usefully
apply this existing body of comic theory to the study of digitally mediated comics. A
focus on form is also significant for the connection it makes to my previously

established practice as a comic creator.
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This professional doctorate builds on my existing body of work as a recognized
pioneer within the fields of digital comics (Withrow 2003; Barber and Withrow
2005) and installation-based hypercomics (Round 2011; Charlesworth 2010; Gravett
2013). Over the last seventeen years | have amassed a portfolio of creative and
experimental work that explores the potential of the digital comics form. This work
was created in part as a response to the theories of McCloud (2000) and influenced
by the form of hyperfiction and the ideas of scholars such as Aarseth (1997) and
Murray (1997). As a practitioner | have self-identified as a formalist (Goodbrey
2004) within McCloud’s “four tribes’ categorisation of comic creators (2006, 243). In
much of my practice | have accordingly placed a priority on the ‘understanding of,

experimentation with, and loyalty to’ (232) the form of comics.

In the initial phase of my doctoral study | began by seeking out appropriate
theoretical models that could inform and contextualise my existing body of
practice. Supported by the guidance of my supervisors | revisited the texts that had
influenced my earlier work and used these as the starting point for a
comprehensive literature review. By identifying key concepts and following up on
the works of cited authors | widened my body of theory and constructed a map of
the current state of the field. This provided me with a critical framework within
which to begin identifying and analysing other significant works of comics practice.
To further supplement my research | attended and contributed to a number of
academic conferences focused on both comics and digital media. This resulted in an

additional range of useful research leads.

Hague draws attention to the multidisciplinary nature of comic scholarship, noting
‘the sheer diversity of routes into the study of comics, given that within each
discipline there are ranges of methodological and perspectival foci to choose from’
(Hague 2014, 9). My own approach to the subject can be defined as cross-
disciplinary in nature. Lattuca identifies this term as being commonly used to
describe research approaches ‘that borrow either theories or methods’ from other

disciplines (2001, 113). Nissani asserts the need for such approaches, stating that
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many ‘complex or practical problems can only be understood by pulling together

insights and methodologies from a variety of disciplines’ (1997, 209).

In her own typology of interdisciplinary scholarship, Lattuca aligns cross-disciplinary
research with the concept of ‘Informed Disciplinarity’ (2001, 79). Informed
Disciplinary approaches feature research questions based in one discipline that
necessitate ‘outreach to other discipline(s)’ for relevant methods, theories and
concepts (81). Influenced by my background as a formalist practitioner, | began my
study of comic scholarship with a focus on ideas that related specifically to the
formal qualities of comics. My research questions then drove an outreach into
other areas of study. Examining the digital mediation of comics led me to study a
variety of texts that explored the properties and potential of digital media. The
particular potential for hybridisation between comics and videogames led me

towards theorists focusing specifically on the latter.

Videogame-related theory went on to inform several aspects of my study. My
research first led me to encounter the methodology established by Juul in his
identification of the key characteristics of games (2005, 36). It was by applying this
methodology to my study of the form of comics that | developed a model of the key
characteristics of the form. The role of three-dimensional space in videogames later
contributed relevant ideas to my consideration of the challenges of architectural
mediality in comics. Similarly, the approach taken to sound in videogames was
influential to my study of the integration of audible soundtracks into digital comics.
My examination of architectural mediality and audible soundtracks also lead to
further cross-disciplinary outreach into other areas of relevant study such as

installation art, locative media and sound in cinema.

In addition to building on an existing body of practice, my study has also been
advanced via the creation of several new experimental comics. In this respect | have
followed a practice-based methodology that has intertwined with my cross-
disciplinary research. Yee notes that such mixes of methodological approach have

become an ‘established paradigm’ for design research (2010, 16). Both Yee (2010,
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5) and Sullivan (2010, 77) assert the growing support for practice within doctoral
studies in art and design, although Biggs and Biichler note that there have been
difficulties in reaching agreement on the terminology associated with such

methodologies (2011, 82).

My own methodology aligns to Candy’s definition of practice-based research as an
‘original investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge partly by means
of practice and the outcomes of that practice’ (2006, 3). This is distinct from
‘practice-led’ research, which Candy states ‘is concerned with the nature of practice
and leads to new knowledge that has operational significance for that practice’
(ibid). Yee asserts that doctoral studies in design are ‘inherently practice-led [...]
either through studying the people, process, or products’ of design practice (2010,
5). However, to be described as practice-based, studies must specifically use

‘practice as the basis of investigation’ (ibid).

The starting point for my own practice-based investigation was to approach each of
my research questions in terms of the practical challenges they raised for comic
creation. Supported by my growing framework of cross-disciplinary research, | then
embarked on an iterative creative process to develop new comics that could
explore these challenges and test possible solutions. In-depth accounts of the
specifics of my practice-based research process are provided in Chapters Five, Six
and Seven of this thesis. Gray and Malins highlight the value of practice in research
for developing ‘deep’ understanding from ‘an informed perspective on issues
relating to practice’ (2004, 105). However, they also caution that this approach can
lead to ‘indulgence and over-subjectivity’ if not placed within a clear research

framework (ibid).

Candy and Edmonds similarly highlight the importance to practice-based
researchers of developing ‘frameworks that guide their practice and the evaluation
of the outcomes of that practice’ (2011, 127). With the release of each completed
comic for public dissemination, | went through a process of reflectively analysing

and contextualising the work within my existing framework of theory. This analysis

5
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was used to drive further theoretical research and, where appropriate, to trigger
further cycles of creating, reflecting and contextualising. Candy and Edmonds
identify this as a common approach amongst practitioners engaged in research,
noting that in such studies there is ‘a cyclical process of putting theoretical
knowledge into practice and revising theory as a result of the outcomes’ (2011,

127).

Candy and Edmonds highlight the importance of accompanying texts to
contextualise the practical outcomes of doctoral research (125). However, they also
note that direct experience of these works is ‘usually necessary for a full
understanding of the contribution to new understanding (knowledge) that the
practitioner is making’ (130). Unlike practice-led research, where the results ‘may
be fully described in text form without the inclusion of a creative outcome’ (Candy
2006, 3), in practice-based research ‘the role the works play in evaluation is vital’
(Candy and Edmonds 2011, 130). Because of this, while my written thesis forms a
significant part of my original contribution to knowledge, a full understanding of
this contribution ‘can only be obtained with direct reference’ (Candy 2006, 3) to the
creative outcomes of my study. Full details of these outcomes can be found in

Appendix A.

The four digital comics created during my study involve aspects of hybridity
between comics and videogames. In their study of research frameworks developed
around the creation of interactive digital artefacts, Candy and Edmonds note that
this can present ‘the particular problem for the practitioner of understanding how
audiences engage with specific works’ (2011, 122). The development and public
release of my interactive “game comics” provided me with several useful channels
of qualitative audience feedback. During each comic’s creation | received input via
e-mail and one-to-one testing sessions with both academic colleagues and fellow
comic practitioners. This feedback filled a similar role to playtesting in videogame
design (Fullerton 2008, 248) and allowed me to refine and iterate on each piece in

terms of its gameplay and usability.
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Completed comics were released through online channels of dissemination aimed
primarily towards casual gaming communities. Public feedback on the comics was
received via e-mail, the comments on casual gaming websites and playthrough
videos uploaded to YouTube. This public response fed into the evaluation and
analysis of each comic, influencing both the development of my theoretical
framework and future iterative cycles of comic creation. In the refining of my
theoretical framework, | have also sought out regular opportunities to publically
disseminate my work and receive feedback on my ideas. Throughout the course of
my research | have presented multiple conference papers focused on different

aspects of my study. A full listing of these papers is provided in Appendix B.

Public peer review has proved to be an invaluable part of my methodology.
Presenting my findings at comics and digital media conferences has allowed me to
disseminate my findings amongst the wider academic community and receive
feedback from others working within these fields of study. Typically | have sought
to present each paper across several conferences, iterating and refining my work
based on the input and research leads this generated. At the completion of each
conference cycle | have aimed to further disseminate and refine my thinking by
seeking a channel for peer-reviewed publication. | have found this strategy
extremely helpful in refining my thinking and developing the quality of my academic
writing. It has also resulted in the publication of a number of peer reviewed
outcomes, including three journal articles and three book chapters. These published
outcomes have then gone on to form the basis for the written component of my

final thesis. Full details of the original publications can be found in Appendix C.

In accordance with the methodology outlined in this chapter, the second chapter of
this thesis provides an account of my cross-disciplinary literature review with a
primary focus in comic scholarship, supported by informed outreach into games
and media theory. This review leads towards the identification of the key
characteristics of the form of comics, which is documented in detail in Chapter
Three. Chapter Four focuses on how these characteristics have been impacted by

different approaches to digital mediation and extensions of the comic page.
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Chapter Five examines the hybrid format of the hypercomic, both in terms of digital
mediation and the new challenges raised by architectural mediality. It
contextualises my existing body of work as a hypercomic practitioner and presents
a major case study based on a new architecturally mediated hypercomic, Black Hats

In Hell (Goodbrey 2013a).

Chapter Six explores the potential for hybridisation between the form of comics
and the ludic qualities of videogames. The chapter presents a case study based
around the creation of three new hybrid game comics, A Duck Has An Adventure
(Goodbrey 2012), Icarus Needs (Goodbrey 2013b) and the unpublished work,
Margaret Must Succeed (Goodbrey 2013c). Chapter Seven explores the implications
of videogame hybridity for the integration of audible, time-based soundtracks into
digital comics. It examines a number of existing examples of audible digital comics
and presents a major case study based on a newly created game comic, The Empty
Kingdom (Goodbrey 2014). In the final chapter of my study | offer the conclusion to
my thesis, identify my original contributions to knowledge and practice and outline

some key opportunities for future research.
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2. Literature Review

This chapter provides a review of key literature in the study of the form of comics
and its recent digital mediation and hybridisation. The initial focus is on comics
scholarship and its English-language origins in the works of influential practitioner-
theorists. The growth of scholarship in the field is examined, including the recent
impact of the translation into English of key texts by francophone scholars.
Literature focused specifically on digital comics is then considered, ranging from the
early work of practitioner-theorists to the growing body of writing found within
comics scholarship. This is followed by an informed, cross-disciplinary outreach into
areas of media and games theory that have been of particular use in considering
the digital mediation and hybridisation of the form. The review concludes by
considering my own contributions to the recent growth in digital comics

scholarship.

The Form of Comics

The foundations of the English-language study of the form of comics can be found
in the writing of a small number of comic practitioners and practitioner-theorists.
The most influential of these are the works of Will Eisner and Scott McCloud.
Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art (2003) was originally published in 1985, although
there were additions and revisions to the work throughout his lifetime (Eisner 2008,
ix). McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993) was published eight years later and

builds on Eisner’s work to provide a more in-depth examination of the form.

Eisner begins his book by identifying comics as one example of a form he defines as
‘sequential art’ (2003, 5). He describes comics as having ‘the characteristics of a
language’ that requires an ability to read their ‘image-word mix’ in order to be
understood (7). This focus on comics as either a sequence of images or as a mix of
word and image are two important and at times opposing themes that recur

throughout later studies of the form. Eisner goes on to provide a useful
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examination of the narrative uses of various elements such as speech balloons (26-
27), panels (28-43), panel borders (44-61) and page compositions (62-87),

illustrating the discussion with examples from his own extensive body of work.

In Understanding Comics, McCloud provides a now commonly used definition of
comics as ‘juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence’ (1993, 9).
McCloud uses Eisner’s concept of sequential art as the starting point for the
creation of this definition but introduces the concept of juxtaposition as a way to
more clearly separate the sequences of images found in comics from those found in
animation. He notes that ‘the basic difference [between animation and comics] is
that animation is sequential in time but not spatially juxtaposed as comics are’ (7).
The importance of this spatial juxtaposition between images informs much of

McCloud’s writing on the form.

In examining how the reader understands and makes meaning from the juxtaposed
images in comics, McCloud identifies the concept of ‘closure’ as being a
fundamental part of this process (67). Closure is a term borrowed from gestalt
theory (Hatfield 2009, 135). McCloud describes closure as the act of ‘observing the
parts but perceiving the whole’ (63) and he provides several examples of its use
both in everyday life and in other forms such as film and photography. In comics,
McCloud asserts that it is closure which allows the reader to connect together
spatially juxtaposed series of images and ‘mentally construct a continuous, unified
reality’ (67). McCloud views the reader as ‘a willing and conscious collaborator’ in
this process, with closure acting as ‘the agent of change, time and motion’ in the

form of comics (65).

McCloud goes on to examine the representation of time within comics, noting that
individual panels may not necessarily represent single moments in time but instead
can depict varied segments of time, depending on their content (94-97). He
explores some of the ways in which the content, spatial arrangement, size and style
of panels may influence the reader’s interpretation of narrative time (98-117).

During this discussion he also draws particular attention to the role that word

13
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balloons and sound effects can have on this process of interpretation. Although
McCloud asserts that comics don’t ‘have to contain words to be comics’ (8) and
thus excludes ‘words and pictures in combination’ from his definition of comics
(152), he does acknowledges the importance of this combination to the form. He
identifies seven distinct categories of interaction between words and images in
comics (word specific, picture specific, duo-specific, additive, parallel, montage and

interdependent) and explores a variety of examples of their usage (153-161).

In early English-language academic writing on comics, both sequentiality and the
mix of word and image are discussed as important characteristics of form. Sabin for
example describes comics as being fundamentally ‘narrative in the form of a
sequence of pictures — usually, but not always, with text’ (1993, 5). Later he notes
the importance of the textual elements of the form, describing comics in a similar
manner to Eisner as ‘a language’ in which words and images ‘combine to constitute
a weave of writing and art’ (1996, 8). Harvey takes direct issue with McCloud’s
definition of comics for excluding single panel ‘gag cartoons’ from being treated as
part of the form (2001, 76). Rather than sequential juxtaposition, he instead asserts
that the ‘essential characteristic’ (75) of the form is the blending of words and
pictures to achieve ‘a meaning that neither conveys alone without the other’ (75-
76). Such definitional debates around the relative importance of different
characteristics of the form are a theme that can be seen to recur throughout the

academic study of comics.

