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Comics Beyond Text and Image conceptualizes comics as “bodies,” exploring the substance and the many movements and expressions of comics first and foremost in terms of corporeality.

The book centers on the metaphor of the comics body as a way of opening up our understandings of what comics do. It begins from the position that narrative in comics is corporeal, expressed in and through the visual bodies into which the page can be divided analytically, and from the interaction of the human body with the comics body. Drawing on the philosophy of Baruch Spinoza, the author argues for the primary role of visual narration over textual narration, develops a theory of the comics text as a cohesive and variegated cartography, and shows how thought is expressed in the extensive space of the comics page. This theory is then applied in snapshots of individual comics works that each in their own way continue the philosophical discussions of embodiment.

This book moves beyond traditional modes of narration or narrative and will appeal to students and scholars of comics studies, as well as to those thinking about visual narrative more broadly, and to scholars of Spinoza and Deleuze.

Benjamin Fraser is a professor at the University of Arizona, USA, where his research centers on comics studies, urban studies, and disability studies. He has written a number of books, and his writing on graphic novels and comics has appeared in journals worldwide. He currently serves on the editorial board of Studies in Comics.
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Introduction

What Comics Can Do: Visual Narration and Philosophy

 

“For indeed, no one has yet determined what the body can do.”

—Benedict de Spinoza, Ethics1

 

“How does Spinoza define a body? A body, of whatever kind, is defined by Spinoza 

in two simultaneous ways. In the first place, a body, however small it may be, is 

composed of an infinite number of particles; it is the relations of motion and rest, of 

speeds and slownesses between particles, that define a body, the individuality of a 

body. Secondly, a body affects other bodies, or is affected by other bodies; it is this 

capacity for affecting and being affected that also defines a body in its individuality. 

These two propositions appear to be very simple; one is kinetic and the other, 

dynamic.”

“A body can be anything; it can be an animal, a body of sounds, a mind or an idea; 

it can be a linguistic corpus, a social body, a collectivity.”

—Gilles Deleuze, Spinoza: Practical Philosophy2

 

Let us understand comics as bodies. What can bodies do? They can speak, through words but also through movements. Bodies move, through space and through time. They shout, whisper, point, indicate, and otherwise direct attention. Bodies stretch, contort, push, jump, speed up, slow down, contract, retreat, and rest. Bodies breathe, digest, and pump blood. They touch and are touched. Bodies are individuated; they take diverse forms but share in a substance beyond their own material limits. By saying “the body,” I mean to say “the body–mind,” in the very sense that Benedict de Spinoza and Gilles Deleuze both intend. In this understanding, bodies make meaning out of not only what they do and see but also what they think and imagine. They are at once extended things, with a being constituted in and of space, and thinking things, experiencing clarity and epiphanies, affections and sympathies, mental fixation, and perceptual or conceptual confusion. In this philosophically grounded approach, body and mind are not parallel or separate, but mutually constitutive. Even if they may be distinguishable, they are close partners 

in experience.3 What is the body without the mind? And most important, what is the mind without the body? Perhaps, as Spinoza suggests, they are drawn from the same substance.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003597810-1
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This book is more interested in what comics do than what they mean or signify.4 Its chapters explore the substance and the many movements and expressions of comics first and foremost in terms of corporeality. This notion of corporeality has less to do with the kind of attention that bodies have been receiving in some of the finest twenty-first-century comics scholarship, and more to do with a philosophical legacy that this introduction will take care to elaborate. Books as diverse as Monica 

Chiu’s Show Me Where It Hurts (2024), Jessica Baldanzi’s Bodies and Boundaries in Graphic Fiction (2023), Scott T. Smith and José Alaniz’s Uncanny Bodies

(2020), and Chris Foss, Jonathan Gray, and Zach Whalen’s Disability in Comic 

Books and Graphic Narratives (2016) put a deserved focus on human bodies— the comics representation of medicalized, gendered, nonbinary, disabled bodies, for instance. On the comics page, represented bodies are also, of course, always 

already political, as attested to in the essays collected by Joanne Britland and Xavier 

Dapena in The Political Imagination in Spanish Graphic Narrative (2024) and by 

Frederik Byrn Køhlert and Ole Birk Laursen in a special issue of SubStance (2017) dedicated to the theme of “Comics and the Anarchist Imagination.” Studies like 

Eszter Szép’s Comics and the Body (2020), Elisabeth El Refaie’s Autobiographical 

Comics (2012), and Hillary Chute’s Graphic Women (2010) are also pertinent to these considerations. And comics creator Lynda Barry’s numerous drawn contributions to theory and practice also foreground the human body as an active producer. Certainly, tracking “the progress of a body through a comics narrative,” as Baldanzi puts it in her book’s introduction, is an activity not unrelated to the 

present approach.5  Here,  however,  my  intention  is  slightly  different.  More  than the specificity of bodily representation, I am interested in the philosophical and aesthetic ground whereby such representation even becomes possible. Corporeality in this context approaches the meanings of coherence, organicity, and intimate inter-relation. From this vantage point, what comics can say about represented minds and bodies goes beyond the figural outline to include all visual components of the art form. I am reminded of the statement of goals given in the tour de force Unflattening (2015), where Nick Sousanis wants “to discover new ways of seeing, to open fresh spaces for possibilities, and to find ‘fresh methods’ for animating and 

awakening.”6 Deepening our understanding of visual narration in comics requires a fresh method.

This book is primarily concerned with exploring both the nature and the numerous components of visual narration. Graphic narratives may indeed narrate, but  traditional  ideas  of  narration  and  narrative  are  insufficient  when  applied  to comics. Notions of showing and telling cannot be invoked without muddling the two 

categories.7 Before and during any act of telling, comics are doing something. This 

is an art form in which narration is best understood as expression.8 Comics express something; there is an expressive unity to what it is that comics bodies do. This is true whether we concern ourselves with the linear movements of natural language on the page (textual narration), or else with the spatial movements of images in placed in a sequence or system (visual narration). This book understands comics narrative not as a purely textual/linguistic act, not as a necessarily sequential act, but rather as a singular expressive movement or action in which all elements of the 
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comics body participate. Narrative in comics is corporeal: that is, it is expressed in and through the visual bodies (not just figures) into which the page can be divided analytically, and—at another level of experience—via the interaction of the human body with the comics body.

It is purposeful that this book does not offer a precise narratological model for comics. Instead, it leans into the metaphor of the comics body as a way of opening up our understandings of what comics do. This leaning into corporeality challenges a certain privilege bestowed on the spoken and written word. This is not a dismissal of the value of text in comics but a decentering of sorts, one long overdue. The words “narration” and “narrative” come from the Latin root “narrare,” meaning to tell or to recount. It is clear that both words refer to verbal storytelling. Yet, to see the visual medium of comics primarily through this verbal lens of telling encourages a certain kind of error. The idea of expression in comics is distinct from, perhaps broader than, the idea of narration. The visual nature of the comics medium means that it is often difficult, perhaps even irrelevant in some ways, to pin down the narrator or narrators of a given work. What happens in a comic many times overflows or otherwise resists the staid categories borrowed from the narratological study of prose. The semi-subjective abounds in the comics form, more so even than in the cinema. As readers of comics, we are many times simply “with” something—we are with a character, with an experience, an action, an event, a space, or a feeling. In this context, it makes little sense to generalize regarding the various narrative functions of a panel frame, a gutter, a texture, or a line in the abstract. Comics are not simple machines but more complex adaptive machines with multiple possible routes to expressing a given idea. Functions are distributed and shared across their complex organic system, in which the contributions of monstration, graphiation, formal structure, and style overlap and are mixed together; moreover, the narration of plot or action in comics and graphic novels is many times inseparable from 

matters of description or characterization.9 The subjective experience of character and an objective perspective on action are not always clearly differentiated. What 

is not shown in comics is, as a matter of principle, just as important as what is.10 This is not to say that returning to certain aspects of literary narration cannot be helpful—as the early chapters of this book do with free indirect style and stream of consciousness. Yet a fresh approach is needed to account for the comic’s visual narration, which cannot be understood without adopting a holistic approach to its extended, textured, variegated, bodily unity.

The most important thing we can say about visual narration is that it is always embodied, while in prose, narration presents as disembodied thought. This appearance of narration as disembodied thought in prose is important to consider further. In prose, the body is both absent and absented. Corporeality is reduced to being merely a referent. It is solely the product of language. Characters, objects, spaces, and events are described and reported, but they are not seen. Where is the voice that speaks in a novel? For example: the “I” of a first-person prose narrator is assumed, but neither this “I” nor what they may see is actually visible; the novel’s characters are perhaps described in language, but they are not embodied in any way. By this I mean to say that they do not take up space. Various nuances of 4  Comics Beyond Text and Image

prose narration are potentially distinguishable by the presence or absence of textual indicators and shifts of grammar that accompany the written word. One might argue that, even in visual art forms, the reader’s experiences and understandings of the narration, action, subjects, objects, and other elements of storytelling are filtered through verbal language to some degree. Of course they are. Yet one makes an important distinction. In prose, these subjects, objects, and elements are not present other than verbally. In comics, however, each of these has spatial extension. Readers interact with bodily presence on the page, thus with positionality, proximity, and boundaries that are spatially delimited.

Bodies are present in comics as figures, as representations, but the comics page itself is also a body. This is so in a spatial, material, and visual sense. Thinking in comics is thus not just a matter of verbal narration, but of movements, of extension and space, of lines, vectors, and the push and pull of what Thierry Groensteen calls 

iconic solidarity.11 Comics, most frequently at least, are made up of panels. But in a Deleuzian sense there is a co-present comic without panels, a comic made up of forces, vectors, clashes, echoes, and affects—a comic of drives and desires. One thinks also of Susan Sontag’s arguments in “Against Interpretation” concerning 

the need for an erotics of art, rather than merely its interpretation.12 In a way, Ian Hague’s Comics and the Senses (2014) is a fitting response to Sontag’s call that “we must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more,” that we should not “take 

the sensory experience of the work of art for granted.”13 Because they unfold in a distinct medium, the elements of the comics body highlighted in this book— things like line, color, graphic style, layout—are not exact equivalents of aspects or properties of prose narration. To isolate those specific aspects of comics that are either responsible for or peripheral to narration would be to imagine the medium as failed prose. On the other hand, to ask what comics do is to understand them on their own terms.

The examples explored in this book are drawn from work produced by a wide range of contemporary comics artists. Many come from the Anglophone world (the 

USA, Canada, and England), for example, Alison Bechdel (ch. 4), Julie Doucet 

(ch. 3), Nick Drnaso (ch. 1), Eric Drooker (ch. 5), Ebony Flowers (ch. 10), Emil 

Ferris (ch. 8), Ben Katchor (ch. 1), Richard McGuire (ch. 13), Seth (ch. 3), Joe 

Sacco (ch. 2), R. Sikoryak (ch. 11), Bishakh Som (ch. 7), Art Spiegelman (ch. 

1), Adrian Tomine (ch. 3), Martin Vaughn-James (ch. 12), and Chris Ware (ch. 

16). Others come from Flemish, French, German, Korean, or Japanese traditions, 

for example, Brecht Evens (ch. 9), Marc-Antoine Mathieu (ch. 15), Nora Krug 

(ch. 14), Keum Suk Gendry-Kim (ch. 3), and Shigeru Mizuki (ch. 2). Still others 

come from Latin American and Iberian contexts, for example, Liniers and Mario 

Bellatin (ch. 2), Fábio Moon and Gabriel Bá (Conclusion), Sole Otero (ch. 2), 

Ana Penyas (ch. 2), and Laura Pérez (ch. 6).14 Another novel aspect of this book is that the majority of the comics texts selected for analysis are from the last decade (2013–2023). Indeed, many are from the 2020s, with a small number of iconic works selected from previous decades (1970s, 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s). I greatly enjoy detailed readings of individual comics pages. Accordingly, the heart of the book consists of such detailed page readings, focusing on what these pages 
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do, thus on the movements that unfold within and across comics, and what these movements show us about the substance and expression of visual narration. This is to understand all visible aspects of comics art as contributors to the narration. Not as patina, but instead as a foundation.

The novelty of this book may reside more in the way it is pitched than its analyses. My approach owes greatly to Thierry Groensteen’s understanding of the system of comics—in both The System of Comics (2007) and Comics and Narration (2013)—not to mention Barbara Postema’s Narrative Structure in Comics (2013), Kai Mikkonen’s study on The Narratology of Comics Art (2017), and Eszter Szép’s Comics and the Body (2020). If the result is a remixing of previous insights into comics narration, this book nonetheless views those insights from a distinct vantage point and presents novel evidence through its eclectic selection of texts and referents. In many cases, my claims surrounding visual narration are in tune with suggestions already made by Groensteen, Mikkonen, Postema, and Szép, but there are nuanced differences I believe are important to make. For example, I turn 

to one of Ben Katchor’s comics and to the graphic novels of Nick Drnaso (ch. 1) to build on Mikkonen’s discussion of free indirect discourse in the comics form and to respond to some of the specific issues highlighted in his text. Similarly, 

the investigations of iconic variance (ch. 2) and stream-of-consciousness narration 

(ch. 3) in comics are themes that I do not believe have been covered in sufficient depth in previously published work. Like other books, this one takes for granted that comics is a form in dialogue with other art forms—not merely illustration, caricature, and painting, whose role in the genesis of the modern comic has been 

explored by many,15 but also cinema and to some degree prose literature, whose connections comics scholarship has at times tended to downplay in the hopes of sketching the outlines of an autonomous discipline.

It is useful to signal upfront a certain shift in emphasis away from the direct and  indirect  influence  of  both  French-speaking  narratologists  and  Anglophone 

structuralists that one finds in some research on comics narration.16 While such models can be useful for fashioning a certain understanding of prose literature narration, they can—perhaps against even their own aims—overemphasize a scientific view at the expense of the living creation. My feeling is not that these approaches are irrelevant, only that they are cold and calculated, one might say overly dispassionate. Developed to serve a distinct hermeneutic task and cultural moment, and to reveal nuances of a distinct textual modality, they often seem like 

borrowed and even inadequate tools when applied to the comics body.17 While a narratological approach may encourage readers to see comics through certain classifications and categories, it risks losing sight of the interconnectedness of the form, of what it is that a given comic does. A corporeal approach to comics, on the other hand, looks at a certain structural, formal, or stylistic element, a given panel or page of a comic in light of, and without setting aside, its co-extensive elements, its wider themes, and its expressive movements. Instead of an anatomical dissection of comics, this book opts for a holistic appreciation of their vitality, presence, and bodily coherence. Rather than overemphasizing the concerns of prose narratology, the notions of “corporeal voicings,” “iconic cartographies,” and “thinking with the 6  Comics Beyond Text and Image

body” advanced in the first part of this book (Part I: Theory, Chapters 1–3) are inspired by specific things that comics do. Fashioned from the bottom-up, rather than top-down, here the corporeal method moves from the individual comic to the general principle. The shorter chapters collected in the second part of this book 

(Part II: Commentary, Chapters 4–16) exemplify the holistic nature of a corporeal approach by engaging in specific page readings, and my hope is that these may be read independently.

 

Thinking With Spinoza: Three Guiding Principles This book places comics in relation to philosophy in a very different way from volumes such as Comics as Philosophy  (2005),  for  example,  edited  by  Jeff McLaughlin. McLaughlin’s introduction frames his book’s numerous contributions as dealing with “two fundamental questions” of philosophy—“What is the Good?” 

and “What is the Truth?”18 While that book also blends discussion of philosophy and aesthetics, what is different about the book you are reading now is that it is driven by philosophical questions surrounding the nature of embodiment. As signaled in the epigraphs that launch this introduction, the philosophy of Benedict de Spinoza can serve as a prompt to see comics in a new way. To borrow Warren Montag’s phrase, this can be considered an attempt to “think with rather than simply about” 

Spinoza.19 My take is that Spinoza’s (early) modern thinking, and its continued resonance in the twentieth-century and twenty-first-century philosophy offers the twenty-first-century comics reader three interrelated insights.

Principle I: Narration Is a Singular Substance in Comics, in Which Image and Text Both Take Part

First, comics narration is a unitary substance. This requires doing away with the dualistic combination of text and image as the defining feature of comics. That is, narration is present in the comics form, in such a way that textual narration 

(recitation) and visual narration (monstration) both participate in it.20 Text and image can be useful analytical categories for the interpretation of what comics do, but it is important to stress that they represent a view taken by mind. Though text and image seem to enjoy a relative autonomy on the page, in truth each is bound up with the other, inseparable from the singular narration in which they both participate. Just as thoughts and words, on one hand, and bodies and actions, on the other, are never entirely distinguishable in Spinoza’s philosophy, so, too, are text 

and image in comics equally significant expressions of one substance.21

Principle II: A Great Many Elements of Comics Art Are All, to One Degree or Another, Productive of Narration, and They All Express Its Singular  Narrative Substance

Second, “visual narration”—the term appearing in this book’s subtitle—hides much more than it reveals. Part of the problem lies with the term itself, which 
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is useful, but imprecise and thus also imperfect. Visual narration (monstration) originates out of implicit juxtaposition with its complement, textual narration (recitation). This very pairing of terms is conceived from a perspective that 

asserts the primacy of written and spoken, verbal language,22 even if it has been used by scholars precisely to combat that primacy by introducing a visual element. More importantly, this is a false equivalency, as visual narration is 

the more robust of the two terms—monstration and recitation—in comics.23 Under the broad category of monstration, one can identify a whole series of related aspects: for example, level of iconicity, iconic variance (on this term, 

see ch. 2), point of view, distance to subject, use of space, background, detail, and numerous elements of graphic style such as line, shading, and color. Visual narration also arguably involves elements of what is often called the language or grammar of comics, which is to say all of the visible and structural forms that can be seen on the page. This will include panels, frames (panel frame, hyperframe, monoframe, and multiframe), the gutter, and all that these and other structural elements imply regarding pacing, temporality, and closure. By the same token, the art of lettering—while it may be commonsensically associated with textual narration (recitation)—necessarily has a visual component whose 

contribution to narration as a whole can be more or less notable.24 Whether text or image, these numerous and varied visible aspects of comics all contribute to what a comic does. It is in this sense that we must move beyond text and image in understanding visual narration.

 

Principle III: The Invitation to See Comics as Bodies Is Meant to Open Up Our Interpretive Faculties, Rather Than Endorse a Certain Way of Understanding a Comic

Third, as written at the start of this introduction, let us understand comics themselves as bodies. As Deleuze writes in Spinoza: Practical Philosophy, “a body can be anything” from a “linguistic corpus” to a “collectivity” (epigraph). This book advances three ways in which this bodily metaphor can be applied: (a) to the body of the comics text as a whole, as the expression of a singular substance having the attributes of both thought and extension, which are not relatively autonomous but mutually constitutive; (b) to the way in which the comics body is made up internally, via its many and varied constitutive elements, which, through metaphorical thinking, may be considered as equivalents to bodily components and processes; and (c) across space and time, as one comics body affects another, each being understood as a bounded material and tactile object. Perspective (a) is 

reflected in the chapters making up the first division of this book, Part I. Theory, while perspectives (b) and (c) find their way into selected commentaries comprising 

Part II. Commentary.25

The idea of comics as bodies is recognition of their spatial elaboration but also a metaphorical prompt to gaze at the comics page in wonder. By looking closely at what individual comics do on the page we gain greater insight into the possibilities of the medium. Along with the possible novelty of the present return to Spinoza’s 8  Comics Beyond Text and Image

philosophy and his conception of embodiment,26 this book will thus, I hope, inspire a  somewhat  different  frame  for  viewing  comics.  Motivated  in  part  by  Spinoza, whose ideas he had explored in both book- and article-length publications, Gilles Deleuze wrote of a quite simple idea that nevertheless has great relevance:

If you don’t admire something, if you don’t love it, you have no reason to 

write a word about it. Spinoza or Nietzsche are philosophers whose critical 

and destructive powers are without equal, but this power always springs from 

affirmation, from joy, from a cult of affirmation and joy, from the exigency 

of life against those who would mutilate and mortify life. For me, that is 

philosophy itself.27

This is a statement with which it is easy to agree. Accordingly, this book is a work of what Deleuze here calls philosophy, in that it is meant to underscore the comics form as a font of joy and an affirmation of expression. There is a touch of vitalist wonder in Spinoza, one that is infused in his oft-cited idea of the “conatus”—in simple terms described as the “will to live,” an instinctual force to persevere, to 

preserve, grow, and increase one’s life force.28 This idea is one that can be applied to living things from the plant seed to the animal to the human being. The bodily metaphor for the study of comics advanced in this book’s later chapters is intended to appeal to readers in precisely these terms.

Any approach to comics should take care to appreciate the medium’s vitality. Those who are deeply interested in comics have experienced moments of wonder that have the power to stop us short. “Wonder,” for Spinoza, “is an imagination of a thing in which the mind remains fixed because this singular imagination has 

no connection with the others.”29 The examples explored in the second part of this book have done that very thing for me. When the mind becomes fixed, when comics stop us short, it is because we are seeing something that has no connection to what we have seen before. This is a moment when we recognize the individuality of each comics text as its own singular aesthetic, visual, and tactile organism. Spinoza writes, “This affection of the mind, or this imagination of a singular thing, 

insofar as it is alone in the mind, is called wonder.”30 Observing this singularly wondrous comics organism, we track its movements and intuit its being. It does something novel. Its body moves in a way we have never seen. It pulsates with energy. Particular, if not also unique, affects are transmitted between readers and the comics page. And this particularity turns our thoughts to greater things and makes us understand something of the possibilities of the medium itself. Certainly, this book will not have exhausted the discussion of what comics bodies can do, nor of which bodies and bodily systems can serve as metaphors for understanding comics narration. But if it reinforces a single reader’s sense of wonder about comics then, for me at least, it will have served its purpose.

In the two sections of this introduction that remain, we venture further into Spinoza’s Ethics as a way of thinking about the medium of comics philosophically. Every attempt is made to explain the central terms of his work concisely—substance, 
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attributes, and modes—while thinking through their implications for an approach to this visual art form.

 

Spinoza’s Nondualism: Thinking Narration Beyond  Text-and-Image Combinations

The question of what constitutes narration in comics has often been held up as a litmus test for any serious assessment of the art form. We can imagine here the traditional or conventional comics page, with sequential relations, regularized panels, perhaps a tightly knitted comics grid, and a clearly discernable and also standardized reading path. Though, of course, that idea may itself be a convention corresponding to the rise of the popular press and the market for children in the twentieth century. We may thus ask certain questions. Is narration produced only 

by such a sequence of images? Or can it exist also in a single image?31 Is the word 

balloon merely by itself a dynamic carrier of narrative?32 For that matter, we may entertain comparisons with linguistic, structuralist, and poetic approaches. Is the structure of the comics page, then, a syntactical form that parallels the syntax of natural language? Is there, in a comics creator’s decisions and choices from among various syntagmatic relations and paradigmatic substitutions, a type of speech to be found? Are comics in general the langue, and a specific comics work the parole? Linguistic approaches may even engage in much more extensive borrowings: on the comics page, just as in spoken and written language, one may also find what 

those who study language call infixes, graphemes, and the like.33 But one of the most oft-repeated refrains regarding the comics form has surely been that they consist of the combination of text and image.

Of course, not everyone buys into the idea that comics should be defined as the combination of text and image. The idea seems a useful tool, an introductory assertion for beginners who are hoping to differentiate one art form from another: cinema from prose, perhaps, or comics from cinema. Even here, however, there are immediate rebuttals, of both the everyday and esoteric varieties. The illustrated book is certainly a combination of text and image; as is the political cartoon. A more experimental  work  of  prose  fiction,  like  Italo  Calvino’s The Castle of Crossed 

Destinies (1977), can incorporate images in ways that go beyond simple illustration. Text intertitles were significant in the early years of cinema, a legacy played with 

in Argentine director Esteban Sapir’s highly original film La antena [The Aerial] 

(2007), whose aesthetics and effects often seem to reference conventions of the 

comics medium itself.34 A graphic memoir like Teva Harrison’s In-Between Days 

(2016) can seem a hybrid form alternating between clearly delineated comics and 

prose selections.35 Comics are an art of multiplicity. They are a living form that has shaped and been shaped by it all: by prose, cinema, television, painting, illustration, caricature, and even architecture and design. It is difficult to see how this complex state of affairs can be boiled down to a bite-size definition.

This formula of comics as combinations of text and image has been frequently subjected to critical scrutiny, for instance, by scholars who critique Scott McCloud’s 10  Comics Beyond Text and Image

Understanding Comics (1993), an early and still influential and valuable book.36 Still, it would seem that the idea of text and image as the bedrock of comics narration persists as a commonplace, if not a generally accepted truth. It is called into question or debated only in relatively small corners of the expanding comicsverse, which includes not merely scholars but of course fans and, more and more every year it seems, casual readers who are drawn in by what might be called the ongoing process of the mainstreaming of comics in popular culture. If the spectral presence of dualistic thinking proves difficult to exorcise from comics, there is clearly a reason. One may understand the idea’s entrenchment as a consequence of a certain philosophical legacy now transposed into the realm of aesthetics. It is tempting to see this formula, that comics = text + image, as the aesthetic residue of dualist philosophy. It is a tough grime that accumulates on the lens of scholarship and resists attempts to scrub it off.