Sabin notes the existence of a tradition of semiotic analysis of comics in Europe
(1996, 9), but because these works had at the time rarely been translated, they had
seldom been studied by English-language scholars. The first major French-language
comics theory book to be made available in English is Beaty and Nguyen’s
translation of Thierry Groensteen’s The System of Comics (2007). This seminal work
draws on the existing body of francophone comic studies and contributes a number
of important ideas to the study of the form of comics. Groensteen identifies the
central characteristic of the form of comics as ‘iconic solidarity’ which he defines as

‘interdependent images that, participating in a series, present the double
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characteristic of being separated [...] and which are plastically and semantically

over-determined by the fact of their coexistence in praesentia’ (18).

Groensteen sets out to ‘describe the entirety’ of the relations between images
operating in iconic solidarity, which he groups under the term ‘arthrology (from the
greek arthron: articulation)’ (21). Arthrology is quite a broad concept, covering both
the transmission of meaning in comics and artistic qualities of physical composition.
He examines how comics make use of panels in page and double-page groupings
(30-39), sets out the role played by the frames around each panel (39-57) and
discusses the artwork inside the panels, which he categorises under the term of

‘narrative drawing’ (161).

Groensteen discusses the role of space in the portrayal of time in comics (21),
taking a similar stance to that of McCloud (1993, 7). In his later writing Groensteen
draws direct parallels between iconic solidarity and McCloud’s juxtaposition-based
definition, which both rely on the reader interpreting ‘several images sharing the
same space’ (2012, 113). Where Groensteen and McCloud diverge, is that while
McCloud’s definition focuses on images in sequence, Groensteen argues that the
organising principle of comics is ‘not that of the strip, nor that of the chain, but that
of the network’ (2007, 146). While this network may contain images intended to be
read in sequence, it also exists in a ‘dechronologized mode’ that allows for the

possibility of ‘translinear relations and plurivectoral courses’ through the text (147).

Writing in English, Groensteen later provides a further useful overview of French-
language comic theory in ‘The Current State of French Comics Theory’ (2012). Here
he discusses the difficulty of reaching an agreed definition of comics due to the
multiple formats, cultures and industries across which the form has developed
(112-114). He also observes a difference in approach to the form between himself

and McCloud, noting that for French scholars:

the page is the reference unit of the comics language. This is an important

difference with Scott McCloud’s approach... [which] ...examines very
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carefully and pertinently panel-to-panel relations, but without ever having

consideration for the complete page (114).

In the article Groensteen points towards the work of other theorists, including
Baetens’ (2001) English-language analysis of the French-language work of Philippe
Marion. Marion’s work is notable for introducing the theory of ‘graphiation’ which
Baetens describes as ‘the graphic and narrative enunciation of comics’ (147).
Graphiation concerns ‘the aspects of the image where one can read and discover
something of the idiosyncratic gesture which produced the drawing’ (ibid) and
provides a useful tool for the discussion of individual graphic styles in the artwork
of comics. Graphiation also shares some similarities with Groensteen’s concept of
narrative drawing, as both ideas link the artwork in a comic directly to the act of

drawing that created it.

Despite these initial efforts to bring French-language theory to an English-reading
audience, Miller and Beaty note that Groensteen’s translated work stands ‘isolated
from the critical context that helped shape’ it (2014, 13). They address this issue
directly with the publication of The French Comics Theory Reader (2014), in which
they translate a number of key texts into English. Amongst these texts, Lacassin’s
work is useful for its examination of speech balloons and textual sound effects
(2014, 39-40). These aspects of the form are also explored by Smolderen, who
examines the representation of sound in comics (2014, 53). Smolderen focuses on
the hybrid nature of comics as a form that combines word and image to create ‘an
audiovisual stage on paper’ (47). This focus on comics as a blend between word and
image is continued by Baetens and Leféevre (2014). The pair categorise the different
uses of words in comics (184) and then go on to cover similar territory to McCloud

in outlining some key principles of interaction between word and images (188-189).

Bouyer provides a useful overview of the origins of the semiotic study of comics and
the debate arising around the idea of ‘specificity’ or the ‘elements that belonged
naturally to comics, and only to comics’ (2014, 87). Groensteen, in the first of his

contributions to the volume, notes that the search for specificity can be
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complicated by the personal styles of different creators (2014a, 67) and the need to
take into account the full diversity of past, present and future comics (69). In his
second contribution, Groensteen again looks at attempts to define comics, warning
that too narrow a definition can result in excluding ‘the more minority, atypical or
experimental works' from study (2014b, 97). While noting that comics rely on ‘an
original way of using images and text, and creating interplay between them’ (102),
he cautions against using this as a definition that would exclude comics that rely

only on images (107).

In discussing the differing definitions of McCloud and Harvey, Groensteen notes the
importance of both sequentiality and word and image interaction, viewing the two
ideas as complementary aspects of the form (107). He also points towards the work
of Miller, who in her book Reading Bande Dessinée (2007) provides a useful English-
language overview of critical approaches to French-language comics. Miller
contributes an important summary of the operation of the form of comics, which
she describes as producing ‘meaning out of images which are in a sequential

relationship, and which co-exist with each other spatially, with or without text’ (75).

The growth in availability of translated French-language works has provided further
fuel for the development of English-language comics theory. American comics
scholar Neil Cohn provides a useful overview of the difficulties involved in defining
comics (2005), identifying a similar range of issues to Groensteen (2012). Cohn goes
on to explores the relationship between space, time and sequence in the form
(2010), providing a useful critique of the theories of McCloud and Groensteen. This
leads in to a detailed examination of how the reader derives their sense of time in a
comic’s narrative based on the role played by panels as ‘units of attention’ within a

sequence (142).

Cohn further explores the role of ‘attention units’ in his book, The Visual Language
of Comics (2013, 56). During the book Cohn puts forward a similar view to that of
Eisner, describing comics as a form that ‘can be written in both a visual language (of

images) and a written language (of text)’ (2). He examines in detail the role played
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by captions, speech balloons and thought bubbles as interfaces between these
visual and written components (35-37). He also looks at the use of graphical

‘schema’ in comics (10), exploring similar territory to Marion in examining how
different artists build up their own individual schemas of representation within

their artwork (24-34).

Touching on some of the same issues raised by Groensteen and Cohn, Witek notes
that attempts to identify the key characteristics of the form of comics has resulted
in ‘more semantic quibbling than productive critical inquiry’ (2009, 149). Rather
than continue this debate, Witek instead focuses his own study on ‘formal
conventions that were once commonly used in comics and have now nearly
disappeared’ (ibid). He examines in detail the changing use of panel numbering
(150-151) and directional arrows (152), and the impact these have had on reading
practices, panel shapes and page layout (153-156). Page layout and panel shapes
are examined further by Lefevre in his study of ‘The Construction of Space in
Comics’ (2009). Lefévre explores the use of the panel as a framing device and notes
how different panel shapes can complement the composition of the scene depicted
in the comic (157-159). He also highlights the importance of the non-diegetic space
around each panel and touches on some the ways this space can be varied to

achieve different effects (160-161).

Hatfield’s aptly-titled ‘An Art of Tensions’ (2009) examines comics in terms of the
tensions that are at work within the form. Hatfield observes that in reading a comic,
tensions exist when ‘various ways of reading — various interpretive options and
potentialities — must be played against each other’ (132). These include a tension
between the reading of words and images (133-134), a tension between single
images and sequences of images (135-139) and a tension between reading a
sequence and observing the larger layout of which it is part (139-144). Hatfield
notes that this last tension can also be seen as part of a larger tension between
treating comics as reading experiences and ‘the dimensions of comics as material
objects’ (144). This focus on the materiality of comics is continued by Priego in his

study of digital comics (2010), as detailed later in the chapter.
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Meskin examines existing definitions of comics within the context of the

philosophy of aesthetics, criticising formalist approaches for their ‘failure to take
into account the historical contexts in which works of art are produced’ (2007, 374).
He criticises McCloud’s definition for being both ‘too limiting’ in the constraints it
puts on the intentions of comic creators and for allowing ‘far too many things’ to be
counted as examples of the form (370). He asserts that efforts to reach a definition
serve ‘no pressing need’ and concludes that definition itself is ‘unnecessary to the
proper evaluation and interpretation’ of comics (376). Beaty highlights similar
issues to Meskin in his criticism of formalist definitions, favouring instead a social
definition that ‘has the advantage of not relying on the specific features’ of comics
and instead focuses attention towards their ‘social classification’ (2012, 36).
Drawing from institutional definitions at use in the wider arts world he defines
comics as ‘objects recognized by the comics world as comics’ (37). He asserts that
such a definition allows comics to be ‘better understood through the collective
activities that constitute their production and circulation’ than via specific formal

characteristics (ibid).

Miodrag’s Comics and Language provides an overview of the origins and
development of comics scholarship (2013, 3-7) and contributes an extensive
analysis of the form across three distinct areas. In the first section of the book,
Miodrag examines the role of words in comics, considering how the fragmentation
and spatial arrangement of written textual elements can influence meaning and
reader understanding (66-69). With reference to the ideas of McCloud, Sabin and
Harvey, the second section of the book begins with an examination of the hybrid
nature of comics and the diverse range of interactions that exist between word and
image (83-99). This leads into an analysis of the use and operation of the speech
balloon (100-106), covering some similar ideas to those put forward by Cohn (2013,
35-37).

Miodrag adopts Groensteen’s view of comics as a spatial network, using this as the

basis for an examination of the portrayal of fictional time in comics (108-141). Her
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analysis also considers the related concepts of sequentiality, juxtaposition and
attention units, providing a critical examination of the work of McCloud,
Groensteen, Cohn and Hatfield. The final section of the book focuses on the
artwork in comics, with examples drawn from a range of different cartoonists’
work. Based on these examples, Miodrag considers debates around the treatment
of images as a language (169-196) and explores issues relating to individual artistic
style (197-220). She also examines common approaches to composition in comics,
highlighting similarities in compositional techniques between panels in comics and

shots in film (221-245).

The growth in comics scholarship has led to the study of a wide variety of different
types of comic, including some examples of the form that operate outside of
traditional printed formats. Gravett, for example, examines a number of
architecturally mediated ‘gallery comics’ that are designed to inhabit ‘the white
cube of the art gallery’ (2013, 131). These comics exhibit many of the spatial and
narrative qualities typically associated with installation art (Rosenthal 2003; De
Oliveira et al. 2003; Coulter-Smith 2006). Mutard (2013) explores ways in which the
form of comics can adapt to gallery spaces, considering issues around readability,
panel scale and the opportunities afforded by specific architectural features.
Dittmer (2011) touches on similar themes in his analysis of McKean’s gallery comic
opus, The Rut (2010). Hague’s study of Comics and the Senses (2014) also proves
relevant to the topic, particularly in the comparison it offers between the different

viewing practices associated with comics and sculpture (53).

Digital Comics

Similarly to print comics, much of the important early English-language writing
about digital comics is found in the work of practitioners and practitioner theorists.
More recent years have however seen a significant increase in the discussions and
analysis of digital comics within comics scholarship. Ernesto Priego notes in his

doctoral thesis that ‘discussion of digital comics, in and out of academia, has
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increased significantly, gradually reaching the mainstream as a relevant topic’ for
study (2010, 10). As the study of digital comics has progressed, it has also
contributed a number of ideas of wider significance to the study of the form of

comics as a whole.

The first major work to examine digital comics was McCloud’s Reinventing Comics
(2000a). The second half of the book, entitled ‘Catching a Wave’ (127), focuses
specifically on the impact of computing on comics and examines the implications of
digital production, distribution and mediation. The focus on digital mediation in the
chapter ‘The Infinite Canvas: Digital Comics’ (200-241), is of specific importance to
my study. It examines some of the then-current approaches taken to digital comics
on CD-ROMs (208) and the World Wide Web (216) and puts forward McCloud’s

view of the form of comics as a ‘temporal map’ (207).

McCloud proposes that the ‘essence’ of comics is that they operate as an ‘artist’s
map’ of time, with the progression through a spatial sequence of panels equating to
a progression through narrative time (206). Cohn provides a useful clarification of
McCloud’s position as ‘not “physical space = fictive time” but rather “physical space

a

= physical reading motion = fictive time”’(2010, 132). Cohn does not however agree
with McCloud’s thinking, noting that a panel does not necessarily represent a single
moment in time but rather it is the progress through a sequence of panels or
depicted moments within a panel from which a sense of time in the comic is
constructed (134). Miodrag notes the popularity of the temporal map concept and
asserts that while it ‘aptly describes certain kinds of transition... ... it certainly does

not define’ comics as a whole, instead favouring Cohn’s approach to the subject

(2013, 140).

McCloud proposes the temporal map as a simplification of the essence of comics
that might allow the form to adapt and evolve into new digital formats (2000a,
207). One such new format is that of the scrollable and zoomable ‘infinite canvas’
(222). In an infinite canvas comic, the screen acts as a window onto a much larger

arrangement of panels, some of which remain unseen. This idea is of particular
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significance within the development of both my own practice and the field of digital
comics a whole. McCloud further develops his thinking on the infinite canvas in the
multipart webcomic ‘online appendix’ to Reinventing Comics, entitled | Can’t Stop

Thinking (2000-2001).