Enter Benedict de Spinoza (1632–1677)—who, as it happens, was also a manufacturer  of  lenses.  Regarded  by  many  as  the  first  modern  philosopher, Spinoza was radically out of sync with his time. Among the main goals of his philosophy was a desire to decenter the dualistic thinking of René Descartes. In the Introduction to her book Volatile Bodies (1994), feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz explored the value of Spinoza’s contributions in light of the fact that “The Cartesian tradition has been more influential than any other tradition in establishing the agenda for philosophical reflection and in defining the terrain, either negatively 

or positively, for later concepts of subjectivity and knowledge.”37 Descartes lived in Amsterdam for some 20 years beginning in the 1630s and, while it is well known that he left an indelible imprint on western philosophy as a whole, it is also true that his thinking pervaded certain corners of the local Dutch social milieu into which 

Spinoza was born in 1632.38 Borrowing from the logical models of geometrical argument, Spinoza’s writing in the Ethics advanced a complex but unitary philosophy through the careful use of axioms, propositions, postulates, definitions, 

demonstrations, corollaries, scholia, and the like.39 Here we are most concerned with  how  he  defined  his  central  terms—substance,  attributes,  and  modes—and how he framed their interrelation. What he accomplishes through the definition and exploration of these terms is to center the body. This centering is a correction to the excesses of the Cartesian tradition. To the dualism of Descartes, Spinoza opposes a form of nondualism in which body and mind are deeply implicated in 

one another.40

In his major work, the Ethics, Spinoza expressed his oft-cited dictum that 

we do not know what the body can do (epigraph).41 To see comics as bodies involves turning the Ethics from a work of philosophy into a work of aesthetic theory. In itself, this operation is not entirely distinct from what Gilles Deleuze already intends in his own exploration of Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (1988) or perhaps also Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza (1992), but since comics are never subjected to careful scrutiny in Deleuze’s oeuvre, this requires some sort of 

adaptation.42 In the process of assessing the continuation of Spinoza’s philosophical project by Deleuze, Elizabeth Grosz asks a pertinent question: “Can depths, the interior, the subjective, and the private instead be seen in terms of surfaces, bodies, 
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and  material  relations?”43 The relevance of this question for comics studies is striking, and I return to it in subsequent sections of the book. The comics medium is incredibly suggestive of this philosophical idea. What comics do is use surfaces, bodies, and material relations to express depths, interiors, and subjectivity. Visually and graphically, in both formal and stylistic terms, comics produce an extensive web in which mind, body, and affections are all implicated—perhaps one could 

say they are entangled.44 It is Spinoza’s retrieval of the promise of corporeality, the radical spirit of his nondualism, that readers encounter in the Ethics, which allows us to acknowledge something about comics narration that has not been said before. Or at least something that has not been said in this way.

Spinoza’s argumentation in the Ethics is, at least in part, necessitated by the desire to avoid mistakes found in the popular dualism of Descartes. Frequently distilled to the motto cogito ergo sum/“I think therefore I am,” which is often used as a shorthand for mind–body dualism, the philosophy of Descartes gives privilege to the mind, such that—as is so often repeated—it can be thought to operate the body as a captain in a ship. The difficulty of Spinoza’s Ethics stems, even today I would argue, from the way in which dualism continues to be an accepted and even essential feature of the way we commonly think. The seemingly self-apparent primacy of the mind, and along with it the idea of the mind’s potential or actual distinction from the body, is deemed so natural a notion that it proves to be remarkably resistant to scrutiny. In his own time, Spinoza wrote that “I hardly believe that men can be induced to consider” an alternative to this dualistic notion, since “they are so firmly persuaded that the body now moves, now is at rest, solely from the mind’s 

command.”45 The Cartesian premise of mind–body dualism remains even today a powerful obstacle to understanding how one in fact thinks with, and not despite, the body. Comics reveal the embodied nature of this thinking in a way that many art forms do not. By collapsing or otherwise avoiding the dualism between mind and body, Spinoza places extension and thought into what could be called a plane of 

immanence.46 For him, the mind is not privileged in the body as a captain in a ship; instead, mind and body are cohabitating coevals. They are mutually constitutive. 

But it is more than that. Body and mind are expressions of the same substance.47

Spinoza’s philosophical project can provide us with a model for understanding 

of the comics body as a unitary and coherent, if variegated, extensive depth.48

Three key terms that concern us here are succinctly defined in Part I of the Ethics:

“By substance I understand what is in itself and is conceived through 

itself, that is, that whose concept does not require the concept of another 

thing, from which it must be formed.”

“By attribute I understand what the intellect perceives of a substance, as 

constituting its essence.”

“By mode I understand the affections of a substance, or that which is in 

another through which it is also conceived.”49

What Spinoza means by these three key terms is made evident over the course of the work, through certain demonstrations and commentary, including assumptions 12  Comics Beyond Text and Image

and negations that philosophically minded readers can trace more carefully. Yet his central assertion is that there exists only one substance, not two. Thus, it is a mistake to view extension as one substance and thought as a second, separate 

substance—such a perspective which would approximate Cartesian dualism.50 For Spinoza, extension and thought are not, in themselves, substance. Instead, they are its attributes.

How does Spinoza understand the term attribute? He remarks that an attribute 

is “what the intellect perceives of a substance.”51 He writes that humans can only experience two attributes. These are thought/thinking and extension/space, 

each of which expresses equally the existence of a single substance.52 They are 

distinguishable only in a certain view taken by the mind.53 These attributes do not combine to make up a substance nor does one attribute have priority over the rest. Instead, they are each a full expression of substance, and between them “there 

corresponds no division of being.”54 In the same way, text and image are both visual expressions of the singular substance of comics narration. Just as in Spinoza’s thought the presence of one attribute does not at all limit, circumscribe, or negate another, text and image do not take away from one another. All is entirely a matter 

of presence, of expression, and ultimately what Deleuze calls affirmation.55 While this simple insight remains somewhat underdeveloped in existing comics theory, it 

is the basis of the analyses contained in both Part I and Part II of this book.

Let us consider at greater length the idea of text–image dualism in comics. The commonsensical model that posits comics as the combination of text and image is a contemporary residue of dualistic thinking, but also an imperfect repackaging of 

the primacy of word over thing.56 We are commonly encouraged to connect words with thinking, pictures with spatial extension, and to sever each from the other. The association of text with thought implies the temporal dimension, while the association of pictures with space implies the extended dimension. But thought and extension are one and the same; just as there is no time without space, there is no space without time. From the perspective of what might be called philosophy of embodiment, Spinoza’s in particular, such a distinction is absurd. As if pictures were not themselves a way of thinking (one is reminded of Temple Grandin’s Thinking in Pictures), and as if words were not themselves tethered to spatial 

experience (in ch. 3 we will consider this notion of tethering). It is instructive that Spinoza’s model of language itself is primarily associative rather than metaphorical 

or symbolic.57 Just as words come to be associated with things through embodied experience, consciousness, too, operates in relation to the body, its experiences, 

affections, and actions upon things.58

One might argue that there exists a kind of comics grammar whereby text is cordoned off from image and given privileged status. This may occur through the word or thought balloon where text becomes a visual representation of speech or, even more directly, of thinking itself. But the association of text with speech and thought is not limited to these conventions. Text may appear outside the panel frame, suggesting through its very location an ontological status prior to experience, one capable of organizing, reflecting on, or making sense out of the experience. Or else text may be confined inside a narration box of its very own, severed off from 
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visual, pictorial forms of perception or experiential knowledge that are drawn on the comics page. Borrowing Spinoza’s terms displaces these common associations linking text with thought. In his philosophical model, extension is—by nature and in experience—mixed up in thought, just as thought is mixed up in extension. Considered from this point of view, even text is an extended thing in comics. In the linear form of text, there is a kind of sequentiality. Though, when pressed, we must acknowledge that all speech is embodied, the commonsensical idea we form of the spoken word can seem temporal in nature. Spoken language takes the form of a string of sounds in time and, when considered casually, appears to be the 

unmediated product of an autonomous mind, rather than a body (as discussed in ch. 

2, bodies, and in comics, images, themselves can constitute speech). Yet the very transposition of spoken language to the written page, the very fact that text occupies a visible location in the extensive space of the comics page, reaffirms the spatial tethering of language and its deployment in an extensive medium. The earlier mentioned conventions surrounding the use of text in comics notwithstanding, other arrangements are equally possible. For example, when Teva Harrison wraps text around images in her breast cancer memoir In-Between Days (2016), perhaps 

most pointedly in a page depicting her aching hands,59 she asserts the extensive and spatial properties of text. In this way she highlights connections between text and image, between thought and corporeality, and between the mind and the body. Hers is a form of graphic narration in which both text and image participate. There is no mediation necessary, as both mind and body are expressions of the same unitary substance of her comics narration.

One might consider how the spatial extension of comics expresses equally the movement that we normally attribute to thinking. Let us imagine for a moment that the attribute of thought corresponds to text, and let us also imagine this attribute of thought were to be absent. Here spatial extension would nonetheless still 

express equally the movements of substance.60 One thinks of all the work done in comics scholarship to combat a reductive text-and-image definition of the form by exploring the significance of novels composed through pictures but lacking words, from Frans Masereel and Lynd Ward to contemporary artists like Eric Drooker 

(see ch. 6), Peter Kuper, and Daishu Ma.61 Extension, which is to say space, or in this case, the visible comics page, is already comics narrative with no need for text. Wordless comics are still comics. The word, spoken or written, can perhaps be an expression of thought, which of course has its corresponding expression in the body. But movement is itself also an expression on par with thought and is, in 

a very real way, a form of thinking.62 It is sufficient merely to acknowledge that there exist human bodies who may not speak aloud, but who think nonetheless in that they move. For Spinoza, thought is always tied to the movement of the body. The more varied is a body’s past, accumulated, actual, and even possible action on things, the greater is this thought. The philosopher puts it in these terms: “in proportion as a body is more capable than others of doing many things at once, or being acted on in many ways at once, so its mind is more capable than others of perceiving many things at once” / “the more the body is capable of affecting, and being affected by, external bodies in a great many ways, the more the mind is 14  Comics Beyond Text and Image

capable of thinking”63 (in ch.1, we will return to these connections between speech, thought, and the body).

And what, for Spinoza, is a mode? He writes that “Particular things are nothing 

but affections” of attributes.64 One way to understand a mode is as an individual 

body–mind. We are modes.65 Bodies are modes. Modes of what? Modes of the attributes of extension and thought. Bodies are particular things. They are not in space and time, but of space and time; they are an individuated expression or outgrowth of a larger substance. Our bodies are thus “the singularity of what 

Spinoza  already  termed  ‘a  singular  essence.’”66 As Elizabeth Grosz puts it, “Finite things are not substances but are modifications or affections of the one substance, modes or specifications of substance”; for his part, Deleuze writes that “Every reader of Spinoza knows that for him bodies and minds are not 

substances or subjects, but modes.”67 Modes are the knots tied from a single rope, wrinkles in the fabric of substance; “all ‘creatures’ being only modes of 

these attributes or modifications of this substance.”68 Deleuze puts it this way: “The body is a mode of extension; the mind, a mode of thinking.” But there is more to consider here, as he understands: “Each thing is at once body and mind, 

thing and idea.”69 The relationship between body and mind is not added on as an extra term to consider but is included already in the notion of substance and the very concept of mode.

Spinoza’s discussion of modes in the Ethics recapitulates his nuanced critique of 

Descartes.70 He writes that “a mode of extension and the idea of that mode are one and the same thing, but expressed in two ways”; the phrase “a mode of extension” refers to what we would otherwise call a body, and the phrase “the idea of that 

mode” refers to what we would otherwise call a mind.71 The mind is this idea of the 

body.72 The point that “a mode of extension” (body) and “the idea of that mode” (mind) are “one and the same thing” is repeated more clearly in Part III of the Ethics , where Spinoza writes, “the mind and the body are one and the same thing, which is conceived now under the attribute of thought, now under the attribute of 

extension.”73 In a similar way, comics narration is an expressive movement, which we understand now through text, and now through image. Spinoza emphasizes 

that “the human mind is united to the body.”74 The idea of a free-floating mind 

untethered by embodiment is a Cartesian fiction.75

Spinoza goes on to argue that the union of mind and body is made possible, it resides, it exists, in nothing other than the affections. “The human mind does not know the human body itself, nor does it know that it exists, except through 

ideas of affections by which the body is affected.”76 In this point, as well as its 

elaboration through various assertions throughout Parts II and III of the Ethics, one 

grasps a major component of Spinoza’s nondualist critique of Cartesian dualism.77 Affections are the frictions created by bodies in motion. There is a sense in which Spinoza’s understanding of the primacy of such affections for bodies and minds, their irreducibility as signaled in the earlier mentioned quotation, continues to hold 

sway also in Deleuze’s radical empiricism.78 Affections are involved in thought and extension. Every mode marks the cohabitation of extension with thought, the entanglement of one attribute with the other. The comics body is a similar mode 
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of thought and extension, a space where attributes are entangled—distinguishable through a view taken by the mind, but not distinct in reality.

What is at stake in this philosophically inspired, Spinozan, and corporeal approach to comics is what one might also call a holistic understanding. While an analytical view that separates a comic into distinct parts is quite useful for intellec-tion, this view must not be mistaken for a complete understanding of the comics body itself. For instance, we may distinguish text and image in practice, but this view that “the intellect perceives” in comics does not define the art form itself 

much as it does a kind of dualistic comics hermeneutics.79 In the early theoretical 

chapters of this book (Chapters 1, 2, 3), text and image are understood as merely two of the elements of the comics body that participate in the substance of its visual narration. If we view comics narration not through a dualistic model, but rather through an expressive and nondualistic model emphasizing attributes of thought and extension as equal paths to a singular narration, the relationships between indi-vidual elements of the comics body are thus more open and more complex. It is in this sense that every comics body is a composite body.

The Composite Comics Body

The comics body is an extensive, variegated terrain that expresses a certain bodily coherence, a holistic unity. Separating out the many elements that comprise the comics body can be a meaningful analytical operation, but it is one that does not in fact reflect a real distinction in the work itself. Deleuze writes that, for Spinoza, the body “is composed of an infinite number of particles” (epigraph), but his meaning 

implies that the body “seems to be composed” this way.80 Instead of affirming that the body is divisible into parts, he highlights what he calls the “kinetic” and “dynamic” aspects of Spinoza’s understanding of the body (epigraph). Both of these aspects are explored in the context of a philosophy where movement, whether for Spinoza or Deleuze, is primary, thus anterior to stasis, which is either a stage of movement 

or else an idea produced by the mind.81 So, for instance, in terms of the comics 

body, that variant of page layout which Andrei Molotiu (2012) calls iconostasis would not arrest or otherwise contradict the movement of narration. Rather, the pause in reading flow that an iconostatic layout introduces is itself a part of the movement of the comics body, just as silences are an integral part of the prosody of language and rests are an integral part of the syntax of music and the choreography of dance. Movement—along with all its hesitations, pauses and stops—can be 

taken as synonymous with what Deleuze calls life.82 “The important thing is to understand life, each living individuality, not as a form, or a development of form, but as a complex relation between differential velocities, between deceleration and 

acceleration of particles” (ch. 2 will return to these notions of prosody, velocity, and 

movement).83 Approaching comics in this way, as constituted through movements and relations in spatial extension, brings them back to life from the staid categories and static anatomical dissection employed by traditional narratology.

There are two senses in which bodies move. The kinetic or internal sense of Spinoza’s body, for Deleuze, refers to the body conceived as a self-constitutive 16  Comics Beyond Text and Image

organism. The dynamic or external sense refers to the body conceived in relation with other bodies. Both perspectives refer to the body’s imbrication in space as an extended thing. But the body in reality is no more composed of particles than Spinoza’s substance can be divided. The body is just as indivisible as the substance of which it is a mode. Spinoza writes of the indivisibility of substance that “From these [propositions] it follows that no substance, and consequently, no corporeal substance, insofar as it is a substance, is divisible”; the “supposition that corporeal substance is composed of parts” is wrong; “corporeal substance, insofar as it is 

substance, cannot be divided.”84 One must understand that “matter is everywhere the same, that its parts are not distinguishable, except in so far as we conceive matter 

as diversely modified, whence its parts are distinguished, not really, but modally.”85 Equally, comics narration cannot be so divided into parts without disavowing the unity of the comics body. In this sense, the aforementioned split that commonly obtains between textual narration (recitation) and visual narration (monstration) is posed in bad faith. That is, strictly speaking, text and image—not to mention also the various structural and stylistic elements of comics, for example, panel frames, gutters, page margins, colors, shading, and cross-hatching, all of which are also visible, of course—are not narration at all. Instead, they are parts, components, or elements of the composite comics body. The activity that is sometimes naively referred to as “reading” a comic, is an active fashioning of disparate elements that together form a composite. It is an assessment of the impact of one part on another, these on yet another. Narration and reading are two sides of a singular, holistic movement in which the entire comics body and the entire human body participate.

Unsurprisingly, since Deleuze’s interest in Spinoza was deep and sustained, the kinetic sense of the body as expressed in Spinoza: Practical Philosophy (epigraph) has its direct origin in Spinoza’s statements that “All bodies either move or are at 

rest” and “Each body moves now more slowly, now more quickly.”86 Likewise, Deleuze’s dynamic sense of the body comes from Spinoza’s statements that “Bodies are distinguished from one another by reason of motion and rest, speed and slowness, and not by reason of substance,” and “A body which moves or is at rest must be determined to motion or rest by another body, which has also been determined to 

motion or rest by another, and that again by another, and so on, to infinity.”87 By subsequently advancing the notion of “a composite individual,” Spinoza is at once pointing to both the primacy and the flexible nature of substance. “A composite 

individual can be affected in many ways, and still preserve its nature.”88 In his exploration of the idea, he applies this concept at once to an individual composite 

body, and also to the whole of substance as itself an individual composite body.89

The postulates Spinoza develops for considering the human body from this 

perspective are at once useful for an understanding of the comics body.90 In the same  way  as  the  human  body,  the  comics  body  is  made  up  of  many  different kinds of distinguishable individuals (postulates I, II): there is the composite of text, which can manifest in many ways and can be seemingly divided into aspects such as letters, words, font, size, location on the page, and so on, as well as related affections; there is the composite of the image, which can likewise be so divided into, for instance, color, line, style, location on the page, as well as related 
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affections; and there is the composite of structure, comprising frames, margins, gutters, explicit or implicit directional prompts, and the like. These individuals within the comics body, and even the comics body itself considered as a whole, are affected by other, external comics bodies (postulates III, IV); to these other bodies comics owe their genesis, and with these other bodies comics share in substance. The comics body is, in relation to those external comics bodies, both acted upon and the cause of action (postulates V, VI).

Let us consider first what Deleuze calls the kinetic sense of the body, understood here as that perspective whereby the comics body appears as a self-constitutive organism. He writes that “it is the relations of motion and rest, of speeds and slownesses  between  particles,  that  define  a  body,  the  individuality  of  a  body” (epigraph). This view corresponds to Spinoza’s Postulates I and II. Inside, or perhaps rather through the comics body there is a movement. Spinoza writes of the composite body that it is itself made up of many other bodies or “corpora” in 

the original Latin.91 It is a union of bodies. Although Thierry Groensteen uses the word “system” instead of “body” to describe comics, one can nonetheless find the resonance of Spinoza in his corporeal notion of iconic solidarity as the foundation of the form. Remember that, as Groensteen writes in The System of Comics, “one must recognize the relational play of a plurality of interdependent images as the unique ontological foundation of comics.” He continues:

The central element of comics, the first criteria in the foundational order, is 

iconic solidarity. I define this 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.92

Note that the central element consists of images, there is no reference here 

to the verbal,93 an absence that echoes both Spinoza’s concentrated emphasis on corporeality, as we have seen earlier, and also Deleuze’s understanding of the fundamental role of bodies in his radical empiricism. Implied in Groensteen’s definition, and stated explicitly in the previous quote earlier, is the importance of “relational play” between these “interdependent images.” These image-bodies in comics are co-present to each other in the composite comics body and are also always in the process of movement. The relational play between any two or more images in the comic is also revealed in two complementary operations, one that 

Groensteen calls “braiding,” and the other what Postema refers to as “weaving.”94 As our central metaphor would have it, individual bodies within the composite comics body—that larger body which is, for Spinoza, another individual—are 

relating with, jostling, influencing one another (ch. 2 begins with further exploration of this idea).

Now let us consider what Deleuze calls the dynamic sense of the body, understood here as that perspective whereby the comics body is envisioned in affective relations with other bodies. He writes that “a body affects other bodies, or is affected by other bodies; it is this capacity for affecting and being affected 18  Comics Beyond Text and Image

that also defines a body in its individuality” (epigraph). This view corresponds to Spinoza’s postulates III, IV and V. Here is an important point regarding movement and comics: one will object that the comic does not move, save for our actions upon it and our engagement with it. It will be said that this is not cinema, where the celluloid reel, once started, advances relentlessly. The turning of pages, the reading path,  the  lingering  gaze,  flipping  back  and  forth,  Groensteen’s  “plurivectorial reading,” the productive force of what McCloud calls “closure,” which brings into being something not visible on the page . . . it will be objected that all of these 

are movements of the human body, not the comics body.95 Yet in the context of Spinoza’s philosophy, now brought to aesthetics, any insistence that movements cannot originate in the comic itself is an absurdity. A painting impacts us because our bodies respond to its composition. There is always a material relation involved. The reel of celluloid film does not start itself. For the author of the Ethics, our own actions are not themselves an original cause. The human body is a mode of a larger substance, wrought by extension and thought, and for our purposes the comics body is also such a mode. The possibility of movement—to a greater or lesser degree to be sure, in one way or in another—is given by these attributes, which the body does not own but that rather permeate the lived world. What Groensteen, in Comics and Narration, calls the “active participation of the reader in the construction of meaning  and  in  assessment  of  the  [comics]  work”  can  be  understood  from  the perspective of Spinoza’s philosophy by necessity as an affective link between one 

human body and one comics body.96 Ultimately the human body is drawn to the comics body—whether to create it, or to construct its meaning, whether in joy or in sorrow—by the links of affection Spinoza details in Part III of the Ethics.

Comics  narration  has  infinite  possibilities.  It  is  constituted  through  both extension and thought: that is, through whatever can be seen, touched on the comics page, and whatever can be imagined between and amongst the various particles or individual bodies of the composite comics body. Within the work, narration is necessarily relational. Yet this relationality of narration does not occur solely inside the work, but also outside of it. Comics narration is the meeting point for the human body and the comics body. The reader and the comic form part of an affective web.

One must keep in mind that affections are not distinct from extension. Introducing the topic of affection, which is the heart of Part III of the Ethics, Spinoza writes that “I shall consider human actions and appetites just as if it were a question of 

lines, planes, and bodies.”97 The comics text is also in many ways a geometrical body. It consists of a certain number and a certain arrangement of lines, shapes, and  vectors,  all  of  which  spark  affection.  Following  Spinoza’s  philosophical argument, affections can be viewed either in terms of the body or in terms of the mind: “By affect I understand affections of the body by which the body’s power of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained, and at the same time, the 

ideas of these affections.”98 If, as I wrote earlier, affections are the frictions created by bodies in motion, then these frictions are what govern the processes of both creation and reading. They are not static. These affections are subject to change 

over time.99 They are relational and variable. Spinoza writes that “The human body 
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can move and dispose external bodies in a great many ways.”100 Affections are this very movement, this very action upon and within the comics body, just as they are the reciprocal action of the comics body on the human body.

In  conclusion,  the  corporeal  approach  outlined  here  affirms  in  principle  the interconnection of all the diverse elements of comics. But we can also indulge the bodily metaphor for comics further. It may be better to speak of the respiration of the comics body, rather than the lungs of a comic; of circulation in comics, rather than of veins, arteries, and capillaries; of digestion, rather than the stomach or intestines. It may be better to speak, not of the organs and functions of the comics 

body, but of its movements.101 It is through bodily metaphor, whether of plum-age, pores, and hairs, or the perception that roots our bodies in extension, that one immediately asserts the relational play of one aspect of the comics body with all the rest. Moreover, the comics multiframe is a membrane that connects those bodies both internal and external to the book-as-object. We will ask, as would Deleuze, what a comics body does. We still do not know—to adapt Spinoza’s phrasing—what a comics body can do.

Thinking about comics with Spinoza, we thus avoid prioritizing mind over body, thought over extension, and text over image. The end goal is not to pin down a rigid taxonomy of comics, but to open them up and preserve the sense of a read-er’s participatory wonder in a moving, vital, relational, and living art form. Let us return to comics anew, with the understanding that all the infinite particles of the composite comics body participate in visual narration, from color and graphic style to panels, grids, and balloons, to properties and zones of the image such as iconicity and background, and of course text as a contribution that is not only denotative but also visual, sequential, and affective.

 

Notes

  1  III:P2:Schol.; on this link between Spinoza and Deleuze see also Grosz 1994, 165, 169. 

See also Grosz 2001, 27, where the philosopher continues to invoke the matter.

  2  Deleuze 1988a, 123, 127.

  3  The idea that Spinoza embraces parallelism is rejected outright by Deleuze (1992, 107); 

see also the statement by Warren Montag (2002, 140) that the word “parallel” is “a term often associated with Spinoza but which fundamentally distorts his position.” The issue with “the term ‘parallel’ or parallelism,” as Montag explains elsewhere in clear terms, is that “such notions separate mind and body even as they link them, rendering them exterior 

one to the other” (1999, 42). On Spinoza not being a parallelist see also Grosz 2018, 55.

  4  “We will never ask what a book means, as signified or signifier; we will not look for 

anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what bodies without organs it makes its own converge. A book exists only through the outside and on the outside. A book itself is a 

little machine” (Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus 2002, 4; see also Grosz 

2001, 58 on what a text “does”—“Texts, like concepts, do things, make things, perform connections, bring about new alignments.”)

  5  Baldanzi 2023, 7. Baldanzi’s approach, as I write above is of course complementary in 

the sense that it also foregrounds “questions of materiality” (2023, 7) and also attends to the work of Elizabeth Grosz.
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  6  Sousanis 2015, 27.

  7  See e.g. Groensteen 2007, 163 and the discussion in Mikkonen 2017, 76–78.

  8  When I use the word narration in this book I am proposing that the term expression 

substitute for narration in the analysis of comics, or that narration be understood in the more general sense of expression. Because it is associated with prose storytelling, the term narration is either a more narrow category than comics form permits, one type of expression among others in comics, or else it is irrelevant. In this sense, my approach differs from Mikkonen’s, for example when he writes that “Style often serves a narrative function in comics, but its effects and implications are never exhausted by this function” (2017, 11). Rather than preserving the narrow category of narration, and have comics style overflow it, I prefer to see that style in comics (and form, and image) is primary 

(see Postema 2013). Thus I intend visual narration as equivalent with expression, and as a concept that also contains textual narration within it. The choice of expression, rather 

than, say enunciation (see Mikkonen 2017, 82), is explained through recourse to the 

work of Deleuze (1992) who regards it as a key element of Spinoza’s philosophy.

  9  Mikkonen (2017) has underscored this idea quite well, see in particular his Chapters 4, 

6, and 7.

 10  This wording is intended to include either of Pascal Lefèvre’s (2009) analyses of hors 

champ and hors cadre, or merely the compositional decisions that determine what is left out of a given image, whether this is deliberate or not on the part of creators. The matter of compositional decisions regarding shown content is quite different in comics than in cinema, for instance: the kinemes recorded in cinema go far beyond a director or cinematographer’s intentions, and what is included in comics is already infused with subjectivity as a drawn trace in a way that cinema images are not.

 11  Taken from The System of Comics (2007, 17–18), this term is discussed further below in 

the introduction.

 12  In addition, Sontag’s rationale regarding the case of the cinema (the essay is originally 

dated 1964) is perhaps also relevant to a recent (though perhaps now disappearing) period in the development of comics studies, as when she writes: “the fact that films have not been overrun by interpreters is in part due simply to the newness of cinema as an art. It also owes to the happy accident that films for such a long time were just movies: in other words, that they were understood to be part of mass, as opposed to high, culture, and were left alone by most people with minds. Then, too, there is always something other than content in the cinema to grab hold of, for those who want to analyze. For the cinema, unlike the novel, possesses a vocabulary of forms—the explicit, complex, and discussable technology of camera movements, cutting and composition of the frame that goes into the making of a film” (1969, 21).

 13 The quotations are from Sontag 1969, 23, original emphasis. I engage more with 

Hague’s work later in this book, as well as in my previous book Ben Katchor (2023).

 14  I hope that readers will enjoy this exposure to comics that may or may not be entirely new 

to them, but also that these readings will seem at least plausible if not also convincing. There is no doubt that my Visible Cities, Global Comics (2019) conveyed a greater geographical coverage of the global comics world. Here, however, I focus merely on those artists whose works I have been reading, re-reading, teaching, and researching lately. Quite intentionally, I have included here a greater number of artists from Latin American and Iberian contexts whose work—although increasingly translated into English—still tends to gather at the periphery of the Anglophone academic study of comics.

 15  I consider Thierry Smolderen (2014) and David Kunzle (1973) to be among the most 

informative of these.

 16  That is, Gérard Genette and Jonathan Culler. See also my article on the representations 

of jazz in comics (Fraser 2022), where I suggest a similar move away from French 

narratology as it had been applied to jazz in comics (by Glaude 2013). Mikkonen draws on a number of narratologists who follow in the footsteps of Genette in his book to great effect.
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 17  The impressive books tackling the intersection of narratology and comics—by Mikkonen, 

Horstkotte and Pedri (2022), and Alber and Richardson (2020), for example—suggest some lucid critiques of the limitations that may result from applying literary narratology to the analysis of comics even as they pursue just such a method.

 18  McLaughlin 2005, xii. The book does not include any reference to Spinoza or Deleuze, 

which is broadly representative of comics studies publications on the whole.

 19  Montag 1999, xv.

 20  I refer to the way these terms are used by Thierry Groensteen (2007, 2013), but also to 

the way in which a commonsensical approach, once it admits the capacity of images to narrate, would distinguish between text narration and image narration. As the body text discusses below, I prefer maintaining narration for use in a holistic sense. Rather than attaching it to a certain aspect of comics or other, it is instead the case that all aspects of comics participate in narration.

 21 See Montag 1999, e.g. 21–22; but also below, this introduction.

 22  Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology (2016); see discussion in Culler, Structuralist Poetics

(1975), 19–20. This is a topic taken up extensively and to great effect in Unflattening (2015) by Nick Sousanis.

 23  Note Mikkonen’s assertion that the importance of “narration as showing” as a “mode of 

narration may remain unrecognized” (2017, 73). It is to this lack of recognition that the present book responds.

 24  Roberto  Bergado  and  Antoni  Guiral’s  “La  rotulación”  [Lettering]  (2016)  provides 

the reader of Spanish with a concise and informative primer on this topic, noting the affective  contribution  of  lettering  to  comics  storytelling. Additionally,  one  can  turn 

to the concrete example of the first few pages of Will Eisner’s A Contract with God 

(2006),  wherein  the  lettering  produces  an  effect  of  saturation  or  being  water-logged and together, with the depiction of rain on the page, evokes Frimme Hirsch’s extreme 

sadness in a moment of great personal loss (see Fraser 2019a, 67). A similar effect is produced on the title page of “Big Ma,” one of the comics included in Hot Comb (2020) by Ebony Flowers.

 25  Note that, for the purposes of this project, I restrict myself to the material, tangible, 

tactile forms of comics, and I leave it for others who are more knowledgeable of web and digital comics to assess whether or how this approach might be extended to those areas.

 26 In a sense, Spinoza’s work has never been far from contemporary philosophy and 

especially from the development of philosophically based theory in the humanities. For instance, feminist philosophers such as Elizabeth Grosz, in her Volatile Bodies: Toward a Corporeal Feminism (1994), which I mention in this introduction, and Judith Butler, 

whose material published in Giving an Account of Oneself (2005) was originally given as the 2002 Spinoza lectures in Amsterdam, have found a place for the philosopher in articulating their own work. I am not aware, however, of any meaningful use of Spinoza in the realm of comics scholarship.

 27  Quoted from the interview conducted by Jeanette Colombel published in the volume 

Desert Islands as “Gilles Deleuze Talks Philosophy” (Deleuze 2004a, 144). Readers may also be interested in consulting, from the same volume, the selection “Gueroult’s 

General Method for Spinoza” (Deleuze 2004b).

 28  See e.g., III:P6, “Each thing, as far as it can by its own power, strives to persevere in its 

being,” and III:P7:Dem., “the power, or striving, by which it strives to persevere in its being, is nothing but the given, or actual, essence of the thing itself.” Not unrelatedly, the recuperation of Spinoza itself is a contribution to philosophical approaches to comics, which received a thorough treatment in books like Comics as Philosophy (2005)  by  Jeff  McLaughlin, The Art of Comics: A Philosophical Approach (2012), edited by Aaron Meskin and Roy T. Cook, and Comics as Philosophy: An Introduction

(2022), by Sam Cowling. As Elizabeth Grosz does in The Incorporeal, one can trace a line from Spinoza’s “conatus” through Nietzsche’s “will to power” to Deleuze’s own philosophical concepts.
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 29 Spinoza, Ethics  III:Definition  of  the Affects:IV.  Sources  corresponding  to  Spinoza’s 

Ethics are given by section and number rather than page so as to accommodate multiple editions of the text.

 30 Spinoza, Ethics III:P52:Schol.

 31  I explore this general topic in chapter one of The Art of Pere Joan (Fraser 2019b), with 

reference to Thierry Groensteen 2013, 21–24, Harry Morgan 2003, and David Carrier 

2000. McCloud 1993 is often cited as a prime example of the idea that comics are text and image combined.

 32  See for example, Neil Cohn 2013, 35–37; also John Holbo 2012, 12.

 33  Cohn 2013.

 34  Fraser 2008.

 35  Fuoto and Fraser 2022.

 36 For example, Groensteen’s statement, “To suppose that comics are essentially a 

confrontation between the verbal and the iconic is, in my opinion, a theoretical counter-truth that leads to an impasse” (2007, 8).

 37  Grosz 1994, 10.

 38  See Steven Nadler’s book Spinoza: A Life (1999, e.g. 152–53, 164), which explores 

this social milieu in detail chronicling Spinoza’s biographical and philosophical development, including his rejection of Descartes, the heretical nature of his ideas, and also the way in which Cartesian notions were themselves also considered heretical.

 39 For an explanation of Spinoza’s use geometrical method and how and why he is 

signaling beyond that tradition, see Grosz 2018, 59.

 40  Readers should also refer to Chapter 3 of Unflattening (2015, 53–56) for a critique of 

Descartes that Sousanis crafts in the medium of comics, though Spinoza is not featured there.

 41  See also Part III, Prop. II, “no one has hitherto laid down the limits to the powers of the 

body, that is, no one has as yet been taught by experience what the body can accomplish solely by the laws of nature, in so far as she is regarded as extension. No one hitherto has gained such an accurate knowledge of the bodily mechanism, that he can explain all its functions.” In Deleuze and Guattari’s Capitalism and Schizophrenia, the latter is rendered as “We still do not know what the body can do.”

 42 This adaptation should be understood as purposeful, but not necessarily faithful 

to the original. Nor is it totalizing. In this application there is no strictly historical or philosophical argument being made. It is not that Spinoza, or Deleuze, for that matter, would have said the following things about comics. Neither is the idea that comics can aid us in understanding the philosophical projects of either Spinoza or Deleuze, though I do believe that this indeed remains a possibility. Deleuze’s direct remarks on aesthetics are 

sparse, and scholars usually highlight the philosopher’s book on Francis Bacon (2003b).

 43  Grosz 1994, 160, see also 165, 169 for references to Spinoza.

 44  Those looking for a contemporary take on the broader relationship of immateriality to 

materiality should consult Grosz’s book The Incorporeal: Ontology, Ethics, and the Limits of Materialism (2018), which contains chapters on the Stoics, Spinoza, Nietzsche, Deleuze, Simondon, and Ruyer.

 45 Spinoza, Ethics III:P2:Schol.

 46  Deleuze refers to Spinoza in Pure Immanence (2001) a number of times in a vitalist 

approach to consciousness, for example asserting that “In Spinoza, immanence is not immanence to substance; rather, substance and modes are in immanence” (2001, 26) and “The transcendental field then becomes a genuine plane of immanence that reintroduces Spinozism into the heart of the philosophical process” (2001, 27–28). His very definition of immanence as “a life” in this introduction can be taken as a reassertion of Spinoza, with the remaining two chapters dedicated to Hume and Nietzsche. For a more lengthy consideration of Deleuze’s plane of immanence and its ties to Spinoza’s 

substance see Grosz 2018, 135.
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 47  If anything, and one can find interpretations of Spinoza to support this way of thinking, 

the body is privileged as the basis for the mind: “the body itself, simply from the laws of its own nature, can do many things which its mind wonders at” (III:P2:Schol). But his key assertion is that mind and body are “one and the same thing” (III:P2:Schol), see discussion of this point in the body text below.

 48  In such an understanding, everything in a comic is related to everything else—here 

I refer to one of Waldo Tobler’s laws of geography while meaning to suggest that this idea is also the basis of Thierry Groensteen’s notion of iconic solidarity.

 49  These are Spinoza, Ethics I:D3–D5.

 50  For example, “From these propositions it is evident that although two attributes may be 

conceived to be really distinct (i.e., one may be conceived without the aid of the other), we still cannot infer from that they constitute two beings or two different substances. For it is of the nature of a substance that each of its attributes is conceived through itself, since all the attributes it has have always been in it together, and one could not be produced by another, but each expressed the reality, or being of substance” (I:P10: Schol). As Rebecca Goldstein reminds readers in her book on Spinoza, this is “not 

substance as Aristotle and the Scholastics conceived of it” (2006, 235).

 51 Spinoza, Ethics I:D4.

 52 Spinoza, Ethics, “Each of his attributes expresses existence” (I:P20).

 53 As he states clearly in Part II, “the thinking substance and the extended substance 

are one and the same substance” (Spinoza, Ethics II:P7:Schol). Also, “Thought is an attribute of God, or God is a thinking thing,” and “Extension is an attribute of God, or God is an extended thing” (II:P1 and II:P2).

 54  Deleuze 1992, 65. In Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza, Deleuze explains Spinoza’s 

attributes as the expression of substance. See Deleuze 1992, ch. 3, especially pp. 58–59.

 55 See Deleuze 1992, 60. Deleuze likely formulates a question commonly asked by 

readers of Spinoza when he writes, “attributes are expressions, but how can different expressions refer to one and the same thing?” (62). This introduction will return to this central problem of reading Spinoza below in the discussion of attributes and modes.

 56  Note Spinoza’s objection that words relate to things through association and embodied 

experience.

 57  See II:P18 and continuing discussion, including “from the thought of the word pomum (an 

apple), a Roman would straightway arrive at the thought of the fruit apple, which has no similitude with the articulate sound in question, nor anything in common with it, except that the body of the man has often been affected by these two things,” and again in II:P48:Schol., “the essence of words and of images is constituted only by corporeal motions.” On Spinoza, Deleuze and the question of language in Scripture see an 

interesting passage in Montag 1999, 20–21.

 58  See the argument in III:P2:Schol. that “For when the body is at rest in sleep, the mind 

at the same time remains senseless with it, nor does it have the power of thinking, as it does when awake. And then I believe everyone has found by experience that the mind is not always equally capable of thinking of the same object, but that as the body is more susceptible to having the image of this or that object aroused in it, so the mind is more capable of regarding this or that object.”

 59 See Fuoto and Fraser 2022.

 60  One can pursue a connection of this point with what Spinoza writes in part II of the 

Ethics, e.g. II:L4.

 61  Beronä 2008; Fraser 2019a.

 62  In my estimation one of the many reverberations of Spinoza’s nondualist philosophy in 

the twentieth century, Henri Bergson writes of a being moving from point A to point B that a change in space is at once a change in the psychic state. A quantitative change is 

a qualitative change. See Fraser 2010 and Bergson 1998. Here we see, in other words, Spinoza’s notion that extension and thought are one and the same thing. Grosz writes that “To every mode of extension there exists a mode of thought” (1994, 11).
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 63  The quotations are from Spinoza, Ethics II:P13:Dem. and IV:Appendix:XXVII.

 64 Spinoza, Ethics  I:P35:Cor.:  “Particular  things  are  nothing  but  affections  of  God’s 

attributes, or modes by which God’s attributes are expressed in a certain and determinate way.”

 65  See the explanation R.H.M. Elwes (2004, xxv), “Among the Modes of thought may be 

reckoned the human mind, among the Modes of extension may be reckoned the human body; taken together they constitute the Mode man.”

 66  See the discussion in Deleuze (2001, 14), introduced by John Rajchman, from whence 

this quotation.

 67  Grosz 1994, 10; Deleuze 1988a, 123–24.

 68  Deleuze 1988a, 17.

 69  Deleuze 1988a, 86.

 70  In the place of a dualism he fashions a nondualism, an idea that expresses how two 

things that seem to be distinct are in reality one thing. Even when scholars understand the nuances of his philosophy, there has been a tendency to refer to “Spinoza’s monism” 

(see Grosz 1994, 10, also 13) because of the way he sees mind and body as a union of sorts. Grosz writes that “his monism is a dualism, and, equally strangely, his dualism is a monism” 2018, 58; “he is both a dualist and a monist simultaneously” 2018, 80. I prefer the term nondualism because of the way the word monism may be seen as 

connoting a simplicity that is particularly inaccurate in Spinoza’s case. See Fraser 2010, where I explored Henri Bergson’s philosophy as a nondualism in precisely this way, though his terms are of course different than Spinoza’s. I regard nondualism as a better 

term than what Deleuze (1988, 18) and others call “parallelism,” which is more easily 

misunderstood in a strict Cartesian frame (see also Deleuze 1992, 107, where the idea that Spinoza embraces parallelism is rejected outright. See also Deleuze’s Foucault

(1988b) where he writes that a dualism “involves a provisional stage that subsequently 

becomes a monism, as in Spinoza or Bergson” (83). See also Montag (1999, 26) who points out that Spinoza’s goal is not to “replace dualism with monism, as so many commentators have argued.”

 71 Spinoza, Ethics II:P7:Schol.

 72  Spinoza asserts and reasserts this idea: “the object of the idea constituting the human 

mind is the body, or a certain mode of extension which actually exists, and nothing else”/ “the object of the idea which constitutes the human mind is the body, and it actually exists” / “the object of our mind is the existing body and nothing else.” In order, these are from Spinoza, Ethics II:P13, II:P13:Dem., and II:P13:Dem.

 73 Spinoza, Ethics III:P2:Schol. The expression of nonduality in the notion of a mode also 

serves Spinoza as positing a nested series of relations. Just as the body as an extended thing is articulated in the idea of the body, there is also a complementary idea of the mind. “This idea of the mind is united to the mind in the same way as the mind is united to the body” (II:P21).

 74  Beyond the mere fact of this union, what is interesting here is what he says regarding 

“what  should  be  understood  by  the  union  of  mind  and  body.”  He  clarifies  that  “no one will be able to understand [this point] adequately, or distinctly, unless he knows adequately the nature of our body.” This quotation and the previous one are from Spinoza, Ethics II:P13:Dem.

 75  It is in a nondualistic sense that the body is in fact the source of knowledge. Body and 

mind are “interlocked,” such that “The body cannot determine the mind to thought, neither can the mind determine the body to motion, to rest, or to anything else (if there 

is anything else).” Spinoza, Ethics III:P2. The word “interlocked” is taken from Grosz 

1994, 13. Spinoza indeed writes that “The body cannot determine the mind to thinking, and the mind cannot determine the body to motion, to rest, or to anything else” (III:P2), but moreover he makes clear the reason why such explanation is in error: “These things are more clearly understood from what is said in IIP7S, namely that the mind and the body are one and the same thing, which is conceived now under the attribute of thought, now under the attribute of extension” (III:P2:Schol).
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 76 Spinoza, Ethics II:P19.

 77  See Spinoza, Ethics III:Preface, where he makes an important point: “No one, to my 

knowledge,  has  determined  the  nature  and  powers  of  the  affects,  nor  what,  on  the other hand, the mind can do to moderate them. I know, of course, that the celebrated Descartes, although he too believed that the mind has absolute power over its own actions, nevertheless sought to explain human affects through their first causes, and at the same time to show the way by which the mind can have absolute dominion over its affects. But in my opinion, he showed nothing by the cleverness of his understanding, as I shall show in the proper place.”

 78  I am thinking of Deleuze 2001, but also Anti-Oedipus (Deleuze and Guattari 2000) and 

A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 2002).

 79  We leave aside issues of translation and Spinoza’s nuanced understanding of human 

knowledge, itself referenced in the Ethics. Also of interest is that Spinoza writes of distinguishing something “modally,” but insists that these modes are, quite similarly, views, and do not reflect essence, “its parts are distinguished only modally, but not really.”

 80  Note that the English translation of “particles” is also “particules” in the original French 

(Deleuze 1981, 165). This idea of infinite particles making up existence has a storied history 

in philosophy and contemporary science that interested readers may consult in Pullman 

1998. As Nadler explains, Spinoza was critical of Descartes, who held a mechanistic view in which “the physical world is made up solely of particles of matter in motion” (1999, 152). Deleuze’s use of the word particles can be misleading in this very sense.

 81  In the philosophy of Henri Bergson, which arguably squares in certain senses with the 

work of both Spinoza and Deleuze, this erroneous idea would be one manifestation of 

the spatialization of time, see Fraser 2010.

 82 See Deleuze 2001, but also the philosophical nuances discussed in Cinema 1: The 

Movement Image (2003a, originally published in French in 1983) and the earlier Bergonism (2002, originally published in French in 1966).

 83  Deleuze 1988a, 123. One can also understand this approach in terms of Henri Lefebvre’s 

notion of rhythmanalysis, see Fraser 2015.

 84  These are in order: Spinoza, Ethics, I:P13:Cor.; I:P15:Schol. IV; I:P15:Schol. V.

 85 Spinoza, Ethics, I:P15:Schol. V.

 86  These two are Spinoza, Ethics, II:A1’ and II:A2’.

 87  These two are Spinoza, Ethics, II:L1 and II:L3.

 88 Spinoza, Ethics, II:L7:Schol.

 89  In discussing Spinoza, Deleuze puts it like this in A Thousand Plateaus, “each individual 

is  an  infinite  multiplicity,  and  the  whole  of  Nature  is  a  multiplicity  of  perfectly 

individuated multiplicities” (2002, 254).

 90  These are Spinoza, Ethics, II:P13:Postulates I-VI. “I. The human body is composed of a 

great many individuals of different natures, each of which is highly composite. II. Some of the individuals of which the human body is composed are fluid, some soft, and others, finally, are hard. III. The individuals composing the human body, and consequently, the human body itself, are affected by external bodies in very many ways. IV. The human body, to be preserved, requires a great many other bodies, by which it is, as it were, continually regenerated. V. When a fluid part of the human body is determined by an external body so that it frequently thrusts against a soft part [of the body], it changes its surface and, as it were, impresses on [the soft part] certain traces of the external body striking against [the fluid part]. VI. The human body can move and dispose external bodies in a great many ways.”

 91 As per Spinoza, Ethics, II:A2”:Def. Spinoza’s original Latin does not use Deleuze’s 

term ‘particules’ (in French) or ‘particles’ (in English) but ‘corpora’: “When a number of bodies, whether of the same or of different size, are so constrained by other bodies that they lie upon one another, or if they so move, whether with the same degree or different degrees of speed, that they communicate their motions with the same degree or different degrees of speed, that they communicate their motions to each other in a fixed manner, we shall say that those bodies are united with one another and that they all together compose one body or individual, which is distinguished from the others by this union of bodies.”
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  92  Groensteen 2007, 17–18.

  93  As opposed to Groensteen 2007, 8, see an earlier note.

  94  Groensteen 2007, 156–58; Postema 2013, 65–66, 112–13. Postema (2013, 113) writes 

“The notion of weaving is in contrast to Groensteen’s concept of braiding or tressage, which applies to the series. Both these processes are dialogic and recursive, but weaving occurs at the narrative level, while braiding is a function of the discourse, and not necessarily the narrative.”

  95  What Deleuze says of the cinema in The Movement-Image can be also said of comics: 

“Is not the reproduction of the [cinematic] illusion in a certain sense also its correction?” (2003, 2). There is also Groensteen’s “plurivectorial narration” to consider (2007, 108–10). See the discussion of closure at the start of McCloud’s ch. 3, titled “Blood in the Gutter” (1993, 60–69). Baldanzi’s comments contrasting cinema and comics are also relevant here: “previous bodies stay in place, each character accumulating heft and weight as their bodies multiply across the page. Comics characters gather in numbers unlike in film, where characters dissolve and disappear onto the take-up reel until rewound and played again” (2023, 7).

  96  Groensteen 2013, 3.

  97 Spinoza, Ethics, III:Preface See Deleuze 1988a, 110, where he writes of the “geometric 

pantheism of the Ethics.” Note, too, that in Part I, he spends time with the example of the triangle. Spinoza, Ethics, I:P7:II, see also I:IV:LVI of the Tractatus. Spinoza turns to geometrical method and metaphor not just because of the prestige that geometry and its forms of logical argumentation had in his day and context, but as a way of folding thought back into what his biographer Steven Nadler calls “the world of matter and 

motion (including physical bodies).” See, e.g. Nadler 1999, 188. As per Elwes (2004, xxi–xxii, xxv), he was seeking an ordered system one that spoke to the understanding in the simplest terms, and that spoke to the unacknowledged, fixed, and necessary laws that governed a human world that was so frequently cast in unpredictable terms.

  98 Spinoza, Ethics, III:D3.

  99  One is reminded of Jonathan Culler’s remarks in Structuralist Poetics: “To say that a 

poem becomes an autonomous object once it leaves the author’s pen is, in one sense, precisely the reverse of the structuralist position. The poem cannot be created except in relation to other poems and conventions of reading. It is what it is by virtue of those relations, and its status does not change with publication. If its meaning changes later on, that is because it enters new relations with later texts: new works which modify the literary system itself” (1975, 30).