During the series McCloud discusses different approaches to creating and
monetising webcomics. In part four (2000b) he introduces the concept of the ‘trail’
as an aid to reading and navigation in infinite canvas comics. In this respect the trail
fulfils a similar function to the directional arrow in the early print comics discussed
by Witek (2009, 152). McCloud provides an exploration of various ‘new storytelling
opportunities’ (ibid) that the infinite canvas format affords to creators, including
the potential to use variations in the spacing between panels to suggest different
amounts of time passing within the narrative. While sharing some similarity to the
techniques identified by Lefévre in the placement of panels in print comics (2009,
160-161), the infinite canvas approach means much larger areas of continuous

space are available to exploit.

The storytelling opportunities of digital comics are further explored by webcomic
pioneer John Barber in his Master’s thesis, The Phenomenon of Multiple Dialectics
in Comics Layout (2002). Building on ideas from McCloud (1997), Barber examines
several aspects of layout in both print and digital comics. He emphasises the
importance of reader control over ‘the rate at which information is absorbed’
(2002, 7) in a comic. This ‘inherent’ (ibid) characteristic of the form is often
overlooked in the study of print formats but is particularly significant when
considering the potential for animation in digital comics to disrupt the traditional
reading process. The importance of reader control in this digital context is later
stressed by comic creators such as Waid (O'Reilly Media 2013) and Del Toro (Levine
and Murdoch 2011). Barber goes on to examine some of the storytelling
possibilities of animation in his own webcomic practice. He explores in detail his
pioneering approach to ‘malleable’ digital pages (63), in which the screen acts as a
stage onto which panels can appear or disappear, forming new compositional

groupings and layouts.
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With the growth of the webcomic scene through the late 1990s and early 2000s,
many of the writers who followed McCloud focussed specifically on web-based
aspects of digital comics. The first book to provide a useful overview of the field
was Toon Art: The Graphic Art of Digital Cartooning (Withrow 2003). After an initial
focus on the processes and techniques of webcomic creation (18-59), Withrow
presents ‘a showcase of the best in the business’ (60) that documents a
representative cross-section of popular contemporary webcomics. In addition to
webcomics, the showcase includes examples of web-based hypercomics (178-179)

and early examples of the animated motion comic format (112-113).

The creator-centric approach of Toon Art continues in the follow up book,
Webcomics: Tools and Techniques for Digital Cartooning (Barber and Withrow
2005). In this edited volume a cross-section of leading webcomic creators provide
first-hand accounts of their working method, accompanied by short interviews that
outline the shape of their careers to date. A more in-depth history of webcomics as
a whole is provided by Campbell in A History Of Webcomics (2006). Campbell
documents the development of webcomics from their origins and early years in the
mid-1990s through to the diverse and well-established industry of the mid-2000s.
The book identifies the origins of popular formats and approaches to webcomics
and examines the impact of key figures like McCloud on the development of the
scene. Taken together with Toon Art and Webcomics, the book provides a useful
resource for the identification of significant works of practice and acts as a valuable
source for the contextualisation of my existing body of work as a webcomics

practitioner.

French cartoonist Yves “Balak” Bigerel’s About Digital Comics (2009) manifesto
serves as an important link between the webcomic scene and the emerging market
for tablet-based digital comics. Bigerel proposes an approach to digital comics that
is similar in many aspects to Barber’s malleable page, but with a deliberate refusal
to employ any ‘temporal effects’ (ibid) such as animation or moving panels. About

Digital Comics forms the basis for the ‘Turbo Media’ format adopted by a number
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of French webcomic creators (Tuska 2009). This format was later also adopted by
the American digital comics site, Thrillbent (Waid 2012a). Comics writer and
Thrillbent founder Mark Waid describes About Digital Comics as providing ‘the
foundation... [for his] ...entire mindset and mission’ (2012b) in establishing the site.
Waid and Bigerel were then hired to help the US publisher Marvel Comics develop
their new brand of Infinite Comics, bringing Bigerel’s format to Marvel’s already

established tablet-based digital comics readership.

Priego’s doctoral thesis, The Comic Book in the Age of Digital Reproduction (2010),

examines digital comics through the lens of materiality, which Priego defines as:

the physical media or platforms in and through which texts are created,
stored, conveyed, disseminated and received; the term does not only imply
the physical qualities of a given object, but to a complex process involving

cultural practices as ways of interacting with them throughout time (15-16).

Priego examines the materiality of both print and digital comics as a way to ‘engage
with the media-specific qualities of comics as both image-texts and multimedia [...]
publications’ (16). Through structural analysis of a range of examples (101-113),
Priego demonstrates that digital comics share with print comics ‘similar structures
and relationships between the written word and the graphic image’ (114). His thesis
provides an invaluable history and analysis of early digital comic formats and
associated terminology (224-226). He also provides an in-depth study of the
emergence and development of the webcomic, including close analysis of a number

of significant examples of the format (253-316).

The motion comic format provides the focus for Smith’s doctoral thesis, Motion
Comic Poetics: A Study in the Relations between Digital Animation and the Comic
Book (2013). Smith identifies this format of digital comic as a type of ‘hybrid
animation, directly influenced by existing comic book narratives and artwork’ (254).
He examines the relationship between comics and animation and the impact of

digital mediation both on this relationship and the wider comics industry (12-24).
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The thesis provides a detailed analysis of how animation is employed within motion
comics (98-148) and also broadens its scope to consider a variety of other digital

comic formats that also employ elements of animation (149-199).

In Comics and Narration (2013), Groensteen dedicates a section of the book to
discussion of ‘the theoretical and artistic’ aspects of digital comics (64). He notes
that computers have become ‘omnipresent’ in comics production (ibid) and that
digital comics can have an increased continuity of platform from production to
consumption (65). In terms of materiality, he examines the loss of tactile qualities
and the weakening of ‘spatial memory’ that comes with the transition from printed
to digital comics (66). He asserts that as a result of these differences, the screen
may be better suited to shorter works rather than novel-length narratives (67). He
also makes a clear distinction between digital comics that primarily maintain page-
like groupings of panels and those like the work of Barber and Bigerel that take

more control over the reader’s progression through sequences of panels (67-68).

Groensteen goes on to discuss the potential for the incorporation of animation and
audible sound into digital comics. In this discussion he identifies an essential
conflict between ‘the concrete, measurable time of motion and sound, and the
indefinite, abstract time of comics narration’ (70). Taking a similar stance to Barber,
Groensteen asserts the importance of comic readers setting ‘their own rhythm’ in
the pace at which they progress through the reading of a comic (ibid) and that a
true fusion between comics, motion and sound is difficult to achieve (71). He also
briefly examines a range of other digital comic tropes, including zooming, malleable
panel compositions, the infinite canvas and multicursal narratives (72-75). He
concludes that digital comics are ‘intrinsically hybrid, cross-fertilizing the comic
system’ with elements taken from animation, videogames and the World Wide

Web (75).

Hague discusses several examples of digital comics in his study of Comics and the
Senses (2014). He explores a variety of ways in which comics operate as sources of

audible sound (68-81) and in examining ‘Sounds in Comics’ focuses specifically on
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digital comics with integrated audio elements (73). He discusses the uses of audible
(as opposed to textual or graphically represented) sound as an element of a comic’s
narrative. He then examines the use of responsive audible soundtracks in which
sound ‘responds to the reader's position in the narrative’ (76). Hague’s study also
considers the relationship between comics and the sense of touch, which includes
comparisons between paper and screen-based comics (100). He highlights the
physical cues to progression through the narrative that are present in printed comic
books but absent in their digital equivalents (108-110). He also notes the
importance of the touchscreen and haptic feedback in adding new elements of

physical interaction to the process of reading of digital comics (110-112).

Media and Games

The analysis of the digital mediation and hybridisation of the form of comics has
necessitated an informed, cross-disciplinary outreach across a range of relevant
media and games theory. As discussed in the previous chapter, Thon’s writing on
mediality and the fluid nature of digital mediation (2014) has proved of particular
relevance to my inquiry. Also important are Bolter and Grusin’s connected concepts
of immediation and hypermediation (1999). These ideas have been useful in
discussing some aspects of the relationship between the reader and the devices on
which digital comics are read. Immediation indicates a transparent media while
hypermediation conversely indicates a more opaque media which requires more
conscious effort from the reader to navigate. While tablet-based digital comics
initially strove towards increased immediacy, later comics that have more fully
exploited the properties of tablet devices have led to increased hypermediacy in

the reading experience.

Research into the origins of the hybrid hypercomic format led towards an
examination of hypermedia and the study of Ted Nelson’s famous conjoined texts,
Computer Lib / Dream Machines (1974). These twin works lay the groundwork for

the concept of hypermedia, which Nelson defines as ‘branching and performing
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presentations which respond to user actions, systems of prearranged words and
pictures (for example) which may be explored freely or queried in stylized ways’
(313). The texts also contain the proposal for the first ‘hyper-comic’ which Nelson
envisions as being used in an educational context, describing an example in which
‘the screen holds a comic strip, but one which branches on the student’s request’
(316). As such these are key sources towards the establishment of a clear history of
digital comics and the hypercomic format. In looking beyond Nelson’s work and
studying the development of hypermedia, Landow’s Hypertext 2.0 (1997) is of use.
The book examines a range of ideas relevant to hypercomics, including the
structure of multipath texts as networks of linked lexia and the role of the reader in

navigating these structures.

In my own practice as a hypercomic creator, the works of Aarseth (1997) and
Peacock (2005) have been of particular influence. Aarseth’s writing on the nature of
ergodic literature and the phenomena of tmesis make this a key text for discussion
of the hypercomic format. In an ergodic text such as a hypercomic, ‘nontrivial effort
is required to allow the reader to traverse the text’ (1997, 1) and the reader’s
experience of the work can be locally unique, based on the choices made while
navigating the text. Aarseth relates the reader’s act of skipping over or missing out
sections of an ergodic text to Barthes’ concept of tmesis (78-79). Peacock takes the
concept further, using tmesis to describe the ‘received experience, where the
experience of the user/reader/player includes their awareness of (in)completion,
(in)completedness and (in)completeability’ (2005). Peacock links tmesis to the
concept of cursality, and the apprehension by the reader that there are multiple

potential paths through the text that can be followed.

Murray’s writing on the characteristic pleasures experienced by users of digital
media (1997) contains ideas relevant to both the digital mediation of the form of
comics and the hybridisation of comics and videogames. Similarly to Thon’s
observation of the fluidity of digital media (2014, 336), Murray examines the
‘pleasure of transformation’, noting that digital formats ‘become more plastic,

more inviting of change’ (1997, 154). This phenomena can be seen at work in the
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malleable pages of digital comics that follow the work of Barber and Bigerel.
Murray also discusses the pleasure of ‘agency’, which she defines as ‘the satisfying
power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices’
(126). Linked to agency is the pleasure of ‘spatial navigation’, which Murray notes
‘can be pleasurable in itself, independent of the content of the spaces’ (129).
Different approaches to player agency and spatial navigation can be important
factors to consider when analysing and comparing examples of hybridisation

between comics and videogames.

Drawing on a range of theorists, Juul provides a useful analysis of games and from
this study derives his own definition based on six key features of the form (2005:
36). As discussed in the previous chapter, this approach influenced the design of the
methodology for my own inquiry into the form of comics. Juul’s examination of the
phenomena of casual gaming (2010) is also of influence to the practice-based side
of this inquiry. My development of a series of hybrid game comic prototypes draws
on Juul’s analysis of the use of excessive positive feedback (45) as part of the
aesthetic and reward system of casual games (typically achieved through the use of
exaggerated elements of audio and animation). The creation of these game comic
hybrids draws on Fullerton’s examination of games design (2008), which places an

emphasis on play and playtesting as a central aspect of the design processes.

Montfort’s analysis of adventure games asserts the importance of exploration as an
aspect of gameplay (2005, 4). For game comic prototypes that sit within the
adventure game genre, he provides a useful analysis of the key characteristics of
the genre (23) and the role of puzzles within adventure game narratives (3).
Gazzard writes on the spatiality of videogames (2013), touching on a number of
ideas of importance to the study of game comic hybrids. Like Montfort, she asserts
the importance of discovery (8) and exploration (59) in videogames and examines
how the unlocking of space through play can act as part of a game’s reward
structure (2011). She also takes Aarseth’s concepts of aporia and epiphany (1997)
and applies them to acts of gameplay. Gazzard notes that in this context, aporia can

be thought of as the pause a player takes in order to solve a puzzle, while epiphany
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is the realisation of the solution that allows for further progression (2013, 103).
Examining the use and distribution of these aporia/epiphany loops is a helpful tool
with which to analyse and compare the game-like qualities of different game comic

prototypes.

Nitsche (2008) provides further insight into the uses of space within videogames.
His focus on navigation (28) and storytelling (106) in three-dimensional space is of
particular relevance to the inquiry into the challenges of architectural mediality in
comics. This inquiry also draws from Peacock’s work on the use of perceptual tags
in locative media (2009) and Coulter-Smith’s examination of narrative in installation
art (2006). Farrell (1997), Rosenthal (2003) and De Oliveira et al. (2003; 2004) are
similarly of use for their examinations of the role of three-dimensional space in
installation art. Nitsche later writes on the use of sound in videogames (2008, 129-
144), which is relevant to the study of audible sound in digital comics. Hague’s
writing on responsive audible soundtracks in digital comics (2014, 76) has parallels
with Nitsche's analysis of similar approaches to ‘adaptive audio’ in videogames

(2008, 135).