 100 Spinoza, Ethics, II:P13:Postulate VI.

 101  This is in line with Deleuze 1988a, 127.
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Part I

 

Theory
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1  Corporeal Voicings

 

Comics bodies speak to human bodies in visual terms. They speak in various ways. Sometimes their speech is conditioned by the way in which they were conceived. The Eternaut (2018), for example, is a science fiction narrative serialized in the 1950s in Argentina and is now available as a collected graphic novel in English translation. It was first written by H. G. Oesterheld as a sprawling prose work before it was adapted into graphic novel form with the collaboration of Francisco Solano 

López.1 More often than not, the graphic novel’s pages are flooded with visible text: with the spoken words and unspoken thoughts of characters, not to mention a first-person narration that stems from the work’s prose origins. But Solano López’s images themselves also speak on their own terms. Over the course of the graphic novel, the relation between image and text is constantly shifting, ever created anew in relation to the needs of the story. Largely conventional, but at times wondrously unconventional, the comic offers up a treasure trove for critics who may want to 

apply the varieties of text–image combinations sketched out in Chapter 6 of Scott 

McCloud’s Understanding Comics (1993). What we see in this case expresses a general property of the comics form. Comics voicings are corporeal. Text, where present, is fundamentally dependent on images, tethered to images. To say this is to entertain an inversion of the idea—found in the work of both Thierry Groensteen 

and Barbara Postema—that text has an “anchorage function” in comics.2 Instead, it is the image that exercises an anchoring function in comics. This is true even if the text is created first. If comics speak, it is because their speech emanates from a source that is material, visual, and extended spatially. Nick Sousanis writes, “while 

image is, text is always about.”3 This material-visual source of the voice is the subject of this chapter. This corporeal anchoring is what differentiates the comics body from prose. Voicings in comics are tethered to a figure, to an image, to a structure, to a page. They are wrapped up in extension, in the material and visual space that is the comics body.

Comics bodies include, and speak from, various perspectives. It is not only that the text and image can speak differently from each other (textual narration vs. visual narration), but moreover that there can be different voicings within the image zone. Comics voicings are best understood as a multiplicity. Just as it was with Spinoza’s discussion of bodies within bodies, the comic is a composite body. This body speaks, and it contains within it other bodies that speak. We can think 
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of individual elements of the composite comics page as bodies. These are iconic, figurative, representative bodies. They are graphic bodies, bodies born of geometry, of vectors and lines. Comics-journalist Joe Sacco, for example, routinely brings the images of his interviewees’ human bodies to paper along with their words. It is the attention he gives to such bodies that has prompted Eszter Szép to note his ethical engagement with his subjects, carried out via graphic style, for example, in Sacco’s 

Safe Area Goražde.4 Related analyses can be offered up regarding this visual-ethical engagement in other works up through and including his recent salvo Paying the 

Land (2022; more on this in ch. 2). But even in the conventional adventure or action comic, which as in the example of The Eternaut tends to be pushed along by action sequences, prominent textual accompaniments, and frequent word or thought balloons, reading a comic is akin to scanning a landscape. The comics page is an iconic cartography where multiple bodies are distinguishable from the others 

(ch. 2). Bodies in this sense are not merely representations of people, but instead 

modes of both thought and extension, what Elizabeth Grosz calls “finite things.”5

One must also consider the composite comics body beyond the scale of the indi-

vidual page. For example, the first volume of Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1986) con-tains within it the four-page comic “Prisoner on the Hell Planet” (originally from 1972), a body whose graphic voice is somewhat out of sync with that of its host body. The visual appearance of the hand of the character Artie at the bottom left of one of its pages serves as a further reminder of the tactile experience of reading comics. In this extended sequence, the visual perspective is at times distorted, with dissonance between foreground and background. There are extreme close-ups. The detail used in tree foliage, for example, is comparatively quite granular and dense. Excessive shading visually darkens the images themselves and by consequence figuratively darkens the tone of the sequence. The depiction of surfaces and char-acter clothing at times evokes a woodcut aesthetic, an effect largely absent from the composite body of the full Maus graphic novel. Traces of this woodcut aesthetic surround individual characters, such that they appear to have been carved out of 

the very page (see also ch. 5, on Eric Drooker). These and other elements have an impact on narration that is profound and not merely ornamental. Over the course of these four pages, the corporeal properties of the composite comics body are observed in the careful and variable texturing of surfaces, in the distorted outlines of objects, and in the prevalent use of black infill, for example. These graphic voic-ings are what render “Prisoner on the Hell Planet” an acute shriek of pain, voiced from within the extension of a much more sprawling work.

Comics bodies speak at various volumes. After reading Ian Hague’s book 

Comics and the Senses (2014), one tends to think more about the sounds one can hear coming out of the page. Whether forged through text or image, all voicings are visual in comics. Perhaps it is also true that all things visual in comics may have their complement in sound. Sound emanates even from graphic style, as suggested in the previous example of what I have called the shriek emanating from Maus. 

One may also consider the jumbled cacophony of something like Julie Doucet’s 

My New York Diary (2013, ch. 3), where numerous graphic details add numerous overtones to the voicings of her images. By contrast, there are also examples of a 
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much more subdued visual-aural effect in comics. The monophonic monologues 

contained within Seth’s Clyde Fans (2021, ch. 3), for instance, tend to mimic the fidelity of a single-channel radio transmission.

Most often, the volume of a comic rises and falls quite naturally. This rise and fall evokes the dynamic play of conversations in natural languages, both those spoken in the aural modality and those signed in the visual modality (ASL, LSF, 

LSE, and LSC).6 Here a related point can be made. It regards the notion that a visual body speaks. To see a voice emanating from the human body may imply a mixing of the senses, an aural-visual metaphor of sorts. Some readers may be familiar with the use of the term “mute” or “silent” panel to designate a comics panel with no written text. What may be less easily recognized are the implicit beliefs such terms mobilize. The application of this language in comics scholarship itself plays on radically outdated misunderstandings that are still normative in hearing society that have historically equated lack of audible speech with lack of mind. This misunderstanding has a long and complicated history, and it has had 

a greatly negative impact on deaf people and Deaf communities, for example.7 Acknowledging that culturally Deaf (capital-D) people who use sign language do indeed speak with the body, one must then ask whether this is merely a metaphor, or whether is it a way of understanding more capaciously the activity that is called speaking?  In  truth,  the  idea  that  audible  speaking  emanates  from  the  mind  and not the body is the real misperception, one that perhaps drags behind its own share of a flawed, dualist Cartesian legacy. In Spinozan fashion, it is preferable to understand voicing at once as the product of both thought and extension, of both mind and matter, each of which is bound up in the other. Rather than distinguish between speech and thought, or separate either from the body, we will instead insist that audible speech is merely one potential bodily expression of a more capacious thought. This thought is equally and necessarily—always, in point of fact—expressed by way of the body’s motion. This is true whether one considers, for example, the movement of the tongue off of the alveolar ridge in combination with a vocalization to produce a voiced stop like [d] in the English language, or the production of the initialized handshape variance that differentiates the sign for FAMILY from that for DEPARTMENT in ASL.

For human bodies, there is never speech without bodily movement. The same holds true for comics bodies. Voicings always emanate from the body. This more capacious idea of corporeal voicing allows for thought to be expressed in both the auditory and visual modalities. Both textual speech and visual speech are tethered to the comics body as a material and visual mode. In addition, the idea of corporeal voicing allows for the expression of the voice through multiple channels of the comics body: not just text and image, but also the distinguishable properties of text and image as themselves carriers of voice. Voicing is material, visual, and multiple in comics. Such an acknowledgment prompts a new approach.

Rather than adopt the perspective of literary narratology, I want to concentrate on one possible path of literary narration called dual-voicing that was studied extensively in relation to the nineteenth-century European prose novel. It is alternately called free indirect style or free indirect discourse and continues to be 36  Comics Beyond Text and Image

relevant to the study of comics narration. Let us begin by reserving the idea of dual-voicing as a way of commenting on the written word in comics only. Written speech in comics can certainly express the free indirect style of literary prose. Dual-voicing used in this sense has a purely novelistic character and there is no need, in the area of prose literature, to discuss the relationship between text and image. But we can encounter dual-voicing in comics in various ways. Even when the textual narration of a comic echoes the free indirect discourse of literary prose, the properties of visual narration can complement and make their own contributions to dual-voicing (as in the work of Ben Katchor, this chapter). The operations of dual-voicing in comics are greatly complicated by the way in which visual voicings emanate from interconnected elements of the composite comics body. Moreover, breaking from its prose predecessor, it is possible for a purely visual form of dual-voicing to appear only in the image zone of the comic, when as readers we intuit the fusions of narratorial perspective forged by the wordless image (as in the work of Nick Drnaso, this chapter).

Dual-Voicing

Like readers of prose, readers of comics can and do encounter fusions of narrative voicing in which two perspectives or subjectivities are brought into contact, blurred, even combined. Before moving on to readings of specific comics pages, it is necessary, first, to offer some suggestions about precisely why the textual model of  free  indirect  discourse  is  insufficient  for  comics  analysis.  This  will  involve defining dual-voicing, as both a general property of comics narration and also as a  specific  strategy  that  can  be  used  by  comics  artists  making  use  of  the  visual properties of the medium.

Kai Mikkonen’s valuable study The Narratology of Comic Art (2017) states clearly that there are fundamental differences between comics narration and narration in 

film and literary texts.8 His analysis raises some important questions concerning the 

application of terms from the literary realm to the world of comics.9 For example, one might easily characterize a given prose novel as a whole as being written in the first person, the second person—for example, regarding the latter I would suggest, 

quite famously, The Death of Artemio Cruz (1964) by Carlos Fuentes—or the third person. In comics, however, it is preferable to talk of characters, or actors, and of points of view, of the intermingling and collision of distinguishable subjectivities and voices, rather than the narratological category of person. Still, even these concepts are only imperfectly applied to the narration of comics, in which points of view are not always or not only tied to the grammatical subject and thus can many times  oscillate  or  otherwise  approach  defined  perspectives  in  ways  that  remain vague and diffuse. If we approach comics narrative as a singular substance, such things—as per Spinoza’s philosophy—can be distinguished modally, but not really. The substance of comics narrative includes by necessity multiple bodies, multiple voices, and multiple perspectives.

A related matter is the supposed autonomy of text and image. Mikkonen employs an interactionist framework when he comments on “the interaction between visual 
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focalization  and  verbal  narration  in  first-person  narration,”  while  a  Spinozist approach would take visual and verbal contributions to narration as attributes of a larger narrative substance. That is, they are manifestations of the same thing, neither parallel nor really distinguishable. In this Spinozist model of mind and body (see Introduction), focalization and narration cannot be fully separated in understanding comics. Mikkonen is right to assert that “the linguistic categories of direct, indirect and free indirect discourse, which describe the grammatical construction of speech and thought representation, need to be redefined appropriately in the multimodal environment of comics.” He effectively carries out just such a redefinition, again borrowing and applying concepts drawn from prose narration. However, one must be careful to avoid stressing the primacy of word over image. While a linguistic approach to comics developed through prose tools can suggest interesting correspondences with spoken language systems, I do not believe it can explain the larger question of how comics narrate or what comics bodies do. To answer these questions, one must admit the primacy of images, not to mention the reality that text is itself an image in comics.

The use of tools borrowed from prose narratology ultimately leads to a conclusion with which it is easy enough to disagree. In order to write, as Mikkonen does, that “extended employment of inner speech, direct thought presentation, and  thought  report  is  relatively  rare  in  comics,”  one  must  remain  satisfied  that speech and thought are themselves disembodied and “on the inside” in the way that Cartesian dualism would have it. By contrast, Spinoza’s view on the intermingling of body and mind in the attributes of extension and thought teaches us that there 

is nothing that happens to the body that does not also happen to the mind.10 In this sense, even the most conventional uses of images in comics are, I would say, quite frequently representations of inner speech and direct thought.

Here is an example of how comics images can ambiguously express both inner and outer experience—one that is to be imagined by readers, but that anticipates discussions appearing later in this chapter: If a wordless panel shows us that a character’s body walks along a road, then it is quite possible that the character’s mind is, at this moment, this very idea of the body walking along a road. Given the way in which theory has revealed comics to be an art that routinely expresses subjective experience, the objective action depicted on a page is always already co-present with a subjective point of view on that action. In this simple example of a panel that shows a character walking, to pose a question regarding narration is already complex. Can we really say with certainty that this image of the character’s body is disconnected from the character’s mind? Does such a panel represent the character’s physical action? The character’s mental idea of the experience? Or both at once? Does it represent the moment during which the corporeal action is being performed, or is it offered as a retrospective reflection or anticipation of that action? Could this be a more distanced or external-extradiegetic viewpoint on the action, that is, by a named or unnamed character or storyteller? Is it a visual equivalent of third-person prose narration? The answer, it should be clear, will depend on a great many elements of the comic as a whole. It may also, ultimately, be open to interpretation—or in some cases never even be resolved. Description in comics 38  Comics Beyond Text and Image

always coexists with other operations of narration. It can generally be difficult to determine whether what we are seeing in a given panel is a character’s first-person image of themselves—a form of comics proprioception, a self-narration of the present, or perhaps an image from memory—or a third-person image of them offered  up  as  the  mental  view  of  a  distinct  narrator  or  diffuse  narrative  voice. I would say that this question, when not addressed by the individual comics body itself, is even, many times, irrelevant, such that comics many times deal in semi-subjective images. Images give the sensation of being “with” a character, rather than providing a clear subjective or clear objective meaning. As a matter of course, readers are habituated to ambiguities of narratorial perspective. In this way, comics regularly blur the boundaries between corporeal action and mental images of that action, and they somewhat commonly fuse character and narrator perspectives on the same event.

Mimicking the type of dual-voicing that appears in prose is indeed possible in the textual narration of comics—as illustrated by Mikkonen so well and as seen in the example from Ben Katchor later—and for this reason it is an important point of departure. But one must bear in mind that this commonality is merely one of many ways in which distinguishable—if not always definable—voices participate in comics narration. The subsequent section on Nick Drnaso’s work at the end of this chapter will further complicate this picture by illustrating a way in which graphic voicings in comics move beyond the textual limitations of prose.

The easiest way to explain the notion of dual-voicing in prose literature is as a fusion of character and narrator. While one can turn to many sources for information regarding this phenomenon, Roy Pascal’s The Dual Voice: Free Indirect Speech and Its Functioning in the Nineteenth-Century European Novel (1977) is particularly useful for its clarity and extensive elaboration of the topic. Pascal’s comments help us to imagine how and why a character’s voice intrudes into the voice of prose narration. This occurs

in a state of intense imagination, when the writer so identifies himself with 

the  creatures  of  his  imagination  that  he  ‘inwardly  experiences’  what  they 

experience . . . the narrator disappears from the scene to be replaced by the 

character, whose self-expression borrows the narratorial form only in order 

to assume the full authoritativeness of narratorial statements.11

Already in this description, one has indications of its relevance for comics art. The focus on inner experience lies at the very heart of comics. One can easily describe the art of comics, in general, as one in which the narrator largely “disappears from the scene,” to use Pascal’s wording. The narrator in comics may never disappear completely, but then neither does this happen in prose. Readers of comics are distanced from the narrator as they confront thoughts and movements on the page that each asserts their own presence. Many times, even when a defined narrator is present in a comic, these thoughts and movements depicted visually tend to remain relatively autonomous. Because the contents of comics are primarily drawn and not solely spelled out as in prose narration, they 
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appear to take on the status of unmediated things to a greater degree. Comics images  put  the  world  of  experience  first  more  consistently  and  in  a  way  that textual narration cannot. Because they are depicted visually, to some degree or other comics characters are routinely breaking through from images into the narration, claiming this authority for self-expression to which Pascal alludes, and purporting to tell a story on their own terms, incorporating their own sense data as a matter of course.

In prose, dual-voicing or free indirect discourse is accomplished to a large degree through syntax. Syntax may be the vehicle for this intrusion in prose precisely because it is the syntax of the spoken language that so precisely delineates between points of view. Though Pascal also suggests that “the effect of free indirect speech is, of course, something the reader perceives intuitively,” his approach is not unusual in using particular words, phrases, tenses, and punctuation (its presence 

or absence) as markers of syntactic variance.12 He borrows three simple examples taken from an early twentieth-century critic and then elaborates upon them to illustrate the point. For our purposes these are instructive:

1. oratio recta (direct speech): He stopped and said to himself, “Is that the car 

I saw here yesterday?”

2. oratio obliqua (indirect speech): He stopped and asked himself if that was the 

car he had seen there the day before.

3. an unrecognized form (SIL): He stopped. Was that the car he had seen here 

yesterday?13

The abbreviation SIL comes from the French, le style indirect libre [free indirect style]. One notes that in example sentence 3 earlier there is an absence of direct quotation, a suppression of any direct mention of who is doing the asking, verb tenses that mimic indirect rather than direct speech, and the proximal adverb “here” instead of “there,” all of which point to the character’s intrusion into the narration. Our perspective as readers of this example is immediate and seemingly unmediated. We become conjoined in a way with the perspective of the character. We are inside the character’s head. Example 3 is instructive because of the dissonance between its two sentences. The narratorial authority voiced in the first (“He stopped.”) is 

absented in the second, save for the third-person pronoun (“he”).14 Excepting this pronoun, which offers a sinuous tether to the narratorial voice, readers are thrust completely into the character’s world. The idea is that this dual-voicing is neither fully the character’s voice nor the narrator’s, neither direct speech nor indirect 

speech, but instead something new.15

Much later in the book, Pascal provides his most concise definition of SIL:

Free indirect speech is a stylistic device based upon the form of simple 

indirect (reported) speech, i.e. using the tenses and person proper to the 

latter. It injects into this rather colourless form the vivacity of direct speech, 

evoking the personal tone, the gesture, and often the idiom of the speaker or 

thinking reported.16
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Again there is a clear resonance for comics studies. In comics, this vivacity that accompanies SIL is rendered quite commonly in visual terms rather than prose syntax. The images of comics and the graphic styles in which they are drawn are themselves what most frequently convey personal tone, gesture, and idiom in the medium. Free indirect discourse is thus in this very sense a general property of the comics form. Even when comics present us only with external events or actions, visual textures of a drawn character, pictorial scenes, these are many times simultaneously advancing subjectivity. What Pascal writes of SIL is true of the visual narration of comics at a grander scale: “its use permits us to see the fictional characters moving not merely against the background of the narrator’s 

consciousness, but within their own worlds of perception and understanding.”17 Offering readers access to this movement of characters within their own worlds is precisely what the comics form does as a matter of course.

While SIL provides the prose reader with what Pascal calls evidence of “subjec-tive testimony” or “subjective experience,” this evidence is encountered quite more 

frequently by the comics reader.18 It is there on the surface of the comics body. This surface of character coincides with the surface of the page and, in this sense at least, is made wholly available to the reader. The visual form assumed by a charac-ter on the page is a surface that by necessity externalizes an interior state without the need for textual explanation. Through the affective nature of line, style, color, shading, gesture, and so on, a wordless visual representation can itself function as a psychological commentary. In visual form, such a character description already blends the interior state with aspects of narration. No additional textual phrasings or linguistic markers are needed to imbue a drawn figure with sympathy, judgment, irony, or tone. While these aspects of narration are always a function of dedicated phrasing in prose literature, they can be expressed through the very images that comprise the comics body. Character and narrator are fused as a matter of course in the drawn image.

Let us continue with Pascal’s exploration of free indirect discourse and the sym-pathies his analysis invokes in relation to the comics form. As earlier mentioned, SIL can be understood as an incursion of the character’s perspective into the narrator’s perspective. But a complementary way in which he approaches SIL is as a fusion of linguistic codes. That is, “there are two uses of language, one to communicate experi-

ence and the other to communicate information.”19 These tend to be separated in the linear and sequential character of prose. These two uses of language are fused in Pas-cal’s example 3 earlier, and in the textual narration from Ben Katchor’s comic, dis-cussed later. But the comics image itself can exercise these two functions. A comics image can communicate experience, information, or more often, both at once. Even a single image can take on multiple functions. Consider the function of description in prose, from which we gain information about a character’s appearance, age, and the like. In comics, such information is presented visually and is generally insisted upon through the iconic redundancy that characterizes the comics sequence (more on this 

in ch. 2). From visual depictions we often also gain information about a given spatial environment, and of a character’s relative position within it. And through the visual depiction of a human character’s clothing, which in comics routinely has both denota-tive and connotative or symbolic implications, we commonly learn quite a great deal 
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more. Along with the depiction of the character’s facial features, gestures, and body language, such visual information already communicates experience. Thus, textual reports of interior speech are not needed in comics to the same degree as in prose. The nature of the comics medium is that readers have direct access to a character’s emotions on the page, their thoughts are expressed through their appearance (pos-ture, body language, expressions, grimaces) and emphasized in their movements. In a way, the nineteenth-century novels analyzed by Pascal and others were presenting a certain kind of solution to the long-standing anxiety surrounding how to represent the immediacy of images through words. He writes, “It was to be a long time before writers found out how to render inner movements, perceptions, reactions at the levels that precede thought and words, before they have found the way to consciousness 

and articulate utterance.”20 It seems fair to say that this pre-linguistic understanding of the experience of “inner movements, perceptions, reactions” is accentuated to a larger degree visually in the comic, thus in a more immediate and consistent way than in prose.

Another relevant aspect of SIL signaled by Pascal is the assumption, in prose, that free indirect discourse will include, “very occasionally, temporal or spatial indicators that indubitably refer us to the time and place at which the character 

stands, and establish the character-perspective of FIS.”21 In these cases, the perspective of an objective narrator is infused with details that sympathize with the physical, spatial, and temporal perspective of the character (e.g., see the deictic 

“here” in example 3, above).22

One might turn to the example of film and compare free indirect style in prose with the semi-subjective in cinema. An instructional example offered by Pier Paolo Pasolini is the cinematic shot which captures a child on a swing. The camera moves back and forth, keeping the child in the center of the frame, but swaying in sympathy with the swing’s movement. An objective point of view onto the same scene could perhaps use a stationary camera instead of the mobile frame. A truly subjective point of view could be shot from the exact perspective of the swinging character. In that case, viewers would see what the child sees, with no part of the child visible save perhaps their hands, which would enter their own field of vision by gripping the swing chains at the right and left edges of the frame. The shot Pasolini mentions of the camera movement corresponding with the movement of the swing is semi-subjective because it expresses sympathy with its subject, but does not coincide with it fully. It is suggestive of the child’s inner experience while still remaining external to it. This cinematic example is instructive regarding the relative ease with which such sympathy can be created in visual forms. It can be compared to SIL in prose because in general terms it fuses narrator and character, the  character’s  subjective  perspective  has  influenced  the  seemingly  objective 

narrator. Comics does not share with cinema what Pier Paolo Pasolini (1988, 250; 

see also Kracauer 1997) called “the cognitive code of reality”; instead, it remains to a large extent pictorial, figurative, and representational, in a way that the cinema does not. Yet it is for precisely this reason that its capacity for fusing character and narratorial voice through images is far greater than that of the cinema. Owing to its artistic predecessor, caricature, all interiority in comics is expressed through externality, whether this is understood in terms of images or else visible elements 42  Comics Beyond Text and Image

of page structure. As in Spinoza’s view, thought is inseparable from extension. Inner experience has always its correlates in the external world.

Visual Markers of Free Indirect Discourse

We will now consider how dual-voicing works at once visually and textually in comics by looking closely at a specific strip from Ben Katchor’s Cheap Novelties

(2016) collection.23 As with other strips appearing there, this one deals with the quite mundane meandering of his character Julius Knipl through a New York-like metropolis. This strip is particularly interesting from the perspective of textual and  visual  narration.  It  achieves  a  quite  interesting  effect,  directly  blurring  the boundaries between the narrator and the main character, just as between the narrator and a secondary character. While this narratorial effect seems somewhat uniquely connected to the subject matter of the strip—which suggests imaginatively the attachment of memory to physical objects—it also expresses characteristic aspects of the way in which Katchor’s Knipl strips narrate in general.

In  this  specific  example  (Figure 1.1), one takes note of Katchor’s general preference for separating the textual narrator’s voice from the character’s voice 
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Figure 1.1 A nine-panel strip from Ben Katchor’s Cheap Novelties (2016, 69), “The Eccen-

tric Dry Cleaner,” showing free indirect discourse as a function of both image and 

text. Copyright © Ben Katchor. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.

Corporeal Voicings 43

on the page. The textual narrator speaks in closed boxes located at the top of the panels, while the protagonist generally speaks in word balloons below. Serving as the rough equivalent of nondiegetic narrators in prose literature, Katchor’s textual narrators take no part in the story. Instead, they observe from outside it. These observations assume the shape of impersonal reports, but they also demonstrate an impressive and seemingly totalizing access to Mr. Knipl’s thoughts and emotions, to his memories, and perhaps even to his hopes and desires. And while the voices of the narrator and character are in principle separated spatially on the page, these two voicings are often blurred at the level of reading.

The tone of the textual narrations in Katchor’s comics often serves as a textbook example of how free indirect style (FIS) can operate in prose. Pascal notes that FIS passages

often convey irony or sympathy (or both), that is, they bear the tone of the 

narrator as well as the character. Sometimes they are neutral, and the irony 

itself may be only implicit, since it often arises from the simple contradiction 

between the outcome of events and the false hopes and self-delusion of the 

characters, their errors of judgement, errors that inevitably belong to the 

uncertainties of the present moment.24

Katchor’s textual narrators routinely toe this line between irony and sympathy. Better said, they regularly step back and forth across the line, reinforcing it through trespass. Just such a contradiction is at the heart of Pascal’s general discussion, which might apply quite well to Ben Katchor’s comics on the whole. Pascal writes of FIS that:

The irony is complex. Sometimes it has the sharp note of criticism. but 

very often it is mixed with sympathy; sometimes the character’s error or 

self-delusion is so deeply rooted in essential character and the inevitable 

ambiguity of life that the irony is wholly sympathetic and approaches tragic 

pathos.25

In another of Katchor’s strips—“The Ringing Pay Phone,” from a collection 

subtitled The Beauty Supply District (Katchor 2000)—the effect is quintessentially tragi-comic in this very way. Just as a chuckle emerges in the course of reading that strip, it is stopped short by a feeling that its protagonist—who bears the risible 

name Gumtrop—is a serious, sympathetic, well-intentioned, even honorable man.26

An untitled strip I am calling “The Eccentric Dry Cleaner” (Figure 1.1) provides a glimpse of how Katchor’s textual narration approaches free indirect discourse through its tone and function. But the strip’s visual narration is equally important in this respect. Throughout the course of the comic’s nine panels, the visual narrator shifts from the perspective of the impersonal, nondiegetic narrator toward the subjective point of view of character and back. This movement approaches and then approximates the character view, but does not fully sustain it. Moreover, the effect produced through the interplay between the textual and visual narration is 44  Comics Beyond Text and Image

itself another consideration not present in the analysis of free indirect style in prose literature.

The strip introduces an urban dry cleaner who may be seen as a trickster of sorts. The character’s monologue is rendered for readers in speech balloons across panels 1, 2, and 5. When he first receives a garment for cleaning, he takes any objects found in its pockets out. Then, he says, “After the garment’s nice 

and clean, I try my best to put something back into every pocket.”27 The objects go out in different garments than the ones in which they arrived. The operative prop in this strip is “the stub of a ticket for the observation deck of a famous sky-scraper” that Julius Knipl finds in the pocket after picking up his garment from the cleaner’s. The textual narration mimics Knipl’s speech indirectly just enough, for example, by noting that he “can’t remember having been there,” presumably a phrase the character is thinking to himself as he holds the unfamiliar ticket in his hand (panel 4). The textual narrator’s specification that this is Knipl’s “light-weight jacket” (panel 3) evokes and emphasizes a distinction between this and another heavy coat, a distinction that would be important to the character, but not to the narrator. The use of the word “eccentric” (panel 5) by the narrator conveys the character Knipl’s own reaction to the strange experience. Here, the charac-ter’s own judgment about the dry cleaner has intruded into the narrator’s speech. The textual narrator in Katchor’s strips regularly blends seeming objectivity with aspects of the character Knipl’s inner monologue in this way. The phrasing and lexical choices just mentioned are subtle instances evoking the type of simple 

indirect speech noted by Pascal.28 But readers of the comic encounter something even more interesting its visual narration, which in turn conditions how readers interpret the textual narration.

In the last image of the strip’s first row, the visual narrator coincides quite defini-tively with Knipl’s perspective. This constitutes a notable shift away from the nar-ration of panels 1, 2, and 3, where an external point of view depicts his body on the page. In the bottom left of panel 4, we see Knipl’s own hand holding the stub as point of view, recalling the example from Maus above. The image is drawn as if we were staring directly out from Knipl’s eyes. Panel 3 anticipates this effect by showing Knipl already holding the ticket up to his face. The visual narrator in panel 4 has thus fully assumed the character’s point of view. This narratorial shift in the image zone also impacts how we understand the text of panel 4, whose free indirect style is now more apparent. This text is tethered to, and even determined by the image. One may have noticed that in panel 4 the pronoun “he” has been dropped from the textual narration, resulting in a quite curious phrasing whose subject pronoun is missing entirely: “But can’t remember having been there.” The grammatical subject “Mr. Knipl,” which was explicitly stated in panel 3, can and will be carried over to panel 4 by the reader, who will thus easily make sense of the statement. Still, formal features such as the gutter and the hard panel frame give panel 4 its own relative autonomy, and the text acquires an ambiguity as a consequence. While the textual narration from panel 3 may encourage readers to read the sentence in panel 4 as “But [he] can’t remember having been there,” the panel structure and the ambiguous way in which the sentence is worded allows the 
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image zone to suggest a reading of “But [I] can’t remember having been there.” This ambiguity is directly caused by the omission of the grammatical subject. Here, that the character has intruded into the narration is the product of distinguishable operations unfolding in both the textual and image zones of the panel.

The second row of the strip accomplishes something similar, but pushes even further into free indirect style through its visual narration. Panels 5 and 9, which bookend the second row, are once again objective, impersonal views of the dry cleaner and another unnamed pedestrian, respectively. In between, however, panels 6, 7, and 8 depart from this pattern and approach the point of view of a character in the story. This is the very character whose garment previously contained the ticket stub now held by Knipl. The textual narration plunges us into this unnamed character’s memories: “those clear memories of low visibility, of feeling a building sway in the wind and of a hot dog on the 104th floor, belong to another man” (panels 6–9). The phrasing of the text subtly evokes the character’s immediate experience, the sense data corresponding to his visit to the skyscraper, before settling into the narrator’s voice once more in panel 9 (“belong to another man”).

The visual narration, however, even more overtly approximates the unnamed character’s experience. The images in panels 6 and 7 are ambiguous. They can be interpreted as subjective, point-of-view images. But one notices a contrast with panel 8, where the hot dog is depicted from the character’s direct point of view in a way that visually echoes Knipl holding the stub in panel 4. By contrast with this more definitively subjective view, panels 6 and 7 offer us instead a semi-subjective view of the man’s experience atop the towering urban building. The slight differences between these two panels—a slightly different view from behind the guard, the presence/absence of other visitors in the background—can suggest a visual narrator’s jostling for perspective. We have not yet settled into position. Our perspective remains imperfect, vague, and diffuse as a consequence. Readers have access to the very moment in which the narrator is shifting progressively toward a direct presentation of the character’s memories. Panels 6, 7, and 8—just as it was with panel 4—show us the visual equivalent of what Pascal described as “temporal or spatial indicators that indubitably refer us to the time and place at which the character stands, and establish the character-perspective of FIS.” The effect once again is that the character’s intrusion into the narration is suggested by the text, but verified and solidified in the image zone. Together, both image and text convey what Pascal called “the vivacity of direct speech, evoking the personal tone, the gesture, and often the idiom of the speaker or thinking reported.”

From this example of visual narration and textual narration working together to fashion a kind of free indirect style in the comics medium, we now move to cases where a similar effect is achieved purely in the image zone of comics alone.

Dual-Voicing in the Image Zone

This next example, taken from Nick Drnaso’s graphic novel Sabrina (2018), exemplifies how a particular layout of the comics page can become an append-age of a character through repetition, redundancy, and association. Structure is 46  Comics Beyond Text and Image

thus itself capable of voicing in comics. It is by tracing how Drnaso returns to the visual and formal properties of this page layout throughout the comic that readers get a sense of how visual narration can speak in complex ways, on its own terms, without the need for words. On the basis of this discussion, the second concrete example, taken from the artist’s subsequent graphic novel Acting Class (2022), is a strong case of dual-voicing. Here the perspective of one or more characters intrudes into the visual narration without the need for textual narration to play 

any part whatsoever.29

Drnaso seems to me to be the epitome of a creator with a deep belief in the narrative power of the image, and someone for whom the body acquires a height-ened importance as a vehicle for visual narration. Sabrina is divided into unnum-bered and untitled chapters. What signals the first page of a chapter is usually an extra-large, wordless, margin-spanning, banner panel anchored at the top of a page. These tend to feature only the head-on view of a single character’s torso, in mid-close-up and set against a relatively sparse background. Their names are not provided, but must instead be gleaned from prior or subsequent context. Usually, readers learn what a character’s name is only by paying close attention to the por-tions of dialogue included in the comic. Just as in the artist’s earlier series of inter-connected stories, Beverly (2014), confusion is possible due to the subtlety of these name references. Sabrina’s  title  banners  affect  a  clear  displacement  of  the  text zone by the image zone, in the sense described by Thierry Groensteen and Barbara 

Postema.30 The character’s physiognomy is a visual self-expression that substitutes for their name. The appearance of their body asserts an ontological proposition 

with no need for textual explanation. Such is the case with the first chapter of Sab-rina. Readers assume that the wordless banner panel heading the chapter depicts Sabrina from what literary scholars would only see as paratextual elements of the graphic novel—that is, the front’s cover’s use of the name along with her face in profile. But, in truth, Sabrina’s name is never mentioned during the extended sequence. This is one way in which the image speaks on its own terms and is con-sidered self-sufficient. This manner of beginning a chapter, with an image, a body, a character, sets a tone for the attention that Drnaso routinely gives to corporeality in his works. It conveys an immediacy whereby traditional narration—understood as verbal explanation, description, judgment, or reflection—takes a back seat to character-driven action. As discussed here, character-driven action can itself func-tion as a sort of visual narration in the comic.

This right-hand page (Figure 1.2)  concludes  the  book’s  first  chapter,  which introduces the title character to readers through a quite mundane sequence. Sabrina is temporarily staying at her parents’ house while they are out of town. Her sister Sandra comes over to chat at night. Through the dialogue readers learn that Sabrina has a boyfriend and is looking for a job. After Sandra leaves, Sabrina brushes her teeth and goes to bed in her old room from childhood. She wakes up the next day, feeds the cat, and sits at the kitchen table while drinking a coffee. After writing out a note at the counter, she locks the house and walks away. She is never seen alive after this moment. We learn later that she has been abducted and murdered. The video of her murder is leaked onto the internet. The graphic novel follows those 
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Figure 1.2  A single page from Nick Drnaso’s Sabrina (2018, 11) containing a 3x4 grid of 

colored, wordless panels showing various routine moments in chronological order 

as the title character goes to bed at night and then leaves her house the next morning. 

Copyright © Nick Drnaso. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.

 

affected by her disappearance and murder, in particular her sister, Sandra, and Sab-rina’s boyfriend, Teddy. By attending to the situations and emotions fueled by the public availability of the video, Drnaso has crafted an intriguing and quite shocking meditation on violence, trauma, and the additive stressors of the internet age.
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Once the initial sequence of Sabrina is understood in light of the complete graphic novel, it becomes clear that there are a number of ways in which, as Pas-cal put it, “the narrator disappears from the scene.” The regularized panels and 

page layouts are the same throughout the first chapter (echoing exactly the grid 

readers see in Figure 1.2). These have the effect of allowing Sabrina’s actions to seem unmediated. They speak for themselves, and any narratorial perspective on the events is minimized. One might assume that the unusually regular layout in this sequence suggests the presence of an impersonal narrator, which it does. Yet, as will be discussed later, this regularized panel arrangement is relatively unique in a graphic novel whose layouts are as a rule quite a bit more varied. Such visual regularity establishes a structural and graphic sympathy with the character’s life and circumstances and periodically brings her to mind as it is repeatedly and stra-tegically re-used over Sabrina’s pages. The psychology and subjectivity of her character thus intrudes into the presumedly objective formal properties of layout. Text is not a part of this intrusion, one which the graphic novel accomplishes purely in non-textual, structural, visual terms.

Readers of Sabrina quickly become accustomed to the absence of textual nar-ration, a pattern initiated with Drnaso’s visual “title page” effect discussed earlier that continues throughout the graphic novel. Still, what is notable on this page 

(Figure 1.2) is the absence of any text whatsoever. There is no dialogue and no written inner monologue. The effect is to place the narration’s emphasis on corpo-real movements. This visual narration is, with only two exceptions among the 12 panels, centered on Sabrina’s actions. From the scope and nature of the conversa-tions preceding this page, as well as the pacing of the images, one intuits that the character’s thoughts are as routine as her bodily movements. For example, as she brushes her teeth (panel 1), body and mind are in relative harmony. There are no thoughts here that are not also actions. The panels externalize an interior state with-out need for textual explanation. The view of Sabrina turning the light off (panel 3) is a prime example of this mind–body alignment. Readers experience only what Sabrina experiences. The sequence sympathizes with the character—even, and especially, upon rereading the graphic novel—with her ordinariness. The regular-ized panels echo the relative stability of her life up until this point. In this sense, this sequence seems to be narrated by Sabrina herself, told from her quite ordinary point of view. It assumes her own voice and approaches her own self-expression. Its lack of clear emotional peaks or valleys mimics the unassuming ordinariness of her presumed psychology. There is a tension missing here that is present in the page layouts that readers encounter in the vast majority of the work’s remaining chapters. More on this below.

Overall, Sabrina has moved to center stage, and her character is approaching the authority of the narrator. The two panels on this page that do not depict Sabrina both raise the question of perspective and suggest the diminished presence of the narrator. These are the only two panels in which readers may intuit the presence of a narrator at all. In the second row on the page, panel 5 shows the morning light shining in through the window. In the third row, panel 10 shows a vision of a cloud 

above the tree line. The transitions that govern the first chapter and that we see in 
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this example page are typical of Sabrina and of Drnaso’s work generally, in that they adhere to a strict and evenly paced, forward-plodding chronology. Yet this chronology is momentarily questioned in panels 5 and 10. The second row tells readers that after sleeping during the night (panel 4), the morning light enters the room (panel 5) and causes Sabrina to wake up (panel 6). But there is also the subtle possibility of what Groensteen calls a plurivectorial reading. Sabrina wakes up in a position where her eyes are looking backward toward the previous panel, a reading which suggests that Sabrina first wakes up and then sees the morning light. Another option is that panels 5 and 6 enjoy simultaneity. Either way, a minor but notable ambiguity is introduced into the reading path, one that breaks with the pattern of panel composition and the pacing of the narration.

Panel 10 is an even more notable break with pacing and chronology. There are no indications in panels 7–12 that panel 10 is a point-of-view shot, something that 

Sabrina might herself see or experience.31 One thinks of a particular passage that is discussed by Pascal—the “clouds came up through the forest” (translated from a German novel)—which belies the character’s position while ostensibly being a narratorial act. When considering the cloud panel from Sabrina, one may reasonably wonder whether the cloud image is an objective narratorial statement (“it was a clear day”) or whether it is connected with the character’s subjective experience (“Sabrina noticed it was a clear day”). Panels 5 and panel 10 of this Sabrina page are clearly related to the “physical spatial perspective of the character” while 

remaining underdetermined and ambiguous.32

Through quite everyday images that are pulled from the story world, these panels create a very strange sense of disjuncture. Whatever the reader concludes, these panels are a rather marked interruption of the narratorial voice back into a sequence where Sabrina’s character has generally assumed the role of narrator. 

Actually, they are the only panels in the entire first chapter of the graphic novel that do not include a human body. Their impact on reading is subtle, but significant. They momentarily disappear Sabrina’s body, thus deviating from the reliability and confidence established through the chapter’s focus on bodily action. The suggestion is that she is not entirely in control of her own story. And we learn later how true 

this is. As it turns out, this last page of the first chapter is the last time that anyone sees or hears from Sabrina. In a second reading, these deviations from the pattern cannot but convey a haunting suggestion of her bodily disappearance.

Over time, Sabrina’s image becomes a distant memory for readers just as she has now become a memory for both Sandra and Teddy. A narrator’s strong presence would potentially be heightened by invoking flashbacks, but there are none—it almost seems the comic has stopped talking about Sabrina. Still, as Sabrina moves on and the reader’s distance from this sequence progressively increases, her voice nonetheless continues to resonate subtly, in visual terms. That is, the unusually 

regularized layout associated with her self-narration in the first chapter reappears from time to time throughout the graphic novel, if only in a limited number of poignant places. These instances momentarily and subtly re-actualize her absence, as if characters were returning once again to her memory, or rather hearing her corporeal voice as it was articulated for readers in visual terms. Wordlessly, 50  Comics Beyond Text and Image

with no need for text, the structure of the page itself carries out an operation of remembrance. Sabrina has become a faint visible echo.

Let us consider this point further. While Drnaso tends to use variable combinations of large and small panel frames in his page layouts throughout the graphic novel, in 

the first chapter he insists on a perfect grid made up of medium-size square panels of a singular dimension. This page layout associated with Sabrina’s chapter becomes associated with her character through repetition. It can be understood as the form her voice takes on the comics page. On the whole, Sabrina’s narration generally ebbs and flows, revealing the mundane presence of the narrator in certain layout choices, but here that presence is particularly unobtrusive. That this regularized medium-size square layout is repeated in a small number of other pages (only eight more out of the total 203 pages) lends it a heightened importance. Here are all eight of those pages. On pages 38–39, a perfect grid of only medium-size squares is used in a news report broadcast from the 9-11 memorial in New York, further connecting this layout with tragedy, death, and disappearance, all themes that resonate with Sabrina’s story. On page 61, Sandra attempts to calm herself down by participating in a meditation visualization, but this ultimately proves unsuccessful. The presence 

of the same regularized grid as a layout reminds us of Sabrina’s voicing in the first 




chapter and insists that Sandra is unable to fully process what has happened to her sister. In this sense, the page approaches in purely visual terms a blending of the corporeal voicings of both sisters.

Later, on page 151, Sandra sleeps in her sister Sabrina’s childhood bedroom (even though she has her own childhood bedroom in the house to sleep in, as we 

learn in the first chapter), and she wakes to find a note from her mom on the kitchen counter. This page echoes page 11 in multiple ways: through the standard grid layout, the unity of place, and the fact that both are right-hand pages. A powerful sequence on pages 153–55 shows Sandra in front of a sympathetic crowd sharing that her sister Sabrina was killed recently. She reads emails she received, including those accusing her of having made it all up. The murder of her sister has brought out the worst of people who use the internet to cast her tragedy as a conspiracy. Sandra says that she has even received death threats. The regularized medium-panel grid layout again references Sabrina’s presence at the beginning of the graphic novel and keeps readers focused on the person whom Sandra is mourning. Most importantly, the very last page of the graphic novel uses the same layout to show Sandra riding her bicycle alone on a trip that she had planned to take with Sabrina (p. 203). In this wordless page, the suggestion that Sandra’s thoughts are on her sister is once again conveyed through the visual associations of this regularized 

grid layout with Sabrina’s consciousness, associations that are forged in the first 




chapter and repeated periodically. The poignant presence of the layout associated with Sabrina is a prime example of how comics voicings are expressed through visual aspects and bodily structures of the comics page.

The chapter in which this page from Sabrina appears illustrates that when comics hide the presence of the narrator beneath a comparatively flat discourse of character action, the significance of events can also be hidden. Such a diminishment of the narrator also changes the way in which comics anticipate future action. One thinks 
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of prolepsis and analepsis as somewhat hallmark operations carried out by a first- or third-person narrator in prose. If I use the term flat to describe character-centered action in a comic, it is because these two operations are absent in this case. Such a sequence as the example earlier does not foreshadow or reflect. Nor does it turn to overt metalepsis (as does the Maus page discussed earlier in this chapter). Rather, 

the temporality of this first chapter of Sabrina’s sequence is flattened in the sense that readers are effectively immersed in, one could say restricted to, the present. However, here, too, there are anticipations of a sort built into the visual narration of the comic. These anticipations are built into the very action and visual presentation of Sabrina’s world. Because they are presented as action and not as commentary, they will be easily overlooked. But their role in narration may become clearer upon re-reading.

For example, on the very first page of the opening chapter of Sabrina, she is 

alone, washing dishes at a kitchen sink.33 It is dark outside. She turns her head. Perhaps she hears a sound. The next panels show Sabrina walking through various rooms in the house: first through a darkened hall, then into the darkened dining room, next checking behind the shower curtain in a bathroom, and looking into the bedroom closet. Finally, she looks under a bed, where she finds a cat (“There you  are!”). The  effect  of  this  innocuous  sequence  is  to  produce  an  ever-greater tension over the course of nine wordless panels. These panels play with a mood of suspense. Sabrina’s actions are consistent with the fear one might experience upon hearing an unexplained sound while at home alone. Her depiction by the visual nar-rator—particularly clear in the panel where she stares down a dark hallway from the relative safety of the lighted kitchen, for example—is crafted to place these fearful thoughts into the reader’s consciousness. Immediately afterward, as she car-ries the cat into the kitchen for supper, a figure suddenly appears at the window. It is only her sister. Still, Sabrina is shocked and reacts in a way that confirms the tense 

mood established by the previous sequence. “God!” she says, “Don’t do that!”34 Sandra’s appearance in the window is quite sudden. These two beats—the first of suspense and the second of momentary fright—set the tone for the entire comic. It is precisely because these examples take the form of merely a mild suspense that they will be initially overlooked. They showcase, however, that the visual narrator acts also by withholding explanation or significance, and not merely through direct 

or indirect suggestion.35 The co-mingling of contrasting feelings—those inspired by opposing the seen to the unseen, by imposing excessive regularity and thus sug-gesting its precariousness—builds from aesthetic, structural, and formal elements to narrate a tale of tragic grief. For Drnaso, the careful insistence on, or confirma-tion of Sabrina’s presence is already a suggestion of loss.

While the previous example from Sabrina (2018) shows how comics can center the body and how panel structure can function as a visual voicing in comics, Drna-so’s graphic novel Acting Class (2022) demonstrates how individual components of the comics image themselves can constitute dual-voicing.

Acting Class follows various characters who meet each other when they sign up for an acting class taught by a teacher who says his name is John Smith. Some of the characters know each other prior to the start of the class and are taking 52  Comics Beyond Text and Image

it together (e.g., married couple Rosie and Dennis, the mother and daughter pair Gloria and Beth), while others have joined the class as individuals and are meeting others for the first time (Rayanne, Thomas, Lou). Drnaso continues to make use of some of the strategies already discussed Sabrina: for example, the use of large “title page” panels introducing a character or characters with no explanatory text or names (beginning with the very first page); and the refusal to regularly and clearly introduce all characters by name. Once again, readers encounter complicated emotions that tend to contrast with Drnaso’s characteristic and seemingly simplistic sequences of action and dialogue.

As one might expect from its title, the comic’s thematic focus is on the interplay between appearance and essence. Acting class teacher John pushes his students toward dramatic expressions he calls “genuine” and seeks to cultivate an atmosphere of “spontaneity,” where students indulge their imaginations without 

restraint; he asks much of his students but shares little of himself.36 While it is easy for readers and students alike to take John at face value, uneasy situations arise where his interactions with certain characters come across as mean or manipulative. In one activity, it is revealed that John has asked Rayanne to imagine that she has been negligent and that, as a consequence, child services has taken her son Marcus away from her. John is a teacher but also a bit of a puppeteer. Does he have the students’ interpersonal growth or best interests in mind? Or does he take 

pleasure in introducing friction into interactions between members of the group?37 The activities he creates for the class result in curious fictions that seem to contain grains of discomfiting truth. For example, when Rosie’s husband Dennis is paired with Angel in an activity where they are both playing assigned roles, Angel’s 

performance  is—in  her  own  words,  upon  later  reflection—“cruel”  to  Dennis.38 This performed cruelty is meaningful precisely because Angel works with Dennis’s spouse Rosie and in fact has reason enough to have already formed an opinion about him. In just this way, readers of Acting Class frequently find themselves questioning where the performance ends and where the truth begins—which is just 

what the comic’s characters are wondering.39

There are two types of narratorial framing that Drnaso uses throughout the volume, which is to say that readers gain access to both 1) the characters’ lives outside of the class and 2) the character’s interactions within the class. The main contribution of the graphic novel is to blur these two frames, unsettling the experience of reading the graphic novel and thus conveying the sense in which  the participants in the class are themselves unsettled by what they experience within it. Many times, the visual narration offers a direct fusion of the perspectives of the narrator as well as multiple characters, an effect perhaps best understood as multi-voicing, rather than merely dual-voicing.

Here is one early example. Teacher John suggests a dramatic scene where 

Danielle  has  to  fire Thomas  from  a  job.40 During the four-page sequence, they perform  the  scene  twice. At  first  John  is  disappointed  in  Thomas’s  overacting. Thomas has been fired before, and John prompts him to draw from that experience for the second run-through. The visual narration suggests that as Thomas relives that experience as he settles in to this new performance. A drastic change in the 
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background of the scene abruptly occurs in the last row of page 28 and continues 

through four rows of page 29 (Figure 1.3). Before, readers saw the blue walls of the classroom space, but now, we see a brown-paneled office, complete with paint-ings framed and hung on the walls, furniture, and lamps. Danielle now delivers the bad news to Thomas while seated behind a sturdy desk rather than from a flimsy chair. Once the scene concludes, the background returns to the blue classroom space. In this decision to change the background for the scene, the visual narration 

[image: ]

 

Figure 1.3 Right-hand page from Nick Drnaso’s Acting Class (2022, 29), showing a shift 

in the visual narration’s background that conveys the subjective experience of 

the character. Copyright © Nick Drnaso. Used with permission from Drawn & 

Quarterly.
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alone—without the need for text—blends the perspective of the narrator and the character. It is clear that this is an example of the unique path to dual-voicing in the comics medium. Questions undoubtedly remain, such as whether the new space imagined is thought by only Thomas or by both Danielle and Thomas. That is, is this a precise memory of the room in which Thomas was previously fired from his job? Or is it merely a signal that both Danielle and Thomas are together creat-ing a “genuine” imagined performance? In both cases, however, what is important is that the background of the visual narration is used to convey subjective experience. The visual specificity of what we see in this—and in other similar sequences—recalls that “state of intense imagination” explored by Pascal, “when the  writer  so  identifies  himself  with  the  creatures  of  his  imagination  that  he ‘inwardly experiences’ what they experience.” There are subjective images of a similar sort that recur throughout the graphic novel and that have the “full authori-

tativeness of narratorial statements.”41

Such dual-voicings in the visual narration are the heart of Acting Class and they are, with increasing effect, estranging. Readers are—here and there, more or less—likely to be confused upon first reading. The comic’s visual narration creates doubt in readers regarding what they are seeing. Two such instances occur right away in the first pages of the graphic novel.