The use of audible sound in digital comics can be compared with the use of sound
in film. Bordwell and Thompson (2013) provide a useful definition of diegetic and
non-diegetic elements in film that can also be applied to digital comics. The
relationship between sound and the diegesis is explored in depth by Chion in his
seminal work, Audio-vision (1994). Chion’s writing on the temporal nature of sound
in film (4) aligns with the observations of Hague (2014, 77) on the nature of audible
sound in digital comics. Chion introduces the idea of ‘synchresis’ which he defines
as ‘the spontaneous and irresistible weld... [between] ...auditory and visual
phenomenon when they occur at the same time’ (1994, 63). This is a useful concept
with which to further explore the issues raised by Groensteen on the difficulty of
integrating audible sound with the visual elements of the form of comics (2013, 71).
Chion’s concept of the ‘added value’ sound brings to images (5) and the role of
‘territory sounds’ in establishing a location (75) are also of use in examining the

operation of various examples of audible digital comics.
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Growing the Field

In the course of my study | have sought to promote the discussion of digital comics
within comics scholarship. During the multiple presentations of my work at major
national and international academic conferences (as outlined in my methodology), |
have made use of the plenary sessions at these events to call for more coverage of
digital comics. In 2015 | was responsible for organising the first English-language
digital comics symposium, The Comic Electric. This event showcased the recent
growth in the study of digital comics, gathering scholars and practitioners from
around the globe to deliver papers on various different aspects of the field. The
symposium was held in conjunction with the NESTA funded Electricomics project

(Electricomics CIC 2015a).

Electricomics is a research and development project aimed at exploring different
ways to ‘change and enhance a traditional print based medium through the
development of an adaptable and easily accessible toolset’ for digital comic
creation (Electricomics CIC 2015b). Parallel with my doctoral studies | have also
worked as a research partner and consultant on the project. Overall the project has
provided me with an invaluable insight into the differing points of view held by a
range of comic creators as they consider the design decisions involved in the
creation of digital comics. In addition the project gave me the opportunity to work
with my fellow research partner Alison Gazzard to co-author the paper,
Electricomics: Digital Pages and Rhythms of Reading (2014). This paper contributes
some significant ideas to my doctoral study, including the role of the infinite canvas
in enhancing the ‘flippy-throughiness’ (Nichols 2016, 97) of digital comics and the

ways in which animation can impact on established rhythms of reading.

During my studies | have also worked to provide more publishing opportunities for

scholarly writing on digital comics. This has involved proposing and editing two
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peer-reviewed journals focussed on digital comics. Writing Visual Culture Volume 7
(2015) was edited by myself and Networking Knowledge Volume 8.4 (2015) was co-
edited with Jayms Nichols. Articles featured in the journals range in focus from
studies of the relationship between webcomic creators and their audience
(Johnston 2015; Romaguera 2015) to examinations of the crossover between digital

comics and film (Taylor 2015) and theatrical performance (Bremgartner 2015).

Amongst this growing body of scholarly writing are some articles that have
particular relevance to my own doctoral study. Nichols’ research into acts of
reading in print and digital comics has been significant (2013), as has his analysis of
the different ways in which print and digital comics direct the reader in their
reading (2015). His identification of the phenomenon of flippy-throughiness is
particularly important (2016). Relating to similar ideas put forward by Hague (2014,
108-110) and Groensteen (2013, 66), Nichols’ term refers to how the material
qualities of a printed comic can aid in navigating through the pages of the text.
Wilde’s discussion of the mediality of digital comics (2015) has also proved very
useful, both for its analysis of the key features of digital comic formats and its

discussion of different methodological approaches to their study.

Conclusion

The study of the form of comics is part of the relatively new and growing field of
comic studies. The English-language scholarship that exists around the study of the
form can trace its beginnings to the work of a small number of influential
practitioner-theorists. Early comics scholars built on this foundation, aided by an
influx in translation of the key French-language writing on the form. In recent years
the field of comics studies has widened and diversified, resulting in a growing study
of the form amongst English-language scholars. As theoretical thinking around the
form of comics has grown and evolved, debate concerning the definition of comics
and the identification of the most essential characteristics of the form has been a

recurring theme.
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Some scholars point towards the hybrid nature of comics as a blend of word and
images as the defining characteristic of the form (Harvey 2001; Smolderen 2014).
Others point towards sequentiality and the simultaneous juxtaposition of images as
the most important characteristics of form (Eisner 2003; McCloud 1993;
Groensteen 2007). Proponents of this latter view cite the existence of comics that
tell purely image-based stories without the use of any words (McCloud 1993, 8;
Groensteen 2007, 14). This view of the form leads towards areas of study that focus
on the spatial aspects of comics such as page layout (Lefévre 2009; Witek 2009) and
the network of relations that exist between panels (Groensteen 2007; Hatfield
2009, 139-144; Miodrag 2013). Proponents of comics as a blend of word and image
note that this spatial focus on juxtaposition excludes many examples of single panel
comics from consideration as part of the form (Harvey 2001, 76). From the study of
the blend of word and image comes further examination of how words and images
interact in comics (Hatfield 2009, 133-134; Miodrag 2013, 66-69; Baetens and
Lefevre 2014) and analysis of the use of common devices such as word balloons and

caption boxes (Lacassin 2014, 39-40; Cohn 2013, 35-37).

Moving beyond this central debate, some scholars question the value of formalist
approaches to defining comics (Meskin 2007) and instead propose the use of
sociological and institutional definitions (Beaty 2012). Another common area of
study focuses on the nature of comic artwork. Chiefly this has been discussed in
terms of the traditional acts of drawing that has led to the artwork’s creation
(Baetens 2001; Groensteen 2007, 161; Cohn 2013, 24-34). The study of digital
comics has also brought to the fore debates around the representation of fictional
time within the form (McCloud 2000a; Cohn 2010; Miodrag 2013). The potential for
digital comics to include time-based elements such as animation and audible sound
has foregrounded the importance of the reader’s control over the rate at which
they progress through a comic (Barber 2002). Comparisons between digital and
print comics has also raised issues connecting with the materiality of comics (Priego

2010; Groensteen 2013, 66; Hague 2014), introducing concepts such as flippy-
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throughiness that are impacted by the digital mediation of the form (Nichols 2016,
97; Gazzard and Goodbrey 2014).

The process of digital mediation has resulted in the emergence of new formats of
comic, such as webcomic, infinite canvas, malleable page, motion comic,
hypercomic, game comic and audible comic. To understand and analyse the
operation of these new formats, an informed outreach towards areas of media and
games theory is necessary. Through this outreach we can consider digital comics in
terms of their relative immediacy or hypermediacy (Bolter and Grusin 1999) and
examine the implications of the multicursal structure common to some formats
(Nelson 1974; Aarseth 1997; Landow 1997; Murray 1997; Peacock 2005; Thon
2014). In hybrid formats, the study of relevant videogame theory can enable us to
examine how the spatial characteristics of comics might interact with the use and
exploration of space in videogames (Juul 2005; Montfort 2005; Nitsche 2008;
Gazzard 2011). Similarly, the study of sound in videogames (Nitsche 2008, 129-144)
and film (Chion 1994) can help to extend existing analyses of the interaction
between the form of comics and integrated elements of audible sound (Hague

2014, 68-81).
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3. Characteristics of the Form

The form of comics has developed primarily within the bounds of the printed page,
where it exists today in a variety of different formats ranging from serialised
newspaper strips and comic books to longer collected editions and graphic novels.
Rather than one all-encompassing comics industry, these formats are the product
of an overlapping group of smaller industries, each with their own traditions,
audiences and economics. As a result of these complex and multiple origins,
“comics” can be a confusing subject topic to discuss. As Cohn notes, associated with
the term are ideas about ‘the industry that produces comics, the community that
embraces them, the content which they represent, and the avenues in which they

appear’ (2005, 236).

The main focus of my study as set out in my methodology is the form of comics,
separate from notions of industry, community, content or format. The study of
these formal qualities is a relatively young discipline whose foundation and growth
were examined in detail in the previous chapter. While owing its beginnings to a
small number of influential practitioner-theorists (Eisner 2003; McCloud 1993),
comics scholarship is now a burgeoning field of academic study. However as Priego
notes, ‘for comics scholarship the term “comics” is both unclear and contested’
(2010, 47). During the development of the field, attempts to define comics and
distinguish form from format have often proved contentious. Groensteen provides

a useful summary of some of the problematic factors in play:

The rediscovery of comics from the 19th century, whose formats and
formulas differ from modern comics, and the flood of comics imported from
Asia, which follow different cultural codes, have made defining comics all
the more complicated. Finally, recent years have seen the rise of a new
standard in western production, the graphic novel. All these factors have
contributed to making the “definition” of comics more problematic than

ever (Groensteen 2012, 113).
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Within this context, definitions that include or exclude specific formats have
provoked strong reaction from differently invested sections of the community.
Groensteen highlights ‘how difficult it is to come up with a definition of comics that
everybody agrees with’ (ibid) while Cohn describes the subject as ‘perhaps the most
befuddling and widely debated point in comics scholarship' (2005, 236). Meskin
highlights the ‘unsatisfactory’ nature of existing formal definitions, believing that
their ‘biggest flaw is their failure to attend to the historical specificity of the
medium’ (2007, 376). He calls into question whether the act of defining comics is in
itself useful, asserting that definition ‘looks unnecessary to proper evaluation and

interpretation’ (ibid).

Hague argues against Meskin’s view, observing that in ‘defining a comic, the definer
specifies the boundaries of the object of study and thereby indicates the ways in
which it is possible for her/him to interact with that object’ (2014, 12). Hague goes
on to adopt a social approach to defining comics, stating that ‘a comic is what is
produced or consumed as a comic.” (27) He notes the similarity of his approach to
that of Beaty, who defines comics as ‘objects recognized by the comics world as
comics’ (2012, 37). Beaty asserts that this institutional definition allows for comics
to be ‘better understood through the collective activities that constitute their

production and circulation’ (ibid).

While such social and institutional definitions are useful in some areas of comics
scholarship, they are less helpful to my own study and its aim of understanding how
the key characteristics of the form are impacted by digital mediality. Priego asserts
the importance of identifying these formal characteristics (2010, 74) and states that
the study of digital comic depends on ‘an agreed understanding of what the
phenomenon of comics is’ (52). To fully study the impact of digital mediality, it is
necessary to first separate form from format and identify the key characteristics by

which the form functions.

Through my analysis of the work of the theorists and practitioner-theorists

identified in the previous chapter, | have sought to counter the lack of a practical
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formal definition of comics by identifying a set of key characteristics of the form.
Although areas of overlap exist between these characteristics, each is intended to
provide a useful lens through which to examine a distinct aspect of the way comics
operate when read. It is this set of characteristics of the way comics operate when
read that constitute the form of comics. Expressions of these formal characteristics
in different configurations, platforms and media constitute different formats of
comic. Rather than attempting to seek ‘specificity’ (Bouyer 2014, 87) by identifying
the single most prominent and defining characteristic of the form, this model
acknowledges that different examples and formats of comic may place greater or

lesser emphasis on each characteristic.

This approach aims to prevent a narrow definition that could risk excluding ‘the
more minority, atypical or experimental works’ from study (Groensteen 2014b, 97).
It also helps to avoid previous debates over ‘an apparently endless profusion of
disputed boundary cases and contradictory counterexamples’ (Witek 2009, 149).
Instead it will allow debated formats to be examined as comics despite the absence
of certain key characteristics. The resultant model that | will present during this

chapter is based on seven key characteristics of the form:

Space as time

Simultaneous juxtaposition of images
Closure between images

Spatial networks

Reader control of pacing

Tablodic images

N o v & w npoE

Word and image blending

These seven characteristics are not intended as an exhaustive list, but rather to
provide a way for the form of comics to be described and therefore discussed.
While the operations of these characteristics are often tightly interconnected, this

conceptual division of the form serves as a useful analytic aid to discussion.
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Priego asserts that when comics exist ‘on a different platform other than print,
definitions of comics have to be readdressed’ (2010, 342). Groensteen similarly
states that digital mediation ‘is likely to overturn the very definition’ of the form
(2014b, 100). Although primarily developed in print, these seven characteristics
must accordingly be considered within the context of the last thirty years of digital
mediation of the form. Digital mediality will be touched on where relevant during
this chapter and examined in more detail during the subsequent chapters of this

thesis.

Space as time

The form of comics is primarily spatially based and uses arrangements of panels in
space to communicate the passage of time within a narrative. Priego asserts that
this ‘asynchronous’ relationship to the passage of time in the real world is an
‘essential’ characteristic of the form (2010, 238). Groensteen outlines a basic
difference between comics and other visual media in this regard, stating that every

panel in a comic:

is incarnated and is displayed in space. The fixed image, contrary to the
moving image of cinema [...] only exists in a single dimension. Comics
panels, situated relationally, are, necessarily, placed in relation to space and

operate on a share of space (2007, 21).

In contrast to comics, the moving image of cinema, whether film or animation, is
primarily a time-based form. The sequences of images that make up a film are
played one after another at speeds fast enough to create the illusion of movement.
In comics, sequences of images remain static in time and are instead placed in a
spatial relationship to each other. The basis of the relationship between space and
time in comics is summed up by McCloud who asserts that ‘space does for comics
what time does for film’ (1993, 7). Within a spatial arrangement of panels, both

Groensteen (2014a, 67) and McCloud (1993, 94-97) assert that it is the events
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depicted inside the panels that primarily dictate the flow of time within the
narrative (94-97). Although in later seeking to capture the essence of comics,
McCloud suggests thinking of the form as ‘an artist’s map of time itself’ (2000, 206).
This idea of comics as a ‘temporal map’ (207) is an important aspect of McCloud’s
early thinking on how the form might adapt to the mediality of the computer
screen. The repercussions of this concept on various digital comic formats are
explored in Chapters Four and Six of this thesis. However, as a description of the
way the passage of time is represented in comics, the temporal map is an idea that

has come under some criticism from later scholars.

Cohn views the temporal map as meaning ‘not “physical space = fictive time” but
rather “physical space = physical reading motion = fictive time”’ (2010, 132). This
addresses some issues with the concept, such as the way word balloons and textual
sound effects distort and shift the relationship between space and time. A panel
does not necessarily represent a single moment in time but rather it is our progress
through a sequence of panels or moments within a panel from which our sense of
time in the comic is constructed. In terms of how this construction process takes
place, Cohn believes that rather than operating in a temporal map, the role of
panels is to ‘direct attention to depictions of “event states” from which a sense of

“time” is derived’ (134).

Miodrag further challenges the concept of the temporal map, noting that ‘it aptly
describes certain kinds of transition — and very common ones — but it certainly does
not define’ the form of comics as a whole (2013, 140). She instead proposes that
‘the sequential arrangement of panels pertains to narrative effect, particularly
reading time, and not necessarily, or even predominantly, to elapsing story time’
(2013, 121). Rather than physical reading motion equating to fictive time, it is the
content of a panel ‘that indicates story time elapsing, with the layout of panels
lending narrative pace and showcasing action, rather than telling the reader how
much diegetic time elapses’ (124). While arrangements in space to represent the

passage of fictive time can be seen as a key characteristic of the form, it is therefore
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important to stress the lack of a simple, fixed relationship between spatial

positioning and the rate of time’s progression.

Simultaneous juxtaposition of images

The simultaneous juxtaposition of images is a key characteristic of the form that is
common to many formats of comic. In Understanding Comics, McCloud defines
comics as ‘juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence’ (1993, 9).
The concept of juxtaposition in this definition serves to differentiate the sequences
of images found in comics from those found in animation. McCloud asserts that the
difference between animation and comics is that ‘animation is sequential in time
but not spatially juxtaposed as comics are’ (7). The influence of McCloud’s
definition can be seen in Priego’s thesis, which identifies the ‘juxtaposition of
sequential images’ as a defining quality of the form (2010, 76). Like McCloud, Priego
also identifies juxtaposition as an ‘essential’ difference between comics and

animation (239).

The concept of juxtaposition is a common theme in several definitions of the form,
although the exact language in which the idea is expressed can vary. Miller
observes that comics make ‘meaning out of images which are in a sequential
relationship, and which co-exist with each other spatially’ (2007, 75). Groensteen
also references the coexistence of images in his concept of ‘iconic solidarity’ (2007,

18). He defines this ‘central element of comics’ as:

‘interdependent images that, participating in a series, present the double
characteristic of being separated... ...and which are plastically and

semantically over-determined by the fact of their coexistence in praesentia’

(ibid).

Groensteen later draws parallels between iconic solidarity and McCloud’s concept

of juxtaposition. He observes that the two ideas are similar because both rely on a
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‘coexistence’ of images, in which the reader ‘can see several images sharing the
same space... [and] ...relations between these images are displayed’ (2012, 113).
Miodrag similarly identifies ‘the simultaneity of sequential panels on a two-
dimensional plane’ (2013, 140) as a key characteristic of the form. Simultaneity is a
useful term in this context, highlighting that juxtaposed images can be viewed
simultaneously by the reader. Like McCloud and Priego, Miodrag draws attention to
this characteristic as ‘a genuine point of distinction between comics and other

narrative media’ (114-115) such as film and animation.

Although it provides a common thread to many definitions of the form, the
characteristic of simultaneous juxtaposition can be problematic when considering
some formats of comic. Harvey takes issue with McCloud’s use of juxtaposition in
his definition of comics as this excludes single-panel, non-juxtaposed formats such
as the political and gag cartoons commonly found in newspapers and magazines
(2001, 76). The simultaneous juxtaposition of images is also absent when reading
certain formats of digital comic that make use of a ‘guided view’ approach to
display comic pages one panel at a time (lconology Inc. 2013). While animated
transitions between panels may still suggest the spatial juxtaposition of images, the
simultaneity of the sequence of panels is no longer as readily apparent. Groensteen
cautions that this can result in ‘deterritorialized’ panels that lack ‘the linking
threads woven across the surface of a page’ (2013, 67). The impact of digital
mediation on the characteristic of simultaneous juxtaposition is explored in further

detail in Chapter Four of this thesis.

Closure between images

Miodrag asserts that ‘time in comics is fictive time’ (2013, 118). It is a construction
by the reader based on their interpretation of the artwork, panels, words and other
symbols laid out by the comic’s creator. This process of construction can be usefully
summed up under McCloud’s use of the term ‘closure.’ (1993, 63). McCloud

identifies closure as ‘the agent of change, time and motion’ in comics (65),
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observing that comic panels ‘fracture both time and space, offering a jagged,
staccato rhythm of unconnected moments. But closure allows us to connect these

moments and mentally construct a continuous, unified reality’ (67).

The role that the reader plays in ‘observing the parts but perceiving the whole’ (63)
is central to the participatory nature of comics, with McCloud further asserting that
‘in a very real sense, comics is closure’ (67). However, closure is not unique to
comics and wider connections can be drawn to gestalt theories of visual perception
from which the term closure is borrowed (Hatfield 2009, 135). McCloud notes the
presence of closure at work in photography, cinema, television and various
interactions from everyday life (63-65). Miodrag similarly draws comparisons
between the process and ‘the way we mentally group broken lines and proximate
forms into continuous gestalts, and [...] with the way we suture cinematic cuts,

understanding fractured film scenes as whole narratives’ (2013, 108).

Similar ideas to the concept of closure can be also be seen at work in aspects of
Groensteen’s iconic solidarity. He notes that the ‘discontinuity that is the basis of
the language of comics forces the reader to make inferences in order to interpret
each new image appropriately’ (2013, 36). Groensteen observes that as a comic
reader, in order to determine ‘whatever is supposed to have taken place between
the proceeding image and the one we are reading’ we must ‘spontaneously’
convert the space between panels ‘into a temporal interval’ (37). The role of the
reader in mentally filling in the gaps between panels is clearly an important aspect
of the form. However, the exact nature of how this process operates is still

somewhat elusive.

McCloud examines closure in terms of the transitions that can occur between
panels, noting that different types of transition can require differing amounts of
work on behalf of the reader in the construction of meaning (1993, 70-72). Cohn
attempts to unpick the process of closure and analyse how readers derive meaning
through interpreting all the panels in a given narrative sequence (2013, 67-89).

Groensteen examines and classifies the difference between which elements are
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shown, intervened or signified within a given sequence (2013, 36-41). Hatfield
approaches the subject from a different perspective, drawing an interesting link
between closure and the comic artist’s process of “breaking down” a page. He

observes that:

In fact “breakdown” and “closure” are complementary terms [...] the
author’s task is to evoke an imagined sequence by creating a visual series
(breakdown), whereas the reader’s task is to translate a given series into a

narrative sequence by achieving closure (2009, 135).

Eisner similarly stresses the role of the artist in arranging ‘the sequence of events
(pictures) so as to bridge gaps in action’ (2003, 38). He states that if the artist is
successful in this, then the reader should be able to ‘fill in the intervening events
from [their own] experiences’ (ibid). Hatfield identifies the role of the reader as
being crucial, noting that it in comics closure requires ‘the invocation of learned
competencies; the relationship between pictures are a matter of convention, not

inherent connectedness’ (2009, 135).

The different attempts made at analysing the nature and operation of closure in
comics reveal some of the complexity inherent in the process. However,
establishing the precise nature of its operation remains outside the primary focus of
this study. For the purpose of the model proposed in this chapter, the term serves
as a useful descriptor for the process by which the reader derives time, meaning
and motion out of static, juxtaposed images. In this respect, closure can be said to

operate as a key characteristic of the form of comics.

Spatial networks

While comics are often described as consisting of sequences of images (Sabin 1993,
5; Miller 2007, 75; Priego 2010, 76), these sequences can be better understood in

terms of the larger spatial network of which they form part. Eisner’s description of
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comics as a type of ‘sequential art’ (2003, 5) foregrounds the importance of
sequence to the form. The influence of Eisner is acknowledged by McCloud (1993,
7), who places a similar emphasis on sequence in his own definition (9). Rather than
focus primarily on sequence, Groensteen takes a more holistic view of the form,
arguing that the organising principle of comics is ‘not that of the strip, nor that of
the chain, but that of the network’ (2007, 146). He asserts that panels operate not
just in terms of their position in a narrative sequence but also ‘in a dechronologized
mode, that of the collection, of the panoptical spread and of coexistence,

considering the possibility of translinear relations and plurivectoral courses’ (147).

This network of connections exists not only between panels viewed in simultaneous
juxtaposition, but across all the panels and pages in a multipage narrative. While
linear sequences of panels present the usual progression of narrative and fictional
time within a comic, the reader is always free to stray from this sequence and view
the arrangement of panels in the comic in an atemporal or dechronologized mode.
In observing the spread of panels outside of the usual flow of narrative, new
relationships between their content and spatial characteristics may become
apparent. Miodrag supports Groensteen's position and argues in favour of viewing
comics as ‘a network of connections rather than privileging linear sequential
progression’ (2013, 128). She asserts that ‘panels can participate in webs of
interrelationship that violate narrative sequence, and it is these non-linear relations

that truly distinguish comics from other forms of narrative sequence’ (2013, 111).

Groensteen describes the process of ‘plurivectoral narration’ in which the reader
absorbs the content of individual panels in a sequence while at the same time being
aware of the spatial network of which these panels form a part (2007, 108). Hatfield
identifies a tension at work in this process that ‘lies at the heart of comics design’
(2009, 140). He asserts that in the pages of a comic there is a ‘tug of war’ between
panels operating in sequence and as ‘a graphic element in an atemporal design’
(139). He observes that many comics encourage ‘a near-simultaneous apprehension

of the single image as both momentum-sequence and design element... [the page]

51



The Impact of Digital Mediation and Hybridisation on the Form of Comics

...functions both as sequence and as object, to be seen and read in both linear and

nonlinear, holistic fashion’ (139-40).

This tension brings to the fore the fact that spatial arrangement in comics serves as
more than just a method for the establishment of fictional time. Miodrag asserts
that space ‘can also be used for dramatic and aesthetic ends: emphasizing action,
dramatizing a spectacle, or assisting in creating a certain mood’ (2013, 140). Witek
notes that ‘panels on the page always create narrative meaning both as sequence
and as spatial arrangements’ (2009, 153). Witek asserts that this quality of the
spatial network is implicit in all comic formats (ibid). It is however important to note
that the role of the spatial network is greatly diminished in some popular formats of
digital comic that favour the display of individual panels over whole page
arrangements. Conversely, digital comics built around the principle of the ‘infinite
canvas’ (McCloud 2000, 222) can be seen to embrace and extend the role of the
spatial network as a key characteristic of the form. The impact on spatial networks
of these different approaches to digital mediation will be explored in detail in

Chapter Four of this thesis.

Reader control of pacing

Priego observes that existing definitions of comics are often ‘constrained’ by having
‘taken for granted comic books’ printed format’ (2010, 23). The reader’s control
over the pacing of a comic is a characteristic of the form that has perhaps been
overlooked in print, but becomes more significant in the context of digital
mediation. Comparisons between comics and film have similarly taken on a new
significance in this context. While discussing the difference between storytelling in
the two forms, film director and comic creator Guillermo del Toro observes the

following:

Who controls the pace in a comicbook page? [...] Ultimately how fast a

reader turns a page, how he goes back and forth between pieces in the
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layout is completely controlled by the reader. We can assume he goes left to
right, we can assume he goes up to down but ultimately he’s in charge

(Levine and Murdoch 2011).

The line between comics and film has become increasingly blurred by the migration
of comics to digital display. Miodrag notes that in film, the moving image controls
‘the pace at which work is consumed absolutely, while comics’ static printed images
must use other means to guide and influence’ the reader’s control of pacing (2013,
111-112). However in a digital comic images are neither printed, nor necessarily
static. Instead it is possible to directly incorporate time-based tropes such as
animation and audible sound into the form. This change in mediality places an
increased emphasis on the nature of the reader’s relationship to the form of
comics. Digital comic pioneer John Barber asserts that when reading, ‘the reader
controls the rate at which information is absorbed. This is inherent in comics; this is

what separates comics from film’ (2002).

The importance of the reader and the act of reading is further emphasised by comic
creators Waid and Bigerel. Waid asserts that ‘what makes comic, comics’ is that,
like in other forms of reading, the reader ‘is in control of the pace at which... [they]
...absorb the story’ (O'Reilly Media 2013). Bigerel stresses the importance of placing
control over the creation of fictional time ‘in the reader’s hands’ (2009). In his
digital comics manifesto he cautions that the over-use of animated elements in the
delivery of a comic can result in the reader being forced into becoming an observer
of the animation rather than a reader of the comic. Waid similarly states that the
addition of such time-based elements risk changing comics into a form of ‘cheap

animation’ (O'Reilly Media 2013).

Bigerel suggests that the key to making a digital comic operate as a comic is to
make sure that it is always the reader who ‘clicks to see what’s next, with no fancy
gimmicks coming from the temporal world to ruin the experience’ (2009). Priego
asserts that comics are a form intended ‘to be read’ and that while a comic’s spatial

arrangement may suggest the ‘tempo’ of that reading, the pace of reading is
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ultimately ‘decided by the reader’ (2010, 239). He observes that in a digital comic,
reader interactions like clicking to progress are ‘essential for the narrative flow, in
the same way that the reader needs to flip pages when reading a printed
document’ (311). The nature of these reader interactions in comics and the impact

of digital mediation are explored in detail in Chapter Four of this thesis.

To summarise, as del Toro makes clear, the reader of a printed comic controls the
pace of the story via their own pace of reading. They interrogate the spatial
network of the comic, looking at panels both in and out of sequence and turning
pages to progress further through the narrative. In a digitally mediated comic, for
that comic to still operate like a comic, the rate at which information is absorbed
must still be set by the reader. Just as in a print comic, this is determined by a
combination of reading pace and the digital equivalent of the page turn, whether
that be a click, a scroll or a swipe. In this way the key characteristic of reader

control is maintained in both print and digital comic formats.