The first self-contained segment centers on the married couple Rosie and Den-nis, who are trying to rekindle some excitement and intimacy in their marriage (pp. 3–7). The initial challenge for readers is that the narration deliberately hides this context and instead presents the pair as two people just meeting each other on a first date. While this context is obvious enough early on in a second reading of the comic, the nature of the fiction itself is progressively revealed to the reader iteratively only in subtle ways. A full grasp of the situation may prove elusive for some readers until page 7, where the most overt clues are finally given. The result is discomfiting. The second self-contained segment introduces Rayanne, a single mother whose young child is named Marcus (pp. 8–9). Drnaso delivers her relatively verbose inner monologue in obtrusive pink-filled text panels that spot the double-page in an irregular patchwork. The only spoken dialogue occurs when Marcus, who is being held by his mother, asks, “Mom? Who’s that man in the corner of the room?” The following panel, which is the very last of the sequence, offers an expansive glimpse of the corner of the living room, where no human figure can be seen. Already the graphic novel is asking readers to question the nar-ratorial frame for what they read on the page.

In the dual-voicings that occur later in the comic, readers continue to question aspects of what they see. Drnaso substitutes one graphic body for another on the page as an unmediated expression of the subjective experiences of characters. Readers routinely have direct access to these subjective experiences in a way that recalls Mikkonen’s comment regarding the “extended employment of inner speech, direct thought presentation, and thought report.” The ambiguities of the narrative seem to accumulate or compound from one sequence to the next. Those graphic elements of the page that are substituted out include not merely backgrounds, as in the example of Danielle and Thomas mentioned earlier, but also the faces 
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and bodies of individual characters. Characters themselves also visually morph from one physical appearance to another in the course of acting out John’s class exercises. For instance, early on, John assigns Lou the role of a dog, and quite late in the graphic novel Lou is still being depicted that way. Thus, Lou’s image as a 

dog reflects his subjective imaginative experience, rather than his human form.42 When Rayanne brings Marcus to one class activity, he begins to act out and turns 

into a giant green humanoid beast.43 Some imagined episodes are horrifying (when Lou the dog is taken to the vet), while others are more subtle and even intimate (the long arc made up of the interactions between Rosie and Rayanne). These and other moments all blend the narratorial voice with the subjective experience of the characters. Another way to say this, evoking Pascal, is that the mental images constructed and sustained by individual characters in acting exercises intrude on the visual narration itself.

The ambiguities created by Drnaso’s use of visual narration are progressively profound. They create a wonderful sense of confusion that readers may find to be both perplexing and poignant. Creating confusion in readers through the ambiguity of dual-voicing is itself a manifestation of the subjective experience of the character. As the discussions of Spiegelman, Katchor, and Drnaso in this chapter have illustrated, things like the image itself, including graphic texture and shading, perspective, structure, and background, are often of primary importance when considering comics narration. The next chapter turns to the work of Joe Sacco, Sole Otero, Ana Penyas, and Liniers to understand visual narration relationally, that is, as the product of features that are distributed across one or many pages of a graphic novel.

 

Notes

  1  For more on The Eternaut and its creators see the discussion in Fraser 2019.

  2 See Groensteen 2007, 129; Postema 2013, 89.

  3  Sousanis 2015, 58, original emphasis.

  4  Chapter 3 from Szép 2020, 3.2.

  5  See Introduction to this book, from Grosz 1994, 10.

  6 See Fraser 2009 for discussion of American Sign Language, French Sign Language, 

Lengua de señas española [Spanish Sign Language], and Llengue de signes catalana [Catalan Sign Language].

  7  See Harlan Lane’s Mask of Benevolence (1992), and other references in Fraser 2009.

  8  Mikkonen 2017, 204.

  9  Mikkonen refers to a variety of critics, from Gérard Genette (1980, 1988) on to more 

recent scholarship by Monika Fludernik (1996) and Alan Palmer (2004). He admits that “It needs to be emphasized, however, that what I refer to as first-or third-person narration in comics is not exactly the same as in literary fiction.” I do not believe that Mikkonen’s insight has been sufficiently understood or studied in comics studies. His chapter titled “Presenting Minds in Comics” privileges these very terms not merely by mentioning them but also, at an organizational level, by advancing his arguments through them: in his words, “moving from first-person to third-person narration.”

 10  See also Deleuze, “According to the Ethics  [.  .  .]  what  is  an  action  in  the  mind  is 

necessarily an action in the body as well, and what is a passion in the body is necessarily 

a passion in the mind” (1988, 18, referring to III:P2:Schol. and II:P13:Schol).
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 11  Pascal 1977, 22.

 12  “The  effect  of  free  indirect  speech  is,  of  course,  something  the  reader  perceives 

intuitively. In many cases it is difficult theoretically to unravel its operation, especially since  various  effects  are  present  simultaneously.  Complications  occur  particularly when FIS alternates in short snatches with narratorial account and direct speech, and I believe that at times the subjective implications of FIS spill over into the neighboring types of statement. Such ‘contamination’, as Bally called it, may be of considerable 

importance in the interpretation of a work” (Pascal 1977, 57). Pascal also makes a distinction relative to the two main strains of scholarship that theorized free indirect discourse: “The general difference between the French and German terms is that the former describes the supposed grammatical characteristics of the phenomenon, while 

the German describes its alleged psychological operation” (Pascal 1977, 31).

 13  Pascal 1977, 8. The critic is Charles Bally.

 14  “That  is,  the  narrator  is  always  effectively  present  in  free  indirect  speech,  even  if 

only through the syntax of the passage, the shape and relationship of sentences, and the structure and design of a story; usually, of course, he also appears as the objective describer of external events and scenes and of psychological processes, and as a moral commentator. Above all, perhaps, as the agency that brings multiple and complex events into a relationship with one another and leads them to an end that establishes, even if 

without explicit comment, an all-embracing meaning.” (Pascal 1977, 137).

 15  Though this something new had already been discussed by other critics at the end of 

the nineteenth century, Pascal writes that in 1912, Charles Bally, a former student of Ferdinand de Saussure, “was the first to recognise it to be an independent and significant 

stylistic form and to give it a distinctive name” (Pascal 1977, 8).

 16  “The results of the present investigation can be briefly summed up thus. Free indirect 

speech is a stylistic devise based upon the form of |simple indirect (reported) speech, i.e. using the tenses and person proper to the latter. It injects into this rather colourless form the vivacity of direct speech, evoking the personal tone, the gesture, and often the idiom of the speaker or thinking reported. In its simplest form it is found in the mimicry of odd expressions characteristic of a person, but in more complex, extensive forms is used for the dialogue and the articulate soliloquy, short or long, as also for pre-verbal levels of nervous and mental responses, ranging from the most evident and readily expressed observations to the most obscure movements in the psyche. While certain of these functions are found in first-person novels, the most remarkable have evolved in association with the undefined, non-personal, third-person narrator. Its great fulfilments are associated too with point-of-view narrative, i.e. the narrative form in which the non-personal narrator aligns himself intermittently with various characters, or constantly with the ‘hero’, and describes through their eyes. It has thus meant a great enrichment of narrative style, since its use permits us to see the fictional characters moving not merely against the background of the narrator’s consciousness, but within 

their own worlds of perception and understanding.” (Pascal 1977, 136–37).

 17  Pascal 1977, 137.

 18  Pascal 1977, 25.

 19  Pascal 1977, 23.

 20  Pascal 1977, 59.

 21  Other aspects include the exclamatory nature of the statements, and auxiliary verbs like 

ought or should, “which may refer to a supposition of obligation or permission on the 

part of the character, rather than to an objective obligation.” See Pascal 1977, 38–45, quotation is from 39.

 22  Pascal 1977, 62–65.

 23 Cheap Novelties was first published in 1991 and collects previously published strips. 

I explore Ben Katchor’s comics in much greater detail in another book (Fraser 2023).

 24  Pascal 1977, 38.

 25  Pascal 1977, 42.

 26  See my detailed discussion in Fraser 2023, ch. 2.
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 27  Katchor 2016, 69.

 28 Keep in mind that “The narratorial presence is communicated in three main ways: 

through the vocabulary and idiom; through the composition of the sentences and longer 

passages; and through the context” (Pascal 1977, 25).

 29  These two examples are from Drnaso 2018, 11, 2022, 29.

 30 See, e.g., Groensteen 2013, 97, “excessive monstration” and 157, “iconization of 

speech”; Postema 2013, 88.

 31  If it is a subjective perspective, it would have to occur after panel 12, which closes the 

chapter, or—more strangely—as what Sabrina sees outside of the window (panel 5) when she wakes up (panel 6). Regarding the latter, one can trace an interesting diagonal line from her eyes in panel 5 to the cloud image in panel 10. One gets the sense from panels 11 and 12 that the buildings are too close together for this to be seen from a first-floor kitchen window in panel 9.

 32  The quotations are from Pascal 1977, 65.

 33  Drnaso 2018, 2.

 34  Drnaso 2018, 3.

 35  The third beat in the above series is also withheld and can be thought of as being 

synonymous with the title character’s disappearance. Her murder is later also withheld from readers.

 36  Drnaso 2022, 22. For example, John initially hides his friendship with the building’s 

janitor, Wade (Drnaso 2022, 36–37), but later it is revealed that Wade lives on John’s rural property. When John arrives late to the classroom, Dennis suggests that “Maybe the whole thing was some weird dream,” Danielle asks “You think John was an apparition?” 

and Lou responds, “Wouldn’t that be something?” (Drnaso 2022, 36).

 37  For example, see the sequence in the gymnasium where such questions arise (Drnaso 

2022, 38–41).

 38  Drnaso 2022, 47.

 39  The performance of social personae is also a theme explored in the comic. For instance, 

in one sequence, Neil, who is bald, puts on a wig to become Patrick, inventing a whole new persona, hoping it will help him in his work to raise funds for the Unified Community Food Pantry (2022, 34–35).

 40 See Drnaso 2022, 26–29.

 41  These quotations are repeated from the body text above (Pascal 1977, 22).

 42  See, e.g., Drnaso 2022, 48, 95, 250.

 43  Drnaso 2022, 111–12.
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2  Iconic Cartographies

 

The extensive space that comprises comics bodies is a variegated but cohesive terrain. This terrain must—as Thierry Groensteen’s term iconic solidarity instructs—be thought of relationally. The individual graphic formations of a given comic abut one another, or else touch at a distance. From page to page, unique  effects  arise  that  are  each  dependent  on  the  others,  dependent  on  the entire comic or graphic novel. While the individual page has a cartographic character, it is not a closed system, and should ideally be considered at once from a much more expansive perspective. In order to think relationally about a certain page, one must adopt a wider perspective on the entire comic, and on the artist’s graphic style and work as a whole. This is to pay attention to various scales of the comics landscape at once—page relations must be considered in relation to those present across the entire work, and these must be contextualized within the artist’s larger oeuvre. I turn to examples from a selection of relatively recent graphic novels to advance the idea of iconic cartographies as a way of foregrounding this relationality.

The term iconic cartography signals a way of emphasizing the variegated wholeness of a composite comics body while simultaneously recognizing the affective principle drawn from the work of Spinoza and Deleuze. This usage does not rely on an equivalence between cartography and maps, or on the historical reality that cartography arises as a tool of empire. Instead, it offers one way of 

approaching a world that is simultaneously mental and material.1 Subsequently, this chapter turns to Deleuze and Guattari’s concepts of longitude and latitude to support this cartographic perspective, and I adapt also the notion of haecceity, which they borrowed from Duns Scotus. These philosophical notions can help us to understand how affect is embedded already in the comics page through certain vectors and movements, and through spatial relationships of proximity or distance. To introduce these dynamics, let us begin with two images from Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land  (2022).  In  a  double-page  appearing  in  the  first  section  of  this 

graphic novel (Figure 2.1), Paul Andrew, who is chief of the Shúhtaot’ine, recounts what he did and what he learned during the first ten years of his life. Comparing 

this double-page image with another from the same graphic novel (Figure 2.2) will allow us to consider further how affect is produced through the spatial relationships expressed in the comics body.
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Figure 2.1  A double-page from Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land (2022, 6–7), where Paul 

Andrew, depicted in the right-hand inset, recounts what he did and what he 

learned in the first ten years of his life. Copyright © Joe Sacco. Published by 

Jonathan Cape. Used with permission from Henry Holt and Company/Metro-

politan Books and The Random House Group Limited UK.

 

Joe Sacco is an artist widely known for his fusions of journalism with graphic storytelling, a mode of comics to which greater numbers of global creators seem to 

be gravitating, from Victoria Lomasko’s Other Russias (2017) to Javier de Isusi’s 

Transparentes (2020), for instance.2 It is tempting for readers to prioritize the writ-ten text when reading these types of comics. After all, we might say, the creator has conducted real interviews with real people. Sacco is trying to stay as true as pos-sible to those original interviews; so much so, in fact, that he uses direct quotation marks in the quoted material he includes on the page. Nor is his use of brackets in the textual zone infrequent. He wants you to know whether even a single word has 

been altered from its original referent. Take Figure 2.1 as an example, wherein one reads: “Basically [you] grew up having meat three times a day, a lot of times fish also, and berries.” Sacco’s comics are not mere adaptations of interviews, however, but rather something else altogether. For the images he works from his experiences but also from pictures, photographs, and further research to best portray the people and the material cultures he depicts. The result is, strictly speaking, not solely the legible trace of a conversation but also a creative visual product in its own right.
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Figure 2.2  A double-page from Joe Sacco’s Paying the Land (2022, 124–25), where Paul 

Andrew recounts the day he was forcibly sent by plane to a Canadian residential 

school. Copyright © Joe Sacco. Published by Jonathan Cape. Used with per-

mission from Henry Holt and Company/Metropolitan Books and The Random 

House Group Limited UK.

Since the invention of cinema, documentarians and scholars have used many strategies to downplay the reductive associations of the form with the simple act of merely capturing reality. Director Werner Herzog has sustained that documentaries can bring to the screen what he calls ecstatic truth. Perhaps something similar can be said of Sacco’s work, which conveys an immersive experience from a distance. This experience is immersive not in a monologic sense—the portrayal of a single perspective—but rather in a dialogic and affective way. Sacco interviewed some 35 people while putting together Paying the Land. He is known for the complex-ity of his comics, which tend to offer an immersive experience that floats among multiple subjectivities. His ethical engagement with his subjects resides not only in the decisions he makes in reporting their speech but also in the graphic treatment they receive in the image zones of the page. As Eszter Szép argues, “compulsion is present in Sacco’s crosshatching, and this laborious technique serves as a means 

of ethical engagement with the vulnerabilities of the subjects of his stories.”3 To read such comics journalism as if it were merely illustrated short- or long-form prose would be to misunderstand it. The corporeal voicings of comics are rela-tional, anchored, and embodied, and together, they make up a cohesive and iconic, material–visual landscape that deserves careful consideration.
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In Figure 2.1, Paul Andrew’s image speaks out from the inset on the right-hand page, verbally responding to Joe Sacco’s interview questions and visually address-ing readers. Sacco tends to draw him against a black background and with his head jutting out from the top of the frame. The character Paul Andrew is thus pre-sent simultaneously in three interlinked spaces or dimensions of the comic at the same time. These spaces are also three material–visual frames: there is the space of enunciation (framed by the inset), from which he answers Sacco’s questions; the enunciated space of his childhood memories (framed by the borders of the unpaneled page), into which the top of his head pushes; and the readerly landscape of the page, the space of the overall comics narration toward which his story is directed by Sacco (the multiframe), one navigated in tactile terms by the reader. The iconic cartography of the composite comics body includes each of these spaces or dimensions.

The four distinct word balloons in the inset have both an ethical and aesthetic motivation. When one compares these particular images with other visual strate-gies used by Sacco to capture monologues—whether larger amounts of text or interconnected strings of balloons—one quickly understands that these convey an individual subject’s style of speaking. Here that style is intentional, concise, clear, and unrushed. Each word balloon is a short sentence ending in a period. These balloons are at once affected by their relationship with the speaker’s black back-ground, a graphic element not used with other subjects interviewed for the comic. The visual-auditory effect is that the statements by Paul Andrew resonate in the seeming depth of the inset, acquiring a heightened importance. The black infill imbues the inset with a sense of visual depth that is tied to a contemplative depth. There is an intentionality to these words, a request that they receive careful con-sideration by the reader. At the same time, the decision to use multiple balloons, rather than only one containing all the text, conveys a certain spontaneity. But all things considered, the text in the inset contains far less information than the visual voicings of the surrounding page. The minimal information contained within these word balloons remains secondary to the act of speaking itself. What is stressed through text on the page is the phatic function of language. These are words that call out for attention. They are secondary to the way in which the panel asserts Paul Andrew’s body. He is a commanding presence that the frame’s top border can only insufficiently contain. His corporeal presence is echoed by the co-presence, on the page, of graphically rich depictions of life on the land.

Those images that surround the inset advance more detailed corporeal voicings. A young Paul Andrew appears in multiple scenes depicted across the two pages. These images convey constant movement and activity, but also a sense of coherence or integration. This sense is reinforced by the first text on the page at the upper left, “And I remember our lives being dictated by the environment, by the animals.” But such wordings do not anchor the page. Instead, the so-called anchoring function mentioned by Groensteen and Postema (see Introduction) pertains instead to the images. Animal figures are larger than life in the foreground, prominently framing the family group at the edges of the pages. These animal and human bodies constitute the very visual foundation of the unpaneled page. One thinks of Spinoza’s unitary  
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substance, of humans, animals, and plants—of all “creatures,” as Deleuze put it—as modes of that singular substance. The iconic redundancy in the scenes depicted by Sacco insistently centers the bodies of the young Paul Andrew and members of his family and community as they move across the page. The comics page becomes in this sense the very landscape they traverse. The lack of panel frames maintains the unity of their individuated bodies: in relation to their environment, in relation to each other, and in relation to themselves. For instance, they are never fragmented by close-ups or partial views but instead left to influence and affect one another 

across the full extension of the page.4 No hard distinction is made between human lives and the other bodies that comprise their surrounding landscape. To extend Szép’s insight further, from Sacco’s depictions of human subjects to his graphic representation of landscape, this layout strategy itself produces a form of ethical engagement between the human and the environment, a visual balance of sorts.

The priority given to image over text is evident in certain compositional choices. Text is flattened into the image zone, hardly demarcated at all. Various textual quo-tations are scattered about the pages, tethered to the images and many times hid-den within them. The razor-thin margins of white surrounding these textual zones threaten to turn them into one more graphic element of the page, perhaps even one more textured surface. Each visual scene pushes quite closely against the others, achieving an organically connected co-presence on the page. In his many works, Sacco’s pages can often seem busy or chaotic, with the bodies, scenes, and panels on the page struggling against each other for the reader’s attention. It is for this rea-son that Hillary Chute writes of “the thicket of words and images on any given page 

of Sacco’s work.”5 He often uses strings of boxed text or balloons to graphically differentiate unpaneled spaces and partition such chaotic pages. In those examples, text asserts legibility as a structuring operation of the page and seems to bring order to an image collage. Here, however, there are no frames or panels, and the text is pushed into the background. The layout of the page is pictorial and strikingly organic. A line of trees stretches from margin to margin under the inset, demarcat-ing and connecting spaces that are themselves interconnected in Paul Andrew’s bodily memory. Iconic representation takes on a structuring role. It is because Sacco uses the iconic properties of the image zone itself to delineate relatively autonomous areas of the page—rather than use the conventional hard lines of com-

ics infrastructure6—that the double-page seen here is, to return to Chute’s words, qualitatively distinct from his usually chaotic “thickets of words and images.”

In Sacco’s scene each grouping of images can be understood as a defined col-lective or composite body that respects the others in its midst. There is coher-ence rather than decomposition. Deleuze invokes Spinoza, writing, “When a body ‘encounters’ another body, or an idea another idea, it happens that the two relations sometimes combine to form a more powerful whole, and sometimes one decom-

poses the other, destroying the cohesion of its parts.”7 As narrated here, the first ten years of Paul Andrew’s life are a period of the “increase . . . of potential-power 

through the action of other bodies.”8 This sense of increasing potential power is communicated by the double-page’s composition, movement, and visual narration. Movement is not subjected to a structure, hemmed in or controlled by a panel 64  Comics Beyond Text and Image

grid, for example. Instead, the movement emerges from the placement and relation of groupings of bodies on the pages. The primary vectors of reading are curved lines, thus dynamic indicators of power and movement. The stream where nets are being cast leads the eye down to the right and cuts back left to the corner of page 6. The visual narration of page 7 pushes the eye back up along a complementary zigzag, returning readers to the inset and once again centering the speaking image of Paul Andrew. These vectors are not hard borders but porous membranes that encourage readers to make connections between and across various zones of the composite body of the comics page. From this perspective, the fur of the moose, or of the dog pack, and the scales of the fish are all textures complemented by the family’s clothing, boots, and jackets, not to mention the soil or the felled tree in the foreground. Even the careful lines making up the shirt Paul Andrew wears establish textural rapport with these elements of the scenes depicted. Szép writes regarding Sacco’s style that such “surfaces offer an opportunity for both artist and 

reader to dwell” with the histories of his subjects.9 That surface could provide an opportunity for the dwelling is a reminder of Elizabeth Grosz’s point that there is, in surface, a depth. This dwelling is also a coherence. The necessary redundancies of the image, the repetition of individual human forms, for example, are visually de-accentuated through the cohesive effects of pictorial composition. Moreover, it is the visual narration that communicates immediately and visually a fundamental idea that is only indirectly stated in the text. The overall effect is one of wholeness, an idea that arises most forcefully through the relational play of the graphic voic-ings themselves.

Lest one assume that the observations just outlined apply to Paying the Land as a whole, it is important to read this example against a page of Paul Andrew’s voicing that takes place much later in the graphic novel. The pictorial sense of wholeness just noted earlier is hardly one of Sacco’s generic layouts. Instead, it emerges from a specific set of visual strategies deployed with the greatest precision in that first part of the graphic novel alone. A later episode not only presents a strik-ing contrast with the earlier one in graphic terms, but it also allows us to consider further the earlier remarks on coherence and decomposition that Deleuze draws from Spinoza.

Sacco’s focus on trauma, commented upon by Szép,10 is hardly absent from Paying the Land. One of the interconnected stories retold in the comic is the his-tory of the Canadian residential schools. In Part IV of the graphic novel, Paul Andrew once again returns to the page via the same type of inset introduced in 

Part I, above. Now, he tells the story of his own forced removal from his family and community. The story of Canada’s residential schools is one of forced reli-gious conversion involving both physical and ideological abuses. In Part IV, Sacco does not rely only on Paul Andrew but also integrates the testimony of others. For example, former CBC journalist Marie Wilson, who “was one of three com-missioners on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada . . . in 2008,” states that she was “completely shaken by the depths of the capability of human depravity.” She continues: “Schools were used essentially as a weapon for assimi-lation and acculturation and Christianization”; their intent was “the diminishment 
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of everything that the children . . . felt they were as individuals and as members 

of a collective.”11 The words Paul Andrew speaks as the visual narration recounts memories of the day he was taken express confusion, anger, and fear that are indicative of a shared, collective experience. Still, these textual emotions are rep-resented immediately and viscerally in corporeal voicings appearing in the image zone of the right-hand page, where their iconic specificity and affective impact are much greater than in the text.

Let us observe this page not from the linear perspective that undergirds the top row of voicings, but instead from a holistic view that looks downward onto the 

topography of the page.12 The sense of wholeness expressed in the visual narration discussed earlier is entirely lacking here. Organic connections between zones of the page are absent and in their place are a series of jarring frames that do not align or settle into a pattern. The emotional trauma of the event is also conveyed through iconic redundancies—the faces of a young Paul and his mother twisted into sharp pain—as well as the disordered panel structure. Canted frames abound, suggesting something has gone wrong. These are observed both in the top strip of three panels that tilt ever to the right and in the large panel in the bottom half of the page, which tilts in the opposite direction back toward the page crease. These opposing vec-tors convey the sense of a body in a state of agitation, in battle with itself or with its social circumstances, or both at once. Other details contribute to this sense of conflict. The frames of Paul Andrew’s memories partially cover his image, at its lower border, and, at its top, they drift behind his head into the dark background. 

The equilibrium of porous membranes readers experienced in the Part I sequence is thus replaced by another effect altogether. Here, borders are both too hard—drawn with an explicit black line rather than emerging organically from graphic elements of the page layout—and yet entirely unreliable. Panels cannot even properly frame their characters. They are misaligned. The strip, the inset, and the large panel do not cohere. At the left of the right-hand page, a young Paul dangles out of a frame as if he were about to fall a great distance into the white hyperframe. In these useless frames that are unable to contain their contents, there is a structural metaphor for the vulnerability of the displaced children, just as there is in the general layout a sense that the trauma of this forced displacement remains unrepaired. The decom-position that results from the visual narration here echoes the decomposition of Paul Andrew’s family and community structure. This is a bodily decomposition. What decomposes Paul’s body is the violence of state power that destabilizes an entire community and an entire way of living.