Tablodic images

Comics are a visual form and the artwork contained within each comic panel is a
prominent aspect of this visual nature. Although both Eisner (2003, 5) and McCloud
(1993, 8) acknowledge this in their definitions of the form, identifying a unified
characteristic of the artwork found in comics is a more difficult proposition. Cohn
examines the systematic use of common illustrative elements within comics, but
these ‘graphic schema’ (2013, 26) are typically tied to specifics of genre, culture,
tradition or production process. As such, it is difficult to say something meaningful
on the subject without also being unnecessarily exclusionary. Groensteen attempts
to define ‘narrative drawing’ (2007, 161) but the specifics of this definition find too
heavily in the favour of traditional cartooning and doesn’t fit as well for fumetti

(photographic comics), more abstracted or digitally-derived styles.
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Groensteen also calls attention to the French-language work of Philippe Marion and
his theory of ‘graphiation’ (2013, 117). The first in-depth, English-language analysis
of Marion’s work is provided by Baetens, who gives a definition of graphiation as
‘the graphic and narrative enunciation of the comics’ and then in expanding on this

definition, states that graphiation exists in:

the aspects of the image where one can read and discover something of the
idiosyncratic gesture which produced the drawing. Every drawing bears the

traces of “graphiation,” or the specific enunciative act uttered by the author
or agent when he or she makes the drawings and does the lettering of the

panels (2001, 147).

Marion’s focus on ‘the trace left in the drawings by the artist’ (Groensteen 2013,
118) could be seen to align to aspects of Cohn’s more systematic graphic schema
and as such suffers from the same limiting factors outlined above. Like
Groensteen’s narrative drawing, the focus in graphiation on the act of drawing
excludes fumetti and other illustrative practices that preference digital image
creation over traditional drawing techniques. However, the idea of linking the
creation of comic artwork to the conveyance of narrative is significant and provides

a useful thread towards a unifying aspect of comic artwork.

A different approach to the subject is provided by Miodrag, who highlights the
similarity between the composition and framing of the art in comics and the shots
in a film (2013, 212). Terminology that originates in film making is commonly used
in comics, such as the use of ‘establishing shot’ to describe the contents of a panel
that establishes a scene’s location (McCloud 2006, 22; Delwiche 2015). Mutard
makes a connection between the ‘basic visual storytelling’ of comics and film,
observing that both give priority to showing an event over its written or verbal
description (2013, 285). He describes comics as consisting of ‘narrative images’ that
when read in juxtaposition ‘invoke the illusion of occurrence’ (285). Miodrag, in
observing the key differences between comics and film, notes that the static nature

of comics ‘yields narratives broken down into a staggered chain of key
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representations, experienced differently to film’s mimetic flow of action’ (2013,

212).

The concept of comic panels as ‘key representations’ is particularly useful when
combined with the idea of illustration focussed on the conveyance of narrative. To
draw these threads together into a single definition, we can say that the artwork in
a comic is something deliberately composed, framed and illustrated to represent
key moments of narrative meaning. A useful term to contain these ideas can be
found in the concept of the tableau that is commonly used in photography and the
theatre. Returning to Marion’s concept of graphiation, we can identify the trace of
the artist as existing in the composition, framing and illustration of these tableaux.
Comics can accordingly be described as consisting of “images with the quality of the

tableau" or "tablodic" images.

Word and image blending

The importance of words to the form of comics is a subject of some debate. Eisner
describes comics as a form with an ‘image-word mix’ (2003 ,7). He states that comic
books feature both an ‘interplay’ and ‘montage’ of word and image (8), but also
notes the possibility of telling wordless stories that rely on images alone (16). In his
own definition of the form focussed on sequence and juxtaposition, McCloud
asserts that comics don’t ‘have to contain words to be comics’ (1993, 8).
Groensteen discusses the interaction of word and image within his broader concept
of arthrology (2007, 127-134) but asserts that comics do not necessarily have to
include words in order to operate as comics. He identifies several examples of
‘silent comics’ (2014b, 107) that are ‘devoid of verbal enunciations, without

dialogue or the narrational text (captions)’ (2007, 14).

Despite the existence of such examples, the majority of comics do incorporate
words via the use of common tropes such as speech balloons, thought bubbles,

captions and written sound effects (Cohn 2013, 36; Baetens and Lefevre 2014, 184;
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Lacassin 2014, 39). Harvey asserts the importance of words to the images in comics,
stating that together the two ‘achieve a meaning that neither conveys alone
without the other” (2001, 75-76). In direct criticism of McCloud's sequence-focused
definition of comics, he identifies word and image blending as ‘the essential
characteristic of “comics” — the thing that distinguishes it from other kinds of
pictorial narratives’ (75). Hatfield acknowledges the existence of wordless comics
(2009, 133) but still identifies the interplay of word and image as one of the
‘fundamental tensions’ at work in the form of comics (132). He states that by not
considering ‘verbal/visual interplay crucial to the form, [McCloud] neglects just how
much the interaction of images and words can inform, indeed enable; the reading

of sequences’ (137-138).

In his later writing, Groensteen cites this observation by Hatfield in asserting that
‘the viewpoints championed respectively by McCloud and Harvey seem [...]
complementary’ rather than antagonistic (2014b, 107). Cohn asserts the
importance of words to the form, noting that ‘visual language most often occurs in
conjunction with written language in the creation of meaning’ (2013, 13).
Smolderen similarly views the form of comics as a hybrid of word and image that
operates as ‘an audiovisual stage on paper’ (2014, 47). Miodrag states that ‘it is
indisputable that words and images interact in producing comics narratives’ (2013,
83). While providing a useful analysis of the diverse range of text-image interactions
found in the form (83-107), she is careful to highlight the complexity and variety of
these interrelationships, observing that ‘though the mutual exchange between the
visual and verbal is pertinent to any examination of comics, the nature of that

exchange cannot be defined for the form as a whole’ (89).

Despite minimising the definitional importance of words, even McCloud later
asserts that comics operate best when words and pictures work in tandem, taking
turns to lead ‘and support each other’s strengths’ (1993, 156). Due to the inclusive
nature of the model proposed in this chapter, such contradictions are less
problematic than they might initially appear. The blend of word and image can be

seen as a key characteristic that operates in complement with the simultaneous
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juxtaposition of images, but that is occasionally absent in some examples of the

form.

Miller points the way towards this compromise, including in her definition of comics
the qualifier that sequences in comics may operate ‘with or without text’ (Miller
2007, 75). Sabin similarly defines the form as operating ‘usually, but not always,
with text’ (1993, 5) while Priego asserts that comics ‘optionally but frequently’
incorporate words into their narrative (2010, 76). As these flexible and inclusive

Ill

definitions show, it is possible to acknowledge the essential “comicness” of
wordless comics while at the same time recognising the prevalence of word and
image blending within the form. In the same way that film can operate as a silent
form and yet is usually enhanced by the addition of a soundtrack, the blend of word

and image remains a powerful and key characteristic of the form of comics.

Conclusion

This chapter has established a model for the operation of the form of comics based
on seven key characteristics. This model identifies comics as a form which uses
arrangements of panels in space to communicate the passage of time within a
narrative. These panels are arranged in simultaneous juxtaposition, forming spatial
networks that contain linear narrative sequences and foster other less linear
narrative and aesthetic interrelations. As the reader progresses through this spatial
network, they control the pace of their own reading. The passage of time and
motion displayed in the panels within the network is constructed by the reader
through the process of closure. The images displayed are tablodic in nature, and

often operate in a hybrid blend with written words.

Taken together, these characteristics could potentially be used as indicators of the
relative “comicness” of a specific media artefact. However, the purpose of this
model is not to reach a rigid definition of the form. Instead it aims to enable an

examination of the impact of different kinds of mediation and hybridisation on the
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form of comics. As such the model allows for the study of comic formats that do not
demonstrate all of the seven characteristics identified in this chapter. It also allows
for different examples of the form to display greater or lesser emphasis on each

characteristic.

For example, in a typical comic book or graphic novel, all seven key characteristics
of the form can be observed in operation. However in ‘mute’ (Groensteen 2007, 14)
or ‘pantomime’ (Hatfield 2009, 133) comic books and graphic novels that feature no
written words, the form of comics can be seen to operate without the characteristic
of word and image blending. In most comic strip formats all seven characteristics
are again on display, although the role of the spatial network may be more limited
in its expression. In single panel newspaper cartoons, only the characteristics of
reader control, tablodic images and word and image blending may be observed in

operation.

The chapter has also considered some aspects of the impact of digital mediation on
the key characteristics of the form. The incorporation of animation and sound into
digital comic formats can present challenges to the reader’s control of pacing and
the establishment of fictional time through the spatial arrangement of panels.
Digital comics that either operate a guided view or use similar techniques that focus
on displaying panels one at a time can limit or eliminate the use of simultaneous
juxtaposition and the spatial network. Conversely, digital comics that follow an
infinite canvas format can strengthen and extend the characteristic of the spatial
network. A more detailed examination of the impact of digital mediation on the

form of comics will be provided in the subsequent chapters of this thesis.
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4. Digital Mediality

The form of comics is undergoing a transition, as digital display becomes an
increasingly popular mode of consumption. This is a transition that has been
underway since before the general adoption of the World Wide Web and recent
developments in portable display devices have advanced the pace of this change.
Smart phones and tablet computers have been widely adopted, providing platforms
that support a wide range of visual, narrative and interactive forms. Rather than
print, many people now use these digital devices as their primary “reading” media.
As comics gradually leave behind the trappings of print and embrace those of the
screen, it becomes necessary to re-examine the fundamental storytelling practices

of the form in the context of these changes.

This chapter examines the impact of the transition from print to digital display on
the key characteristics of the form of comics that were identified in Chapter Three.
In addition to comics theory, the chapter draws ideas from scholarship concerning
digital media. It applies these theories in an examination of some of the new
formats of comic that have resulted from the digital remediation of the form. In this
manner the chapter provides a critically grounded exploration and analysis of how
the key characteristics of the form have been impacted by the range of new

storytelling tropes emerging amongst digitally mediated comics.

The rise of digital display

Over the course of the last thirty years, the widespread adoption of the computer
and digital display has opened comics to new avenues of creation, distribution and
consumption. Groensteen notes that computers have ‘become omnipresent in
comics production’ (2013, 64) and that in the creation of modern comics, ‘a
scanner, and software for graphic design and coloring are now standard equipment

for most artists’ (ibid). Priego similarly observes that these new tools have
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‘complemented and augmented’ the traditional artistic processes of comic creation

(210, 222).

Initially however, the comic form's colonisation of the digital domain came via the
world of videogames, with the appearance of early hybrids such as the hypercomic
adventure game Redhawk (Silhouette Software 1986) (see Chapters Five and Six).
At the time these comics were still, as McCloud notes in his seminal Understanding
Comics, ‘the territory of games and strange little experiments’ (1993, 106). But by
the year of Understanding Comics’ publication, a more profound change was
already underway. The addition of inline image display to the Mosaic web browser
in 1993 contributed to a massive surge in popularity for the World Wide Web, with
web use growing by a factor of 341,634% (Campbell 2006, 15). It also led to the
emergence of the first webcomics; comics created specifically for digital display and

distribution via the web (17).

As the web grew in popularity through the 1990s, the webcomics scene expanded
and matured, bolstered by a rapidly expanding community of new readers and
creators. The web offered creators an opportunity to reach a widening audience of
readers without incurring the prohibitive production costs of publication and
distribution associated with print (ibid). By the early 2000s a dominant model for
webcomics had begun to emerge, based around regularly updated, creator-owned
serials. These were typically presented as horizontal strips of three to four panels,
similar in format to that of daily newspaper comic strips. While these webcomics
were presented to readers free of charge, creators of popular series were able to

generate income via advertising and merchandising (Johnston 2015, 5).

Today, digital distribution and display is an increasingly popular mode of
consumption for the form of comics. Portable touchscreen devices such as smart
phones and tablet computers have provided a single platform of consumption for
comics, film, animation and videogames. Traditional print comic publishers had
been wary of making the leap to the web and were reluctant to adopt the "free

content" business model established by creator-owned webcomics. But the

65



The Impact of Digital Mediation and Hybridisation on the Form of Comics

prevalence of touchscreen devices and an increased acceptance of paying for digital
content has led to a significantly different publishing landscape. As a result, the
larger comic book publishers have moved to embrace digital formats, both as an
avenue for additional income and as an outreach to new audiences (Smith 2013,
19). Comixology is a popular digital comics distributor used by several of the major
US comics publishers. This service offers ‘a cloud-based digital comics platform...
[for] discovering, buying, and reading comics’ (Iconology Inc 2013) on tablets,

smartphones and personal computers.

However, in terms of the key characteristics of the form, many digital comics do not
operate significantly differently from their print forbearers. An explanation for this
can be found in Bolter and Grusin’s concept of remediation, which they define as
‘the representation of one medium in another’ (2000, 45). In the case of webcomics
that follow the format of the newspaper strip or the Comixology versions of
monthly comic books, the computer screen serves primarily as a new means of

accessing a pre-existing format. Bolter and Grusin note that it is as if:

the content of the older media could simply be poured into the new one.
Since the electronic version justifies itself by granting access to the other
media, it wants to be transparent... ...so that the viewer stands in the same
relationship to the content as she would if she were confronting the original

medium (ibid).

Accordingly, in most of today’s digital comics, the key characteristics of the form
remain largely unchanged. Already a good fit for the dimensions of the computer
screen, the format common to newspaper comic strips has been adopted by
webcomics without any real change to its spatial layout. At this structural level, the
relationships between panels in ‘printed comics and webcomics are not essentially
different’ (Priego 2010, 113). In terms of digital comics intended for reading on
tablets, the business models of the larger US comic publishers are still built chiefly
around selling printed products via speciality comic shops and book stores. As a

result, the digital comics offered by companies like Comixology are a
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straightforward digital remediation of comics originally designed for the printed

page.

A typical printed comic book can be displayed one page at a time on a computer
screen, with a mouse click replacing the traditional page turn. In print comics that
receive their initial distribution via the web, some creators willing to embrace the
dimensions of the computer screen may opt to use landscape rather than portrait
page dimensions. Although with tablet computers now offering an easily rotatable
reading platform, this is becoming more of an aesthetic choice than an issue of
readability. Smith asserts the suitability of tablet computers for comic reading,
noting that their physical dimensions ‘demonstrate a clear correlation to the
traditional comic book portrait format’ (2013, 19). The touchscreen common to
tablet computers is also significant for introducing the idea of swiping the screen in
order to turn the page. This gesture, with a physical motion more akin to that of the
traditional page turn, can be seen as an example of increased immediacy or ‘a style
of visual representation whose goal is to make the viewer forget’ the digital nature

of the comic being consumed (Bolter and Grusin 2000, 272).

At present there are still relatively few digital comics that have been designed
specifically for primary consumption via tablet computer or smartphone. There
does however exist a wealth of experimental work carried out by independent
creators in the field of webcomics that points towards the potential offered by
these new formats. In exploring this potential such works often tend towards a
state of ‘hypermediacy’ in which the reader is increasingly reminded of the digital
nature of the medium (ibid). Ultimately, it is only when creators start to question
the tropes common to print and the form pushes towards hypermediacy that we
begin to see significant impact on the key characteristics of the form. For the
purposes of this chapter, this impact has been broken down across three broad

categories:
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. Page turns versus panel delivery
° Pages versus windows
° Space versus time

Page turns versus panel delivery

One approach to the flexibility of digital space is demonstrated in panel delivery
based comics. Panel delivery retains the concept of the page as a grouping of panels
into a single ‘design unit’ (Hatfield 2009, 139) and as such draws on a wealth of
already established compositional tricks and tropes. In printed comics, stories are
built around the turn of the page, which allows creators to delay the delivery of
punch lines and to craft moments of surprise or suspense within their narratives.
Each page displays its constituent panels in simultaneous juxtaposition with each
other, allowing for both linear and nonlinear readings of the comic’s spatial
network. The important difference with panel delivery, is that the content of each
page grouping is not treated as being permanently fixed in space. One of the
original pioneers of panel delivery was webcomic creator John Barber, who here

outlines his approach to laying out a sequence using the technique:

The screen will act as an unmoving stage onto which panels will appear.
Initially, a single panel (or group of panels) is presented to the reader. The
reader clicks on the stage and a new panel (or group of panels) appears. [...]
These new panels join the previous ones, often replacing or obscuring some

(or all) of them (2002, 63).

The tension between page and screen inherent in this approach is highlighted by
Barber, who describes the result as being ‘a “malleable page”, using “page”

somewhat ironically as this can only occur on-screen’ (ibid).

Panel delivery can be seen at work in Insufferable (2012-2015), an ongoing

superhero webcomic written by Mark Waid and illustrated by Peter Krause. The
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webcomic follows the adventures of Nocturnus and Galahad, a dysfunctional father
and son superhero team who are forced to reunite after years of separation. The
online nature of the series was a departure for Waid, who had built his reputation
over the previous two decades writing primarily for the two major US monthly
comic book publishers, Marvel and DC. Waid lays out his reasons for making the
jump to a digital delivery and distribution platform, stating that he believes strongly

that:

comics can and will be a thriving mass medium in the digital age if — IF —
they’re created for modern media devices and not exclusively for printed
pampbhlets that are overpriced, uninviting to new readers, and abominably

distributed in only a relative handful of storefronts nationwide (2012a).

Insufferable offers an example of remediation where the newer medium presents
itself, to use Bolter and Grusin’s phrase, as a ‘refashioned and improved’ (2000, 17)
version of the original. In a traditional comic book the pace at which the reader
advances through the story is fixed to the repetitive interval of the page turn. In
contrast, advancement through a digital comic does not have to be tied to the same

rhythm throughout the narrative.

During the majority of the first chapter of Insufferable (Krause and Waid 2012), the
reader clicks to advance through the story one page at a time, with each page
consisting of fixed arrangements of separate panels. However, during a key
sequence towards the end of the narrative, there is a change in the pace of
advancement. Nocturnus finds himself stuck in a pit beneath an old abandoned
warehouse. As he struggles to rescue a kidnapped woman from the bottom of the
pit, the building starts to collapse above him. During the rescue each click reveals
only a single panel of the page at a time, so as to more slowly reveal the events
being depicted. This slows our experience of time within the narrative, increasing
the tension for the reader before revealing a surprise rescue by Galahad in the very

last panel.
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Although it originated on the web, panel delivery is also now used in some tablet-
based digital comics. In an initiative led by Waid, US publisher Marvel Comics has
begun to experiment with the process in their Infinite Comics imprint on
Comixology. Unlike the majority of Marvel titles available via the service, digital
comics like Avengers vs. X-Men #1: Infinite (Immonen and Waid 2012) and
Guardians of the Galaxy Infinite Comics #1 (Bendis and Oeming 2013) have been
designed specifically for consumption via the screen using panel delivery. To
understand the significance of this, it is important to make a clear distinction
between panel delivery and the standard ‘guided view’ (Iconology Inc. 2013) that
Comixology includes with the majority of the remediated print comics that it offers

for download.

When following a guided view, the reader consumes each page of a comic from a
zoomed viewpoint that shows one image at a time. A simple animated transition is
then used to show how each image or panel relates to the next in sequence. It is a
technique necessitated by the difficulty of adapting print comic pages to the smaller
dimensions of smartphone screens (and similar issues between double-page
spreads and tablet screens). It is unfortunately also a reductive experience, which
severely limits the reader’s ability to appreciate the ‘dechronologized mode’
(Groensteen 2007, 147) of the original print comic’s spatial network. The guided
view itself is created by the Comixology service without direct input from the
creators of the original print comic. As such it offers none of the fine control over
pacing, panel positioning or page composition that is available to a creator making

deliberate use of panel delivery in the creation of a digitally native comic.

The panel delivery approach taken in Insufferable and Infinite Comics has been
heavily influenced by the work of cartoonist Yves Bigerel and his manifesto, About
Digital Comics (2009), which Waid cites as ‘the foundation... [for his] ...entire
mindset and mission’ (2012b). The manifesto takes the form of a webcomic in
which Bigerel demonstrates the new ‘story telling possibilities, [and] new ways to
create time with space’ (2009) that panel delivery has to offer. Bigerel stresses the

flexibility panel delivery brings to panel layouts, while noting that it still allows for
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the use of traditional page composition techniques where appropriate. He suggests
that by controlling how many panels are revealed each time the reader clicks to
advance, the reader’s perception of diegetic time can be sped up or slowed down.
Controlling when panels appear and the order in which they appear can also be
used to create surprises for the reader or foreshadow dramatic events (techniques

that were previously only achievable in print at the turn of the page).

These processes can be seen at work in the previously discussed rescue sequence
from Insufferable. As the reader clicks, the sequence of revealed panels builds
towards a close-up of Nocturnus, his eye opened wide in panic as he tries to think
of a possible escape. Once the close-up is revealed, further clicking causes the other
panels to disappear, leaving this image as the sole visual element on the page and
extending the protagonist's moment of panic. A further click then reveals a single
word balloon with its tail leading off-page, foreshadowing the arrival of someone
new to the scene. Only with a final click is the sequence completed, revealing a
panel behind the speech balloon that shows a hand reaching in to offer rescue from

above.

It is useful in considering the effects of panel delivery to return to Cohn’s concept of
time in comics. Cohn proposes that time is not necessarily created by the
immediate juxtaposition of two panels, but rather by groupings of ‘units of
attention’ (such as complete narrative actions, distinct states of action and aspects
of narrative setting) that segment a ‘conceptual space that is additively built
throughout the sequence’ (2010, 142). Much of the impact achieved through panel
delivery lies in allowing creators to play games with these units of attention. The
delivery of a given sequence to the screen can be more finely regulated, while
existing sequences can also be modified, broken down, reused or reconfigured in
service of the narrative. As shown in the example above, this increased granularity
of elements can allow for new approaches to word and image blending. The arrival
of panels on the screen can also be used to subvert usual compositional practice for

deliberate effect.

71



The Impact of Digital Mediation and Hybridisation on the Form of Comics

In one sequence within Guardians of the Galaxy Infinite Comics #1, hostile aliens
surround the story's protagonist, Drax the Destroyer. The sequence begins with a
full-page establishing shot that shows Drax drinking at a bar while the first of the
aliens talks to him from the right of the page. When the reader taps to advance, the
following panel in the sequence then overlays the establishing shot on the left of
the page, reversing the usual left-to-right reading order. Further taps bring up more
panels overlaid against the original establishing shot, each depicting close-ups of
more of the hostile aliens. Drax is eventually left in the middle of the establishing
shot, surrounded by panels on all sides just as in the story he now finds himself

surrounded by enemies.

Barber notes that panel delivery ‘defies the necessity of a left-to-right reading
arrangement, as the movement of the new panel automatically draws the reader’s
attention, regardless of the placement’. (2002, 65) The overall effect of such
techniques is to suggest a perception of time that is far less fixed and rigid than is
easily achievable in print. This plasticity of space and sequence allows for
alternation, surprise and suspense to be achieved in the individual delivery of
panels. However, the more such effects are relied upon, the more they weaken the
use of simultaneous juxtaposition and decrease the potential for less linear

readings of the spatial network.

The role of the page must also be considered within the context of multipage
formats. In printed comic books and graphic novels the reader can flip either
forwards or backwards through the pages and, as Hague observes, ‘the changing
shape of the comic indicates the progression of the narrative’ (2014, 108). Gazzard
and Goodbrey note that such print formats provide ‘a fixity to the physical location
of all the information’ in the spatial network of the comic (2014). These qualities of
multipage comics are summed up by Nichols under the term of ‘flippy-
throughiness' (2016, 97). Digital comics, by their lack of fixed physical structure and
the loss of ‘the physical handling of the book’ (Groensteen 2013, 66), erode the
quality of flippy-throughiness. Gazzard and Goodbrey state that the more a comic

‘embraces the mutable nature of the screen and seeks to control the individual
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display of panels’ the worse the erosion of flippy-throughiness becomes (2014).
They caution that as ‘the reader's concept of a comic’s wider spatial network
becomes less manageable, this can serve to interrupt the rhythms of reading that

are inherent in how we read and explore multipage comics’ (ibid).

Pages versus windows

One way to approach to the erosion of flippy-throughiness in digital comics is to
make use of McCloud’s concept of the 'infinite canvas' (2000a, 222). In Reinventing
Comics, McCloud proposes the idea that ‘the monitor which so often acts as a page
may also act as a window’ (ibid) onto a much larger arrangement of panels.
McCloud identifies the page as simply an artefact of print rather than an intrinsic
element of the comics form. He then goes on to offer a prediction that once
‘released from that box, some will take the shape of the box with them but
gradually, comics creators will stretch their limbs and start to explore the design

opportunities of an infinite canvas’ (ibid).

In an infinite canvas comic, all the panels in the comic’s network are given a fixed
spatial relationship on one large plane or canvas. The window of the screen is then
placed directly under the reader’s control, allowing them to move around this plane
in order to read and navigate the comic. As Gazzard and Goodbrey assert, this
provides the reader with ‘a fixed spatial configuration or shape to hold in their head
and full control over their progression and place within the network’ (2014). Thus,
despite the diminishment of the page as a design unit, the infinite canvas best
captures within a digital environment ‘the spirit of how a multipage work is

traditionally read, explored and flipped-through’ (ibid).

To return to a quote from Groensteen in the previous chapter, it should be noted
that ‘comics panels, situated relationally, are, necessarily, placed in relation to
space and operate on a share of space’ (2007, 21). Space in the world of print

comics is a finite resource and every panel in a print comic has to be allotted its
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share of that resource. The space of the comic is broken down into the fixed,
homogenised groupings of panels that we call pages. Stories are then often told
across fixed, pre-determined and conventionalised page counts. For print comic
creators, space is at a premium. They have been trained to get the most narrative
impact possible out of every page and to make every panel count. While it is still
possible to experiment with layouts that vary the distance between panels for
deliberate effect (Lefevre 2009, 161), such approaches operate under tight spatial
limitations. However, on the screen, the space a comic occupies is no longer finite

or fixed by the physical constraints of industry-standard processes and conventions.

The concept of the Infinite canvas has been taken up by many different webcomic
creators since McCloud proposed the idea in 2000. With space no longer at a
premium, the potential to experiment with the spatial relationship between panels
becomes much more appealing to the creator. McCloud’s suggestion to treat
comics as a ‘temporal map’ (2000a, 207) encouraged creators to explore the use of
space as a way to influence the reader’s perception of fictional time within the
comic. In McCloud’s own Zot! Online: Hearts And Minds Part 3 (2000b), the usual
flow of panels in the webcomic is replaced with one long vertical panel lasting
across six screens worth of scrolling. A mid-air explosion sees the story’s
protagonists falling through the sky with the vertical panel used to slow the
experience of free fall, before the usual panel structure is abruptly resumed as the

protagonists finally reach the ground.

In Drew Weing’s Pup Ponders the Heat Death Of The Universe (2004), the
webcomic’s protagonist sits pondering the entire future history of the Universe. As
the reader scrolls through, the comic’s panels become larger and then drop away
altogether as the scale of both the events and time being pondered expands out
beyond the edges of the screen. The sun expands to supernova, filling the screen
and consuming the earth. The stars wink out and the reader is left scrolling through
screen after screen of black as the protagonist tumbles through the void, lost in

thought.
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Conversely in Manien Bothma and Jason Turner’s True Loves 3: Business is Brisk
(2011), we see the infinite canvas used to differentiate between small moments of
everyday life. During the protagonist’s wordless journey to work, individual
moments from the journey are shown and plenty of white space is left between the
panels to suggest they are part of a larger passage of time. Once the protagonist
arrives at work and enters into conversation with a colleague, the gaps between the

panels shrink to suggest a more condensed experience of relative time.