It is significant that the figure of a young Paul Andrew spans all three of the interconnected levels of narration mentioned earlier: 1) he is part of his own panel as well as the inset, 2) he steps out of these into the white unpaneled page space, and 3) he exits the multiframe—dragged by a Canadian official as part of a vector that carries him to the right and off of the very page itself. Most interesting, this movement across various levels of narration allows for contact between Paul’s two bodies on the page. The body of a present Paul Andrew physically “encounters” the body of his younger self at the right page margin. Recalling the bodily movements 

discussed by Spinoza,13 this contact is an affection taking place within the comics 66  Comics Beyond Text and Image

body. Breaking through the narrative frames on the page, his younger self and his older self come into contact with each other. This contact is a spatiotemporal disruption, thus a repetition of the trauma, once again shattering the order forged during the first ten years of his life. It is not that both versions of Paul “combine to form a more powerful whole,” as Deleuze wrote, but instead that “one decomposes the other, destroying the cohesion of its parts.” The trauma is so substantive that it still holds consequences for the present, even intruding upon the inset containing the present-day Paul Andrew.

There is a further decomposition of the body of Paul Andrew on this page. At the bottom of the right-hand page, the official’s arm pushes the children toward the plane under clear threat of violence. Out of context, the arm at the bottom right of 

Figure 2.2 might be taken for Paul Andrew’s, given his role as a storyteller. But it is a graphic match to a shirt worn by one of the Canadian officials on the left-hand page. Those officials face away from the readers. Sacco’s perspective on the scene depersonalizes them to convey the brute power of state actors. The same man’s shirt sleeve reappears also at the top of the right-hand page. Detached from his torso, which is not depicted, it becomes a pure instrument of state power. This arm violently pulls a young Paul Andrew off the very comics page. This expul-sion is at once aesthetic and denotative, relying on the correspondences established between the page limits of the comics body and the cohesive representation of Paul 

Andrew’s community in Part I of the graphic novel. Yet things are even more com-plicated than this. While the checkered plaid of the sleeve at page bottom does not 

resonate with the vertical lines of the shirt Paul Andrews wears in the insets of Parts 

I and IV, it does, however, closely match a general pattern of the uniforms Paul 

and others later wear once they are forcibly interned in the residential school.14 The similarity of the children’s uniforms with the graphic textures from the Cana-dian official’s shirt on the left-hand page is unsettling, and the storytelling position occupied by the official’s arm at the bottom page margin suggests that the state has had the last word. If these graphic effects confuse readers, they also work to convey the confusion, fear, and lack of agency experienced by the storyteller’s younger self who is clothed in the very garb of brute dispossession and colonization.

By juxtaposing these two double-pages from Paying the Land, the above read-ings illustrate a quite simple principle of comics art. Any aspect of a given page or panel may resonate with any aspect of any other page or panel—a principle Thierry Groensteen has called iconic solidarity. One must recognize, however, that this spatial principle is already infused with Spinoza’s notion of affection. Or rather, that iconic solidarity is always an affective solidarity in comics. As demonstrated in Spinoza’s Ethics, affections are embodied. Deleuze wrote that “a body affects other bodies, or is affected by other bodies; it is this capacity for affecting and being affected that also defines a body in its individuality.” Affections are not a third term added on to the body or the mind, nor are they a third attribute to be added to Spinoza’s attributes of thought and extension. Instead, they are already present in the movement of bodies just as they are at once already present in the movement of thought. Affective connections are organic and given from the outset by the visual form of comics. It is only by adopting an analytical or clinical view that it becomes 
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possible to separate the line, the frame, or the figure on the page from the web of affective relations that constitute the comics body.

Redundancy, Iconic Variance, and Haecceity

The visual narration has a cartographic character. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari take a moment to sum up Spinoza’s philosophical contribution by specifically adapting it into the vocabulary of cartography.

a body is defined only by a longitude and a latitude: in other words the sum 

total of the material elements belonging to it under given relations of move-

ment and rest, speed and slowness (longitude); the sum total of the intensive 

affects  it  is  capable  of  at  a  given  power  or  degree  of  potential  (latitude). 

Nothing but affects and local movements, differential speeds. The credit goes 

to Spinoza for calling attention to these two dimensions of the Body, and for 

having defined the plane of Nature as pure longitude and latitude. Latitude 

and longitude are the two elements of a cartography.15

Longitude and latitude are thus two ways of understanding the visual narration 

of comics.16 Movement, speed, and extension are the coordinates of longitude, and affect, quality, and thought are the coordinates of latitude. These are two per-spectives on the same narrative substance. Affections emerge from the relations between the individuated comics bodies that constitute the composite comics body. They are expressed not merely on the inside of things, but instead across an entire extensive plane. Their coordinates are not static but instead constituted through a relational play that unfolds across an entire comics work.

To understand comics in terms of movement is quite a different thing from sim-ply regarding them as static iconic representations. Spanning the page there are local movements—the paths of visual narration, the paths of reading, the iconic redundancies, repetitions of bodily form, and relations traced through correspond-ing lines and textures that reveal and express affect and are productive of thought. There are short-wave transmissions that can act as affections within the page, from one page to the next. There are also regional movements—the solidarities that act as long-wave transmissions, across pages, chapters, parts, or crossing demarcated levels  of  narration. Affective  intensity  takes  place  locally  but  also  accumulates across the multiframe of the comics body. Affections thus routinely work at three levels already invoked earlier in this chapter: the inset or panel frame, the page that contains it, and the comics body as a whole.

What does iconic redundancy accomplish in visual narration? Just what does it do? Let us first think of iconic redundancy in terms of a person’s body. In liter-ary  narration,  the  “I”  of  a  first-person  prose  narrator  is  assumed,  but  not  seen. It is signified, but not immediately present. In comics, however, narration takes place on the page, and it takes shape on the page. It is both form and event. When a first-person narrator is given spatial form on the page, as in the case of Julie 

Doucet’s Time Zone J (2022, see ch. 3), this narration is polysemic. It is not just a 68  Comics Beyond Text and Image

recounting of experience, but an embodied experience in its own right. When—as routinely  happens  in  comics—a  clearly  defined  first-person  narratorial  perspec-tive is lacking, the repeated visual form of character is itself a narratorial asser-tion. Iconic redundancy itself insists on the act of narrating, but it does more than that. There is no narration that is not also a visual description. And the surface of visual description in comics always conveys a certain depth of character. Thus, through the graphic fusion of description and narration, comics convey experiential knowledge in a way that paradigmatically blends subjective and seemingly objec-tive viewpoints on action. This experiential knowledge already includes interiority 

and subjectivity (see the section on Drnaso, ch. 1). This experiential knowledge is accumulated as a character is set in motion across the longitude and latitude of an uneven iconic cartography.

In this page (Figure 2.3) from the graphic novel Naftalina (2020) [Mothballs 2024], by Argentine creator Sole Otero (Buenos Aires, 1985), the young protagonist Ro, short for Rocío, moves throughout the various rooms of her residence. Her grandmother Vilma died at the start of the comic, and because her parents cannot sell the house, Rocío lives in it for a time. As Ro inhabits the house itself, she also inhabits memories of her grandmother. Some of these take form on the page in the precise local locations in which they originally transpired, such that memories are 

themselves revealed to be spatial in nature.17 Memory is highlighted in the very title of the comic, Naftalina, a preservative chemical whose smell readers may associate with retrieving a material item from prolonged storage. As Ro dwells with her own memories, she also learns more about her family’s history. It is a coming-of-age story that ranges far and wide over the course of its 300+ pages. The result of its long arc is that the protagonist gains a newfound confidence in herself.

There is an understated simplicity to Figure 2.3. The adaptation of architectural form to serve as comics structure is a visual strategy Otero employs periodically in the graphic novel. Formally speaking, this usage is reminiscent of the cut-outs used by Chris Ware in Building Stories or the architectural structure of Joost Swarte’s 

cover for Raw magazine #2.18 In Naftalina, however, the long arc of the character’s development through the graphic novel impacts how readers approach a given instance of architectural page structure. Given that Rocío lives alone in the house, these pages are an opportunity for Otero to emphasize the impact of one body upon another. There is Rocío, and there is the house. On this page, there is a local movement traced as Ro moves from one room to the next during the course of the day. She would appear to be studying as she carries a biology textbook here and there or reads the periodical Clarín. Yet just as often, she prepares food or else stares into space, her eyes open, lost in thought. There is a local movement effected on the page through the iconic redundancy of character. This movement comes to rest in the front left panel. Ro sits, inactive, against the wall of an outdoor alcove. The walls are plain, her face seemingly despondent, matching another panel on the 

left-hand page,19 where she seems distracted and tired of studying. Movement and location are at once an affect. The longitudinal and latitudinal aspects of the page are fused.
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Figure 2.3  A right-hand page from Sole Otero’s Naftalina (Mothballs 2024, 83), where 

the protagonist moves through rooms of her deceased grandmother’s house, 

shown from above with delineated architectural zones substituting for panel 

structure. Copyright © Sole Otero. Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books (www.

fantagraphics.com).
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The relational play between Rocío and the house form is dynamic when con-sidered at the level of the graphic novel’s multiframe. Elsewhere, this dynamism is conveyed by varying the size of Rocío’s figure relative to the form of the house. Near the beginning, for example, a double-page spread depicts her sitting amidst a cutout of the house, her shoulders towering above the door frames and ceil-

ing.20 She is drawn as a giant who does not seem to fit in her surroundings either physically or emotionally (“Se siente como si todo se hubiera achicado” [“It feels like everything’s gotten smaller”]). At the end of the graphic novel, she is again depicted in oversize dimensions, but she is standing up and staring at the reader, 

rather than sitting down.21 Her right arm hangs at her side, her hand grasping the 

top of the house wall either with affection or as a form of bodily support. Figure 2.3 is one single point situated on the line or narrative arc that extends between these two double-page spreads. Neither a peak nor a valley, it is a quotidian moment, what Deleuze might call an any-moment-whatsoever, constituting a representative 

movement-image.22 There is affect within the protagonist’s movement on the page, which expresses the inner struggle to define herself. Her bodily trace upon the form of  her  beloved  grandmother’s  house  is  this  very  process  of  self-definition. The iconic redundancy of character is not just the descriptive imprint or self-starting of narration, it is already constituted as affection, a subjective process that is inter-twined with the external world.

Let us consider another example of what iconicity does in both longitudinal and latitudinal terms. Here we are interested not in how the repetition of a single body already expresses affection, but instead how variance in iconicity contrib-utes to narration in a comics body. By iconic variance, I mean to reference the way in which a creator can vary the level of detail employed in representing bodies in a single work, even on a single page. This can serve many purposes: for example, distinguishing levels of narration from one another or imbuing parts 

of the image with greater subjectivity than others.23 One can observe the iconic variance in the Showa series of graphic novels by Shigeru Mizuki. The intention of the eight-volume series—which becomes four double-volumes in the English translation by Drawn & Quarterly—is to chronicle Japanese history through a form of autobiography, to tell national History with a capital H through a personal 

history with a lower-case h. Mizuki (2016) employs a distinct iconic approach for each of these stories. In his foreword to the Drawn & Quarterly edition, Frederik L. Schodt describes these as “two parallel histories, unfolding simultaneously in utterly different formats.” In the former, “The artwork is dispassionate. Drawings are highly realistic. Iconic photographs from Japan’s recent past—hand-traced or rendered in super-high contrast—are frequently used”; in the latter, “The artwork 

is loose and ‘cartoony’.”24 The contrast between these two histories and these two graphic styles is bridged on the page by a narrator character known as Nezumi Otoko, who has also appeared in the artist’s Yokai stories. For Mizuki, the vari-ance in these levels of iconicity brings texture to the work by emphasizing the distance between History, understood with a capital H and his autobiographical persona’s everyday life. One is vast, powerful, impersonal, and destructive; the other is concrete, highly personal, and small. Iconic variance becomes a graphic 
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texture in the comics body. In this example, this texture produces first and fore-most a sense of scale and social complexity. Mizuki’s character seems all the more vulnerable because of the cartoonish style in which he is drawn; he is sub-jected to forces so great that survival becomes, at times, a mere matter of luck. The way that a low-level iconicity plays into representing his character produces this feeling of vulnerability and smallness when considered against the backdrop of such large-scale human events, which are represented with a comparatively higher level of almost photographic iconicity.

Something similar happens in the work of Ana Penyas (Valencia, 1987), whose comics work is situated at the intersection of the three themes of territory/city, 

historical memory, and feminism.25 Since her debut graphic novel, Estamos todas 

bien (2017)/[We’re All Just Fine 2023], the artist’s style has undergone a change of sorts. In an interview with Xavier Dapena, she describes this change by saying, “creo que hay un salto sobre todo a nivel gráfico [I think that there is a jump espe-

cially at the graphic level].”26 One can see a number of jumps in graphic style when 

comparing Estamos todas bien (2017) with Todo bajo el sol [Everything under the 

sun] (2020).27 Pages of the former work tend to use a lower level of detail. People and objects are many times constituted out of the page background with no addi-tional coloring—this applies to such things as the complexion of faces, the surface of a table, the front of household appliances, as well as walls and floors. Overall, there is more white space on the average page. Estamos todas bien tells the stories of the artist’s two grandmothers, Maruja and Herminia, who share memories of their life under and after the Francoist dictatorship in Spain. The style of narration is wonderfully expressive with consistently varied page layouts and a range of graphic textures that are equally varied.

One memorable page depicts a quotidian sequence where Maruja, now in the present day, needs help getting out of her chair. Ten unframed vignettes show her moving in the chair as she tries to stand, but she is ultimately unsuccessful. No background is shown behind the figure seated in the chair. Nothing else is vis-ible, not even, for instance, a lamp at the side of the chair. Two close-ups of a clock accompany the ten images of Maruja, emphasizing the large amount of time involved in accomplishing such a simple daily act. At the end of the sequence, she lets out a punctuating call for help. The use of color—for her red dress, which matches the left-hand page’s image of a young woman on the television who is dancing, also clad in red—as well as the pattern on the chair are both pleasing design elements that add to the page. These correspondences express her continued vivacity as age increases. The large amount of white space still visible on the page conveys the hollowness of those moments when we need help but are reluctant to ask. This is a comics layout that plays creatively with the conventional action sequence through an iconic redundancy that does not, in fact, advance the action of the story. Penyas portrays Maruja’s present everyday life as sedentary as a way of offsetting and anticipating the more dynamic moments of her story, which will be revealed in due course. This level of iconic redundancy is, however, somewhat rare in the work. More often, transitions are aspect-to-aspect or scene-to-scene and can include rich pictorial or near-photographic detail. Her use of photographic transfer 72  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 2.4 Page near the end of We’re All Just Fine (2023, 82) [Estamos todas bien 2017, 

unnumbered]  by  Ana  Penyas,  where  near-photographic  style  interrupts  the 

standard level of iconicity employed by the artist. Copyright © Ana Penyas. 

Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books (www.fantagraphics.com).

 

is, in fact, carefully examined by Esther Claudio who establishes it as an integral 

part of the artist’s “personal style.”28

Figure 2.4 is a more typical example of the kinds of transitions and modes of iconic variance used by Penyas throughout Estamos todas bien. The subject matter is as quotidian as in the chair sequence with Maruja just described: it is Valencia in the year 1984, and Penyas’s grandmother Herminia is getting her housework done. As she remembers that she needs to check on the washing machine in panel 2 (“¡Dios! ¡¡¡La lavadora!!! [God! The washing machine!!!), the visual narration introduces a near-photographic representation of a group of seven women wash-ing clothes on washboards at the riverside. It makes sense that it is a memory that flashes into Herminia’s mind, the recollection of a photograph. With no specific recognition provided by the character on the page herself, perhaps it also pulls double duty, functioning as a narratorial statement on the strong social bonds of these women or even a collective feminist unconscious. The temporal shift is from present to past, as Penyas’s visual narration contextualizes her grandmother’s con-temporary activity within a lineage of gendered work. On the whole, the scene avoids too much iconic redundancy, limiting such repetition of visual forms to minor details only: Herminia’s figure in panels 1 and 5, the mop handle in panels 3 and 4, and her show in panels 4 and 6. We move through five distinct interior 
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spaces, and one direct thought image, ending with the stairwell, whose shadows and vertical depth mark a transition of sorts to the right-hand page’s temporal jump to the year 1986. The abrupt incursion of the near-photographic image into this sequence is a marked way of stretching temporality for the reader—in fact, this Valencia sequence stitches a number of different times and places together in a fluid and quite artful fashion. Here and there, images of Herminia with white hair and wearing a bright-colored print are signs we have returned to a more contempo-rary moment. In this context, the presence of this photograph is full of meaning. It illustrates how little time Herminia has to focus on herself and her own thoughts. It functions as a graphic voicing of her frustration and it signals how much she carries with her from the past. It is also significant that the photograph stands alone. Its presence is the brief but illuminating flicker of an undefined process of conscious-ness that animates Herminia but that has found little expression in either her past or present life. The joy on the seven women’s faces in the photograph is an emotion accessible also to her, but one that is remote, tamped down, and that quickly dis-sipates in the course of accomplishing daily tasks.

In truth, one aspect of the stylistic jump “at the graphic level” that Penyas notes between Estamos todas bien and Todo bajo el sol comes not from an entirely new set of practices, but rather from an intensification of her strategy of iconic variance. In the former work, she achieves near-photographic realism only in a comparatively restricted set of circumstances. For example, the people appearing on television, photographs from the past, and advertisements are usually much more detailed than the characters Penyas follows more closely. What is possibly the direct image of memory discussed earlier shares with these examples a distance from embodied experience. Thus, the comparatively lower iconic level with which Penyas usually draws her protagonists partakes of a more traditional comics aesthetic and can be understood as a way of emphasizing the immediacy and the subjectivity of their embodied experience. Todo bajo el sol continues this strategy of iconic variance, but it expands the territory across which it moves. One can imagine a spectrum of iconic variance. In Showa, for example, Shigeru Mizuki uses quite iconic and downright cartoonish characters whose movements are quite distinct from the His-torical realism of his backgrounds. In Estamos todas bien, the characters stand out somewhat, but not as starkly as in Mizuki, with variance in the levels of detail corresponding to certain representational aims. In Todo bajo el sol, however, the iconic variance has colonized every aspect of the story. Let us consider a somewhat typical image as well as the larger effect of this graphic strategy as it moves across the whole of the comics body.

Todo bajo el sol takes its title from a slogan of Spain’s late dictatorship, when 

the economy was being explicitly tied to development and tourism.29 Here, Penyas continues to focus on her three interconnected themes of territory/city, historical memory, and feminism by looking at tourist economies, social marginality, and urban development in a specific neighborhood of Valencia. The color palette of this graphic novel is much expanded, constituting an investment by the publisher, the effect of which is to do away at once with the prominence of the white page back-grounds showing through over the course of Estamos todas bien. But then there 74  Comics Beyond Text and Image

is also a clear pictorial shift. On the whole, the visual narration is more detailed. Penyas insistently sets protagonists against rich and full backgrounds, showing figures either in their urbanistic context or in carefully crafted interiors. That Pen-yas has a comparative preference for the prominence of crowds points both toward the touristic erosion of the region’s community ties and alternately the formation of communities that resist the dominant spatial paradigm of urbanistic develop-ment. For example, early in the novel—at the beach and at the pool of the Hotel Palace—one observes figures composed of a mix of near-photographic realism and a more iconic comics aesthetic. The same mixture holds for an outdoor neigh-borhood scene that appears just a few pages later in the graphic novel. Penyas’s touristic crowds and the neighborhood crowds are equally textured in this way, and thus, iconic variance becomes a generalized visual strategy for producing a form of social complexity and differentiation that exists in principle, untied to any specific plot point. That said, within this complexity, Penyas opts for the more traditional comics aesthetic—the lower level of iconic representation—when focalizing her protagonists, who navigate a differentiated population just as they traverse the une-ven geographical development of the city.

Here is an example. In Figure 2.5, an unnamed employee who works for a cleaning service arrives at the Plaza Vieja metro station after a long journey from 
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Figure 2.5  Unnumbered page from “2017,” the penultimate section of Todo bajo el sol 

(2020) by Ana Penyas, where the style and level of detail of the facial features 

of characters show two co-present modes of iconic representation. Copyright 

© 2020, Ana Penyas. Used with permission of Penguin Random House Grupo 

Editorial, S.A.U.
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the Avenida Nueva station near her home. From the dialogue of the scene readers understand that she used to live in this neighborhood, but with the gentrification of the previous years she can no longer afford to stay as a resident. Now she only returns to her job. Penyas achieves a clear comics representation and critique of the 

capitalist division of space into spaces of work and spaces of leisure.30 The level of iconicity used to draw the woman’s face differs from that used to depict the charac-ter Mohamed, who makes a coffee for her at the Bar Jesús. When Mohamed notes that the woman has moved away from the neighborhood in panel 3, she responds in panel 4 by saying “No me haga mala sangre, ya sabe que no podía pagar el piso” [Don’t give me any grief, you know that I couldn’t pay the rent]. There is more texture and detail on this page than on a typical page from Estamos todas bien—in the men’s faces, in the coffee machine, in the bottles on the shelf, and in the depic-tion of the storefront. These elements are themselves not inconsequential in terms of visual narration.

In this example, the use of iconic variance imbues the work with a notable tex-ture and thus adds a sense of depth to the images. This aesthetic decision suggests a diversity of human physiognomies and points to a fundamental diversity of human experiences. In a way it is an intensification of the way in which Rodolphe Töpffer 

used the simple line of caricature to denote human social variation in his Essai de 

physiognomonie (1845).31 Rather than limit herself to the line alone, Penyas adds more texture through pictorial and near-photographic representation to emphasize the existence of a differentiated social world where bodies are not interchangeable but rather individuated. In simple terms, Ana Penyas uses iconic variance to sug-gest that there are multiple potential histories that can be traced throughout Todo bajo el sol. Moreover, this same representational strategy can be considered from the perspective of the graphic novel’s specific critique of urbanistic development. In this sense, the calculated unevenness of these graphic textures corresponds with the uneven geographical development of Valencia. It reflects the reality that new and displaced residents, in principle as well as in practice, have unequal access to the city. If the pictorial or near-photographic elements of iconic representation are largely absent in the portrayal of the characters central to the comic’s narrative, it is because this withholding acts productively. By maintaining more central characters in comparatively low levels of iconicity, the visual narration shines a brighter and more direct light on those residents who serve as poignant reminders of who is being left out of the city’s changing form.

To return to Deleuze and Guattari’s terms, we might say that iconic variance is itself cartography. As the analysis of Ana Penyas suggests, iconic redundancy is important in a comics work not just for what it is but also for what it does. When we trace a character’s iconic form from panel to panel, from page to page, or across the multiframe, we are following an individual of the composite comics body. But this individual, in principle, cannot be severed from the graphic relations that con-stitute the remaining individuals on the page. The iconic variance in Todo bajo el sol reveals that local movements and affects of character—what Deleuze and Guattari call longitudes and latitudes—are always connected in a comics cartog-raphy. The unnamed protagonist of panel 2.5 is constituted in the visual narration 76  Comics Beyond Text and Image

in a way that draws from and creates friction with the descriptive constitution of other characters. These relationships contribute to the affects readers perceive in her appearance on the page and across the comics multiframe alike. These specific affects generated through iconic variance are not systematically established across the entirety of Todo bajo el sol—they are not reducible to a simple catalog of the artist’s intentions—but the diversity of forms is such that, on any given page, iconic variance can suggest additional meanings to the individual reader. For instance, in 

Figure 2.5, a question may well arise about whether the graphic similarity in the near-photographic representation used for the faces of the men contrasts with the lower level of iconicity used for the face of the female cleaning worker in order to emphasize some mixture of gender inequality, class privilege, perhaps some sort of commentary on her claim to the newly gentrified neighborhood space.

The effect of combining near-photographic and more iconic representation may be different on any given page of this graphic novel by Ana Penyas. As with the practice of cartography outside of comics, everything is a matter of scale. The relationships that arise over the course of the graphic novel are not precisely the same as those viewed within the localized system of a given page. Context matters. While Groensteen famously emphasizes that comics are a system, the notion of a system can be misleading in a certain sense. As the example of iconic variance in Todo bajo el sol shows, comics can frequently produce effects that are perhaps not strictly intentional or systematic, but rather confluences of the many different aspects making up visual narration. From a certain point of view, these effects may be considered circumstantial, and yet they are not purely a matter of undirected chance. There is a sense in which affections are not epiphenomenal features of the comics page but instead essential to the comics form.

In another passage related to their comments on Spinoza, Deleuze and Guat-tari write of haecceities. The word haecceity comes from Duns Scotus and refers to “a mode of individuation very different from that of a person, subject, thing or 

substance.”32 They write that haecceities are “concrete individuations that have a 

status of their own and direct the metamorphosis of things and subjects.”33 These constitute “an individuality of the instant, as opposed to the individuality of per-manences or durations.” The instant is a wave in the ocean. One thinks of a mode arising out of substance. Deleuze and Guattari turn to time and to weather as a way of explaining the concept.