Groensteen asserts that in a printed comic, ‘every panel exists, potentially if not
actually, in relation with each of the others’ (2007, 146). Infinite canvas comics can
build on this aspect of the spatial network; once the reader is given the ability to
easily zoom in and out of the canvas, it becomes possible to see the spatial
relationship between every panel in a narrative. This is the “space” of comics, not
just as a temporal map but as a narrative map, giving a clear visualisation or shape
to an entire story. McCloud notes how this can be used to ‘provide a unifying
identity’ (20003, 227) to a story, with the layout directly reflecting the events or

tone of the narrative.

This strategy is evident in my own Never Shoot the Chronopath (Goodbrey 2007),
within which the shape of the whole story is shown as three lines of panels that all
cross through a shared jumble of panels positioned towards the right of the screen.
Zooming in to follow one of the lines reveals one of three parallel narratives that
intersect during the jumble of panels. Within the jumbled intersection of the
storylines there is a breakdown in the usual flow of narrative time, which is
mirrored in the confused order and spacing of the panels. As the reader zooms back
out to follow a different line through the story, the presence of the jumble in the
overall shape of the comic remains a reminder of what’s to come, creating a sense
of foreboding and inevitability within the narrative. The choice of pathways on offer
in Chronopath also signifies a shift into the medium of the hypercomic.
Hypercomics can be described as comics with multicursal narrative structures.

Different trails within an infinite canvas hypercomic can reveal divergent timelines,
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different sequences of events, points of view or narrative outcomes. They will be

examined in more detail in Chapter Five.

While the infinite canvas has remained a popular choice amongst webcomic
creators, unlike panel delivery it has yet to see much adoption amongst digital
comics created for smartphones and tablet computers. The hypermediacy of
treating the screen as a window remains a more marked departure from notions of
the traditional page. As such it does not fit well alongside the prevalent trend
towards immediacy seen in the majority of comics delivered via touchscreen
devices, whereby the page turns of print comics are emulated. However, as Bolter

and Grusin note:

As each medium promises to reform its predecessor by offering a more
immediate or authentic experience, the promise of reform inevitably leads
us to become aware of the new medium as a medium. Thus, immediacy

leads to hypermediacy (2000, 19).

The more comfortable that comic readers become with the concept of tablets and
smartphones as media distinct from that of the printed page, the more accepting
they will be of new, screen-based tropes. During the development of this thesis,
part of my own work as a practitioner has been based on exploring this potential
for innovation in digital comics. In my hypercomic smartphone app A Duck Has an
Adventure (Goodbrey 2012), the reader is given the opportunity to make key, life-
changing decisions for the story’s protagonist. To do this the comic makes use of a
zooming infinite canvas approach. Each decision opens up a new pathway to follow,

with a new trail of panels being created as the reader advances.

The more the reader explores the result of making different decisions for the
protagonist, the more the story builds into a map of all the possible directions one
person’s life might take. Certain alternate timelines can be seen to mirror each
other in their layout, leading to points of thematic and narrative crossover between

the different trails. Some endings to the story can only be reached once the reader
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has visited these crossovers via both of the mirrored pathways. The comic’s spatial
network thus becomes the site of puzzle-solving gameplay on behalf of the reader,
as they attempt to find all the points of convergence in order to unlock further

progress through the narrative. This will be examined in more detail in Chapter Six.

Space versus time

In Chapter Three, the form of comics was established as being spatially based in
contrast to time-based forms such as film or animation. However, another result of
comics’ move to digital display is that it has become possible for creators to easily
include animated, time-based elements as part of a comic’s spatial network. In
discussing the uses of animation in digital comics, we need to consider both
animation of the content inside the panel and animation and movement of the

panel itself.

Movement of the panel can essentially be considered as an extension of the ideas
of panel delivery covered in the earlier part of the chapter. Animation in this case is
used to provide a level of visual continuity to changes in the page layout. This plays
into one of the characteristic pleasures Murray identified as being inherent to
digital environments, ‘the pleasure of transformation’ (1997, 154). Murray notes
that: ‘Anything we see in digital format — words, numbers, images, moving pictures

— becomes more plastic, more inviting of change’ (ibid).

Animation of the panel provides a visualisation of this process of change. Rather
than seeing simply a new spatial arrangement of panels as a result of a click,
animation can be used to suggest the movement and rearrangement of the pre-
existing panels as the direct result of reader interaction. Panels and sequences of
panels can slide in, off or around the screen. The speed and style of panel
movement can also be used to affect the meaning of the content within the panel
or of the panel’s relationship to other panels in a sequence. Barber describes this

process as ‘visual onomatopoeics’ (2002, 66), illustrating the phenomena with a
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simple example: ‘For instance, a panel of a character falling might drop down

quickly or slowly depending on the speed at which the character falls’ (ibid).

My own The Mr. Nile Experiment 11: Burning Your Map (Goodbrey 2003a) is a
webcomic that presents some of the applications of panel movement. The story is a
metafictional narrative in which the protagonist has turned his comicinto a
conceptual time machine. Upon the reader’s activation of the time machine, a
panel is animated to move back up the sequence of panels to the beginning of the
comic, creating a divergent timeline that changes the existing sequence of panels to
show new events. In a later instalment of the series, The Mr. Nile Experiment 15:
We All Fall Together (Goodbrey 2003b), constantly moving panels that cannot be
controlled by the reader are used to suggest a breakdown of the usual flow of time
within the narrative. Here, the loss of the reader’s control over the animated
element is used to mirror the protagonist’s own loss of control over his

metafictional reality.

Animation of content inside the panel is a techniqgue common to many webcomics.
Part of the reason for the popularity of its use can be seen as a result of the
ubiquity of the GIF image format on the web, which provides a straightforward way
to integrate animations into a comic. Short loops of animation can be used inside a
panel without disturbing the process of closure or challenging the primacy of space
as time. They can be used to add atmosphere, for dramatic effect or to draw

attention to specific qualities of the story world.

In one sequence from Demian 5’s wordless webcomic When | Am King (2001), we
see animation being used in three different ways. First it is used to establish the
character of a store owner, whose pretentions to rock and roll stardom are
embellished in a single animated loop of the owner dancing in his darkened store.
Second it adds atmosphere to the scene, with the shop owner’s boredom at his lack
of customers highlighted by an animated panel of repeated foot tapping. Lastly it is

used in place of the textual content in a word balloon, with an animated image of
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the store owner giving a vigorous hand shake being used to suggest the eager

verbal greeting given to a customer entering the store.

One of the reasons looped animation can be made to work successfully within the
digital comics form is that there is already a working precedent for its existence on
the printed page. Cohn draws attention to the phenomenon he defines as
‘polymorphic’ (2010, 131) panels. These panels ‘show a single entity repeated in
multiple positions of an action while remaining in a single encapsulated frame’
(ibid). A simple example might be a dog chasing its own tail. The reader sees within
a single panel the same dog in multiple positions as it rotates in place, trying to
catch its tail. Cohn notes that these panels ‘seemingly represent the duration of
time, rather than a single instance where the entity would seem to be in multiple

positions at the same moment’ (ibid).

In the panel itself there is no clear indicator where the motion starts or stops. As
such, a polymorphic panel may appear to represent a continuous movement. But
resolution of the action is provided by the rest of the sequence of panels of which
the panel is a constituent; the dog cannot have chased its tail forever, as we see it
walking along with its owner in the next panel. In this way the process of closure
resolves and incorporates the continuous action into the larger sequence of panel.
In the same manner, looped animation content within a digital panel has its
resolution provided by the sequence of which the panel is part, therefore

maintaining the primacy of spatial arrangement as time.

The integration into panels of un-looped, fixed duration animations is a more
difficult proposition. Lefévre asserts that the reader of a comic is not ‘a passive
agent: he or she looks at images with prior knowledge and activates the images’
(2009, 162). When exploring the spatial network of a comic the reader is in control
of the comic’s pacing. They activate the words and images in the network and,
through the process of closure, create the fictional passage of time that exists
within the narrative. Gazzard and Goodbrey describe the reader as building up

‘rhythms of reading’ while exploring the ‘spatial-temporal relationship between the
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reader’s experience of time and the portrayal of time within the story world’
(2014). Groensteen outlines the problem this can present for the inclusion of fixed

duration animations in a digital comic:

Comic readers generally set their own rhythm, with no constraints; as soon
as they have to make allowances for the exact length of an animated image
or sound, the reading process must be synchronised with these additional

factors, and readers' freedom is sacrificed (2013, 70).

Groensteen also draws parallels between the active reader of a digital comic and
the role of the ‘user’ (68) in interactive hypermedia. Gazzard and Goodbrey (2014)
propose a way to examine temporal relationships in this context based on Juul’s
work on time in videogames. Juul proposes the idea of ‘play time’ (2005, 142) which
Gazzard and Goodbrey equate in comics to ‘the time the reader takes to navigate
and read’ a comic (2014). Opposed to this ‘reading time’ (ibid) is the ‘fictional time’

that occurs within the narrative itself (Juul 2004, 142).

Gazzard and Goodbrey state that the reader’s control of pacing in a comic relies on
‘negotiating the control of their own reading time alongside the fictional time
depicted in the narrative’ (2014). The short, indefinite loops of animation used
within webcomics provide minimal interruption to the reader’s control over their
reading pace. However, digital comics which include animations of fixed duration
can disrupt ‘the normal rhythm of this relationship by adding what in videogame
terms can be described as "cut-scenes;" moments of animation or animated
transitions where control is taken away from the reader’ (ibid). This can result in an
unsatisfying reading experience in which the reader’s sense of ‘agency’ (Murray
1997) within the rhythm of their reading is eroded. As Groensteen suggests (2013,
70), these issues associated with the integration of animation in digital comics also
have implications for the integration of audible sound. Sound in digital comics will

be examined in more detail in Chapter Seven.
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While digital mediation clearly opens up new possibilities for the inclusion of
animation and sound, Groensteen notes that it also ‘poses the problem of the right
dosage, the correct ration — with the twin hazards of overdoing it or undercooking
it" (2013, 71). Ultimately it is a comic creator’s own notions regarding the nature of
the form which shapes the extent to which they will explore the possibilities on
offer. Motion comics are one new digital format that many creators identify as
having crossed the line between comics and animation. Smith describes motion
comics as a type of ‘hybrid animation, directly influenced by existing comic book
narratives and artwork’ (2013, 254). While they often use existing print comics for
their raw material, motion comics remediate this artwork into a style of cut-out
animation which is then further augmented via the addition of time-based

soundtracks and voiceovers.

Waid makes his opinion of the format clear: ‘I kind of think of motion comics as the
devil’s tool. [...] They’re many things with voiceovers and music and so forth, but
they’re not comics’ (O'Reilly Media 2013). Such understandings regarding what
features constitute the form of comics (and what features do not), ultimately
establish limits on the ways in which many digital comic creators incorporate
animation within their work. Waid identifies motion comics as a type of ‘cheap
animation’ (ibid), lacking the fidelity of a traditionally animated cartoon while at the
same time having lost their status as comics. Priego similarly describes motion
comics as being ‘closer to film, video games and video’ than comics (2010, 225).
Hague believes the unclear nature of the format to be one of its chief weaknesses,
noting the uncertainty as to whether a motion comic ‘is a comic with a lot of
animation or an animation with very little’ (2014, 76). But at what point does this

potential transition from comic to animation occur?

Motion comics lack many of the key characteristics of the form of comics. They
replace space as time with time as time, do not operate as spatial networks and
lessen the reliance on closure between images. Some examples of the format go
further, minimising or removing the simultaneous juxtaposition of images and

replacing word and image blending with a full, voice-acted soundtrack. Smith notes

81



The Impact of Digital Mediation and Hybridisation on the Form of Comics

that in these more ‘cinematic’ motion comics, the form of comics is subsumed
within a ‘full-screen mise en scéne’ (2013, 256). Perhaps most crucial of all is the

absence of the characteristic of reader control of pacing. Hague observes that:

Motion comics are generally released in a video format [...] and offer no
more control than a standard film in terms of navigation of the text; the use
of the term “reader” to describe the consumer of motion comics is perhaps

somewhat inaccurate — “viewer” would be more appropriate (2014, 76).

A motion comic is viewed, not read. The reader has ceded all control over the
pacing of the comic to the animator, who now determines the rate at which
information in the motion comic can be absorbed. It is this characteristic of reader
control that Waid asserts to be ‘what makes comics, comics’ (O'Reilly Media 2013)
and it is the absence of this characteristic which places motion comics most clearly

into the category of animation.

Conclusion

This chapter has analysed a variety of ways in which comic creators have made use
of the narrative potential of digital display. The remediation of the form of comics
has been examined, highlighting the ways in which comic creators have responded
to the new tropes and opportunities offered by digital display. This has included
panel delivery as a replacement for page turns, which leads to a malleable page
that offers greater fidelity in the pace of advancement. Increased fidelity has
resulted in new techniques for influencing the passage of time, creating surprises
and raising dramatic tension. These techniques, first seen on the web, are now
being adopted by tablet-native digital comics, where they offer an alternative to

repurposed print comics and the guided view.

The infinite canvas has also been examined as an alternative to page-based

compositions that foregrounds the importance of the spatial network. It is an
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approach that offers greater freedom to determine panel spacing and size, which
can be used to influence the reader’s experience of a comic’s diegetic time. Lastly,
there has been a consideration of the ways in which animation can be integrated
into digital comics. This has included its use to animate the process of panel
delivery and how this usage in turn influences narrative. It has also looked at the
animation of the content inside comic panels and the pre-digital precedents for its
inclusion. This examination has concluded by showing how the integration of
screen-based tropes such as animation has highlighted the importance of reader

control as a key characteristic of the form.
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