A season, a winter, a summer, an hour, a date have a perfect individuality 

lacking nothing, even though this individuality is different from that of a 

thing or a subject. They are haecceities in the sense that they consist entirely 

of relations of movement and rest between molecules or particles, capacities 

to affect and be affected. . . . It should not be thought that a haecceity consists 

of simply of a décor or backdrop that situates subjects, or of appendages that 

hold things and people to the ground. It is the entire assemblage in its indi-

viduated aggregate that is a haecceity; it is this assemblage that is defined by 

a longitude and a latitude, by speeds and affects, independently of forms and 
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subjects, which belong to another plane. . . . Climate, wind, season, hour are 

not of another nature than the things, animals or people that populate them.34

Climate, wind, season, and hour are the perfect examples for this sort of point, because, from the perspective of a human being, they can seem circumstantial or epiphenomenal. But in truth, they are relational expressions of a much greater sub-stance that needs to be understood holistically. We must not ignore that such things, as moments, are an expression of “the entire assemblage in its individuated aggre-gate” (above). Deleuze and Guattari thus at once work to dismantle the provisional distinction they have established between the instant and a larger duration:

We must avoid an oversimplified conciliation, as through there were on the 

one hand formed subjects, of the thing or person type, and on the other hand 

spatiotemporal coordinates of the haecceity type. For you will yield nothing 

to haecceities unless you realize that that is what you are, and that you are 

nothing but that.35

Human beings can be considered haecceities, unique spatiotemporal modes embedded within the textured world that envelops them. Thinking in terms of Deleuze and Guattari’s Spinozan philosophy, human beings are no different than other modes of substance. Adapting this insight to aesthetics, one can say that the comics form is a visual illustration of this principle. There is one moment where 

Deleuze and Guattari even insist that “the face becomes a haecceity,”36 and one can think of the iconic variances of the faces in Todo bajo el sol just discussed in this very sense. The faces that Ana Penyas draws with such compelling iconic variance express formations or patterns coming into being at a particular moment; they are individuated, but tied intimately to all other speeds and affects in the comics mul-tiframe—including, for example, the changes observed in a neighborhood under-going processes of gentrification. Ultimately the aesthetics and variable iconicity used by Penyas convey immediately not merely a sense of the unevenness that is a core theme of the graphic novel, but also how this unevenness in socio-spatial geography impacts the human being.

To envision the visual narration of comics as a singular substance means that local movements and affects produced on the page are unique manifestations of a complex and composite comics body (for Deleuze and Guattari, the “entire assem-blage”). The way in which bodies appear on a comics page are haecceities in a way that words, sentences, or passages in prose can never be. In the course of reading, they momentarily occupy a space and a time, only to disappear. The temporality of embodiment is washed away in the unity of substance. It flickers from place to place on the page, from panel to panel, or suddenly reappears as the gaze moves backward across the comics page or multiframe in plurivectoral reading. As in the examples of Sacco and Otero, comics criticism should respond to haecceity, explaining a bodily movement of the comics page in terms of its relative position, noting how it is affected by the winds that rush from page to page. Haecceity is not 78  Comics Beyond Text and Image

a slice of time, not a frozen moment; it is the individuated whole body of substance; it is a pose of substance.

Speeds and Affects

Bola negra [Black ball] (2017) can help us to understand how comics cartographies are comprised through speeds and affects—another way of approaching Deleuze and Guattari’s longitudes and latitudes. This graphic novel is an unconventional collaboration between Mexican-Peruvian novelist Mario Bellatin (Mexico, 1960) and Argentine comics artist Liniers (Argentina, 1973). We must understand the nature of the collaboration if we are to approach any particular page of the graphic novel. Luckily, explanations are offered within the book itself. It was adapted by Liniers from a short story by Bellatin, who has also written a new and quite poetic or philosophical—which is to say perplexing—preface for the comic.

Bellatin’s preface is literary in the best sense. His prose voicing twists and turns plays with philosophical poses and skirts the boundaries between the real and the fictional. There is a recursive element in its returns to the same phrasings and images over some 20 pages. There is even a touch of metaliterature. The author ruminates on his own representation in the comics images by Liniers, and he projects his authorial persona into the fictional literary world he has constructed, which he is in the process of reconstructing. Bellatin’s use of language foregrounds its prosodic features such as intonation, stress, tempo, rhythm, and pause. This is a text that flows, and that captivates if read aloud. The back matter includes a series of letters from Liniers to Bellatin, written in the form of comics and composed as updates on his progress with the adaptation. In one such comics letter, the artist reports that he has developed an interesting conceit that is helping him with his work:

para cada página que dibuje voy a usar dos renglones del cuento. / Tal como fue 

editado en el libro ‘Obra reunida’ de Ed. Alfaguara primera edición 2005 / si 

una palabra se separa en sílabas en un renglón, se separa en la pág. [for every 

page I might draw, I am going to use two lines of the story. / Just as it was 

edited in the book “Collected Work” by publisher Alfaguara’s first edition in 

2005 / If a word is separated into syllables by a line, it will be separated by 

the (comics) page].

In this way, Liniers forces a confrontation between the prosody of natural lan-guage and the comics form on each page. Because of the book’s manner of compo-sition, and the way it is bookended by each co-author’s contribution, the prose form and the comics form are two nodes that constitute the axes by which we make sense of the work. What is most curious is the way in which Liniers adapts the short story not merely word-for-word, but also hyphen-by-hyphen, just as it appears in the specific print edition of the original published prose. This approach takes the previ-ously typeset and published text as a coherent and material artistic body in its own right. It is the visible–corporeal form of the words on the edited page that he adapts, rather than merely the mental representations behind that spatially extended form. 
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The hyphenated words introduced through the typesetting of the original are at once pauses and hesitations that are now baked into the comics body that expresses Bellatin’s prose voicings. At the same time that Liniers respects and reproduces these additional pauses, he is forging his own form of comics prosody through the visual narration of the work. The pages, panels, and images of his comic produce their own visual tempos, rhythms, and intonations. The graphic style of his iconic cartography brings certain affective relations into being. Bola negra is notable for the way in which the artist draws out speeds and affects from Bellatin’s unconven-tional short story.

Readers must also understand that Liniers has a pleasing graphic style that is textured and delightful—cartoonish in the best sense. He is best known as the author of a strip that has been widely published in newspapers, collected in numer-ous Spanish-language collections, and recently collected for the first time in an 

English-language volume, Macanudo (2022). Matt Groening’s introduction to the English translation describes its contents as “sweetly hallucinogenic,” “funny and fanciful,” and “whimsical and philosophical,” referencing qualities that bolster The 

Simpsons creator’s comparison between Macanudo and Calvin and Hobbes.37 Lin-iers alternates episodically between a rotating cast of characters. There is a young girl, Henrietta, who is an avid reader. There is a young boy whose friend, an imagi-nary blue monster, can only say one word: “Olga.” There are children too smart for their britches, but also astronauts, witches, elves, and animal characters who walk and talk, from penguins to ducks to Henrietta’s cat.

There is a touch of the metacomic too. One of the first three-panel strips in Macanudo introduces a character known as “The Mysterious Man in Black” (panel 1) who strolls through a richly illustrated forest (panel 2) and, as we are told, “ends up in a mysterious strip with no punch line. Only mystery” (panel 3, see 

Figure 2.6). The three rhythmic beats of this example strip are a classic expression of the prosody of newspaper comics. Bump, set, and spike. The shift in panel width produces a tension that is complemented by other aspects of the visual narration. The tight close-up in panel 1 focalizes the protagonist, obscuring a total view of the character and piquing the reader’s interest in learning more about—seeing more of—The Mysterious Man in Black. The use of black and grey in the image of the Man himself, in drawings of his hat and cloak, and also in the surrounding ambient shadow, transposes the subjective qualities of his character to the external narrated world. The extended width of panel 2 continues this operation of externalization. The depth of field, the use of color, and the texture of trees from the mid- to the foreground all add a dab of sincerity. The seemingly wooden frame marking the border of panel 2 itself produces a gravitas that externalizes the character’s inflated self-image. The orange carrot-nose of the figure and the geometrical shape of his undetailed head are all the more risible when seen against this solemn background and solid frame, a juxtaposition highlighting the polarization evident in Liniers’s graphic style.

In panel 2, the character’s full figure is visible, but only at a distance, so as to better nurture the tensions that explode in the punctuating final panel. In panel 3, the Mysterious Man in Black steps out of the frame into the white hyperframe of 80  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 2.6 A three-panel strip from the collected Macanudo (2022, 2) by Liniers, featuring 

The Mysterious Man in Black, ending in an unframed vignette. Copyright © 

Liniers. Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books (www.fantagraphics.com).

 

the page, and thus out of the visual narration of the story itself. To continue the metaphor from earlier, the bump and the set of the three-beat rhythm of the strip are effective, but when spiked, the ball lands out of play. No longer immersed in the visual sincerity of his background, the Man is instead revealed as the silly character he always was. The essence of this character is that of someone who takes himself far too seriously. The bird atop his hat lends further to the ridicule. The shadow at his feet tracks back toward the previous panel frame, further emphasizing that his pretensions have been revealed. He is out of his element. Without the textured background that offsets his silly appearance, he stands as if naked. However, the emperor still has his new clothes, so to speak; the trails of his cloak ripple in the wind, further highlighting the emptiness of his move into the white page space. Located at the bottom of the vignette, the textual narration’s punctuating insistence (“Only mystery.”) acquires a contrary and humorous meaning, deflating the char-acter. If any mystery remains, it is the mystery of what self-delusions this Man in Black may be entertaining, and why.

The tonal comparison that Groening makes with Calvin and Hobbes in the intro-duction to Macanudo is quite apt, but there is something off stylistically. Bill Wat-terson perhaps has a finer line. But Liniers uses a wider, more colorful brush. He is more apt to fill the white space of the page. His color combinations are  arguably more disconcerting, and his panel structure is consistently more varied: for exam-ple, whether he employs five narrow vertical panels, a broken glass  pattern, or a 

twisted ribbon.38

That said, the strips collected in Macanudo are altogether tidy when compared with Bola negra. It is almost as if working with Mario Bellatin’s unusual story has pushed Liniers even further out of his comfort zone. The result is downright  unsettled and unsettling. It will appear that the graphic novel has reproduced  precisely the text of the original short story, which is centered not on a Mysterious 
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Man in Black, but rather on a mysterious black ball. This is the titular Bola negra. In due course, readers learn that this black ball is the form that a certain insect assumes after having digested itself. The narrative push of both short story and graphic novel concatenates fascinating tales about bodies devouring other bodies and about bodies devouring themselves. Its central theme is the destructive impact of appetite, symbolically, but also literally. There is Endo Hiroshi, an entomologist who discovers the insect in question, which is then given the scientific name of Hiroshi Camelus Eloptirus. He preserves it alive in a box for transportation and analysis but later opens the box to find only a mysterious black ball where the insect should have been. Complementing this storyline there are tales of people who eat too much, or too little; for instance, one member of a pair of twins grows up to be anorexic, the other a sumo wrestler. A marriage ceremony involves the consumption of meat pulled from a live fish, which is to remain alive and swim in the tank during the moments when its very flesh is consumed by the newlyweds. And there is the prophet Magetsu, who decides that, with the aid of his disciple Oshiro, his body’s only nourishment will come from consuming, bit by bit, his own human flesh.

Generally, there are two approaches to page layout employed throughout Bola negra. Liniers divides the work into two types of sequences. The first begins on the very first page of the graphic novel, where Mario Bellatin—now a character in his own comics collaboration—reads the original short story text aloud from a podium. Panels are squared off, nestled in a grid pattern, each bearing his image. In these sequences, one notices that the cascading panels with heightened iconic redundancy produce the effect of sliding through a ravine. They imitate flowing water, introducing a quickness into the topography of the comics cartography. As Bellatin reads at the podium, a sort of discursive channel is carved into the visual narration. At times, the word balloons are bereft of their typically pointed beaks, and instead emanate from his mouth to form long streams. Liniers sometimes  play with these as if they were umbilical cords. He refuses to mark any visual separation between the speech and the character Bellatin’s maw, such that they seem to emanate not merely from his mouth but instead from deep down in his bodily cavity. The word balloon stems can even spiral and coil through the air, as if expressing the affective elements—via intonation, stress, tempo, and rhythms—of a well-crafted public lecture. As readers we also twist and turn, gaining speed as we read on. This effect of speed is commonsensical. The iconic repetition of Bellatin’s figure at the podium means there is increased continuity from one panel to the next. The concordances between each moment of the visual narration and the next are heightened. The eye’s response to this continuity acknowledges that it is not necessary to spend as much time scanning the panel or page to make sense of what happens. This iconic redundancy accelerates the process of reading and produces a pleasurable effect whereby we readers twist and turn, speeding down each curve of textual narration. These quick-flowing sequences provide important juxtaposition for those later moments when Liniers forces us to stop suddenly and confront a large graphic image with disturbing connotations.
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The second type of panel sequence in Bola negra is slower. Leaving the  redundant images of Bellatin at the podium behind, the visual narration crafts direct mental images of the very ideas produced in the course of the lecture and presents them in an unmediated fashion. In these moments, Liniers abandons the tight-knit grid for a more open layout. The sizes of panels vary. Their positions are  dispersed on the page. More white page space is visible. More time is given for contemplation. Sometimes the side of an individual image zone will carry a sharp beak of sorts, calling to mind the point of a word balloon’s tail and reminding readers that these images pertain to Bellatin’s recitation and that as such they will  convey the prosody of a visual language. There are vertical and horizontal pan-els. There are unpaneled spaces where objects substitute for page structure. The texture and coloring used for the first type of fast, gridded sequencing (Bellatin at the podium) is disconcerting but limited and, perhaps, intentionally perfunc-tory. By contrast, the images in the slower and more contemplative sequences are more richly illustrated in the manner observed earlier (in the above example from Macanudo). Liniers thus marks his comics cartography by speeds and slownesses, by motions and rests. It is as Deleuze said of the kinetic proposition put forth by Spinoza, “it is the relations of motion and rest, of speeds and slownesses between 

particles, that define a body.”39 If, as readers, we are carried along in the rushing channel of the redundant lecture sequences, we intermittently splash into pools of creative non-redundancy, moving back and forth between description and visual wonder. What defines Bola negra is thus the fragility and vulnerability that results from this speeding-up and slowing-down. And it turns out that this is a perfect visual match for the idea that there is something vile and violent in the voracious-ness that comes with being alive.

The comics body of Bola negra is at once defined by Spinoza’s other corre-sponding proposition, which Deleuze calls dynamic, namely that “a body affects other bodies, or is affected by other bodies.” One may observe how both speeds and affects—kinetic and dynamic aspects of the comics body—are brought together in a certain pair of unnumbered pages from the graphic novel. This example superim-poses the first and second types of sequences alluded to above. The iconic repre-sentation of Bellatin’s figure at the podium continues his speech from the previous pages, which describes the wedding banquet:

[The parents were then able to discuss, calmly, the preparations / for the wed-

ding They talked mainly about the banquet. It seemed to be what most wor-

ried them. They would serve traditional foods. There would be no / modern 

touches save the sea breams offered to the newlyweds before the ceremony 

began, they were thinking of the cook who had / sufficient mastery to prepare 

the ghost sea bream. The recipe consisted of carving up the sea bream until 

it was completely skinned but alive, and then putting it into a fish tank that 

would be placed in the center of the couple’s table. The newlyweds would 

eat the meat while the fish was still dying, revealing its internal organs for 

anyone who cared to look]40
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The left-hand page background delivers a stream of 14 redundant images of Bellatin at the lectern. Superimposed over these panels is the rich illustration of a fish, its mouth agape. It is the co-presence of these two streams of com-ics representation that recalls Spinoza’s fusion of thought and extension. These two attributes pertain to one substance; one sees that the redundant images are already making room for the fish. Rows 2, 3, and 4 of this page contain only two panels, with empty spaces in between where the central spine of the animal comes to rest. The fish image is pure affect, a latitude situated atop the longitude of the podium sequence. The animal seems to have nothing at all to do with the prosody of Bellatin’s spoken words, but instead to come out of nowhere. It is a pure mental image, but a mental image focused entirely on corporeality, the ontology of the body. The fish is presented graphically on the page as if outside of movement, outside of time. Still, the image lingers in the visual field as the right-hand page shows readers the cook’s preparations. As he slices open the sea bream, he does so along the very section of the fish that corresponds with the space left on the left-hand page between the second-, third-, and fourth-row panels of Bellatin’s lecture. In subsequent pages, the doomed creature swims naked in a small table bowl, its remaining organs visible and clinging to a frag-ile spine. In this example, redundancy is a velocity, but the texture is an affect, tied into the accumulation of affects across the iconic cartography of the comics multiframe.

Bola negra uses redundancy as an engine, to speed up and slow down the com-ics body, which can be considered the substance of the narration. These speeds and  slownesses  are  complicated  by  the  affections  of  graphic  style  and  panel structure. Whether one uses the terms longitude and latitude, speeds and affects, or kinetic and dynamic propositions, comics are an iconic cartography because of the way these two attributes combine in a singular substance. In the original short story by Bellatin, which shares many prosodic qualities with the author’s preface as already noted, the prose contains mental images, but—because, as we have said, prose is disembodied thought—has no body. But with the comics form of Bola negra it acquires a body. Liniers imbues Bellatin’s ideas with cor-poreality; they become subjected to physical movements, capable of speeds or slownesses, and productive of affects through their form rather than merely their denotative meaning. These movements on the page heighten an appreciation of the clashing and consumption of bodies, the physicality that is inherent in the theme of the comic and its prose intertext. Even more than in the original short story, the comic’s visual narration pulls readers into the spareness, vulnerability, and affective webs surrounding the desire to persist in corporeal being as well as its annihilation.

Mario Bellatin’s text is a one-speed bicycle, but Liniers fashions a ten-speed. One thinks of the intentionally monotonous effect of certain prose experiments. 

A novel consists of one run-on sentence or of one single paragraph.41 In these cases,  the prosodic features of the language are working overtime, which produces—at least for some readers, and I would certainly include myself in that group—a pleasurable 84  Comics Beyond Text and Image

type of prose narration. But comparatively speaking, prose is a single engine: it revs up, reaches peak velocity, changes gears, downshifts, or falls into a lull, but the variation is one-dimensional, in that the entire work’s affect must come from these variations from a single engine. In prose, even the clash of the syntagmatic and paradigmatic dimensions of language are expressed in words arranged in one single, seemingly endless string. Thus, to call a novel a cartography is a pure meta-phor. But in comics, haecceity is visually produced by this more complex interac-tion of modes. The fish in the page of Bola negra just discussed and the iconic variance from Todo bajo el sol are the perfect visual examples of haecceity in comics. The effect these instances create is circumstantial in the best way possible, quite unlike the resurgence of a particular word or mental image in prose, but quite similar to the intangible effects produced by prosodic features of language or the weather that comes into being at a certain place and time. In comics, the epiphe-nomenal expresses the relations of the whole. In the surface of an iconic cartogra-phy there is also a depth.

Notes

  1  In human geography and cultural geography, for instance, spatial extension is necessar-

ily imbued with culture, with affect, emotions, and thought, because these are a relation of the whole. This insight squares well with what Spinoza contends. The term iconic cartographies thus recalls Spinoza’s attribute of extension; not a passive Kantian a priori space, but spatial extension as constituted of and through movement. This is the sense in 

which David Harvey is interested in spatial cartographies, see Harvey 1989, 1996, 2000; 

also Fraser 2011, 11–12, 2015, 105–7.

  2  For more on Sacco and his use of the term ‘comics journalism readers can turn espe-

cially to Chute 2016, ch. 5. Readers interested in Sacco’s work may also consult Ahrens 

2019; Worden 2015; Kavaloski 2019.

  3  “Sacco has a compulsive relationship to drawing, which supersedes his often-mentioned 

meticulous attention to detail. I show that compulsion is present in Sacco’s crosshatch-ing, and this laborious technique serves as a means of ethical engagement with the 

vulnerabilities of the subjects of his stories” (Szép 2020, 109–10).

  4  Contrast this with the “denaturalization” of the portrayal of Neven from Sacco’s The 

Fixer, commented on by Szép 2020, 118–19.

  5  Chute 2016, 201; readers may contrast the image of Paying the Land discussed here 

with Chute’s analysis of a representative page selected from Sacco’s Palestine (2007), 

see Chute 2016, 202–4.

  6  The term infrastructure is purposeful, see its usage by Dominic Davies in Urban Comics

and his explanation in an interview published in the Journal of Urban Cultural Studies

9.2 (Fraser 2022).

  7  Deleuze 1988, 19.

  8 From What Is Philosophy?, where Deleuze and Guattari invoke and restate Spinoza’s 

understanding of “affection” (1994, 154).

  9  Szép 2020, 112; not referring to this work from 2022, of course. See also comments 

from Sacco himself regarding his intention to “inhabit everything you draw,” quoted on p. 115. Also relevant, “These lines, I would like to argue, also initiate a discourse on ethics and a caring engagement with the Other via an extensive amount of involvement 

of the artist’s body, the traces of which are present in the abundance of lines” (Szép 

2020, 120).

 10  Szép 2020, 110.
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 11  Sacco 2022, 127.

 12  See the discussion in chapter 2 of The Art of Pere Joan (Fraser 2019a), titled “Topogra-

phies of the Image, Panel, and Page: Comics Narration Three Ways.”

 13  See the present book’s Introduction; Spinoza, Ethics, II:P13:Postulates I–VI.

 14 See Sacco 2022, e.g., 133, 137.

 15  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 261, original emphasis.

 16  See also discussion of two modes of individuation or two modes of temporality (Deleuze 

and Guattari 2002, 262).

 17  See in particular Otero 2020, 106–7.

 18 See Fraser 2019b, ch. 4.

 19  Otero 2020, 82.

 20  Otero 2020, 26–27.

 21  Otero 2020, 328–29.

 22 See Deleuze 2003, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image for discussion of any-moment- 

whatsoevers.

 23  Consider here comments by Emil Ferris that suggest a “cartoonier style” is better when 

discussing “difficult things” (in Baldanzi 2023, 58), which reveals how character sub-jectivity and vulnerability can be encoded into graphic form.

 24  From the unnumbered pages of the foreword accompanying the Drawn & Quarterly 

edition.

 25  “En mi trabajo hay tres ejes: territorio/ciudad y sus conflictos; la memoria histórica; y 

el feminismo [In my work there are three axes: territory/city and its conflicts; historical 

memory; and feminism]” (Dapena 2021, 382).

 26  Dapena 2021, 382.

 27  See also the graphic style of the short works En transición (Penyas and Haller 2017) and 

Mexique (Penyas and Ferrada 2017), which have more in common with this later style than they do Estamos todas bien; and her comics contribution to the volume Illustrat-

ing Spain in the U.S. (2022), titled “Asturias, Dear Homeland” (Penyas and Seisdedos 

2022).

 28  Claudio writes, “the ‘photographic transfer,’ also known as ‘acrylic’ or ‘gel medium 

transfer’ is Ana Penyas’s personal style. It consists of transferring photographic images that she combines with drawings and text to create a comic. She first draws by hand the storyboard and then transfers the photographic image using a gel medium onto the page. Next she draws with a pencil, crayon or ink, incorporating the transfer as part of the general drawing, and finally she edits it using computer software” (2024, 133).

 29 See Crumbaugh 2009, Afinoguénova and Martí-Olivella 2008, and Pavlović 2011.

 30  See the work of Henri Lefebvre as discussed in Fraser 2015; particularly Lefebvre’s The 

Production of Space (1991).

 31  On Töpffer see Kunzle 2007, 2009; Smolderen 2014.

 32  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 261. Duns Scotus and the relation of his thought to Spi-

noza’s is also discussed in Deleuze 1992, e.g. 63–65. Though it is outside of the scope of this work, consider the statement, “I believe it takes nothing away from Spinoza’s originality to place him in a perspective that may already be found in Duns Scotus . . .” 

(Deleuze 1992, 49).

 33  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 261.

 34  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 262–63.

 35  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 262.

 36  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 262.

 37  Groening 2022, v–vi.

 38  Liniers 2022, e.g., 69, 71, 75.

 39  Deleuze 1988, 123. See the epigraph to the introduction of this book.

 40  Los padres pudieron entonces, tranquilamente, discutir los preparativos / para la boda 

hablaron principalmente del banquete. Parecía ser lo que más les preocupaba. Servirían 86  Comics Beyond Text and Image

comidas tradicionales. No habría toques / modernos salvo los besugos ofrecidos a los recién casados antes de que comenzase la ceremonia había que pensar en el cocinero que tuviera la / maestría suficiente para preparar el besugo fantasma. La receta consistía en destazar el besugo hasta dejarlo descarnado pero vivo, para luego in-/troducirlo en una pecera que sería puesta en el centro de la mesa de los novios. La pareja de recién casados comería la carne mientras el pez se-/guía moribundo, mostrando sus órganos internos a todo el que quisiera verlos

 41  I am thinking of Juan Benet’s Una meditación [A Meditation (1982)], and José Camilo 

Cela’s Cristo versus Arizona [Christ versus Arizona] (1990), specifically, but there are clearly other examples.

References

Afinoguénova,  Eugenia,  and  Jaume  Martí-Olivella,  eds.  2008. Spain  Is  (Still)  Different: 

Tourism and Discourse in Spanish Identity. Lanham: Lexington.

Ahrens, Jörn. 2019. “Joe Sacco and the Quest for Documentation in Comics.” ImageTexT 11 

(2). https://imagetextjournal.com/joe-sacco-and-the-quest-for-documentation-in-comics/.

Baldanzi, Jessica. 2023. Bodies and Boundaries in Graphic Fiction: Reading Female and 

Nonbinary Characters. London and New York: Routledge.

Benet, Juan. 1982. A Meditation. Translated by Gregory Rabassa. New York: Columbia 

University Press.

Cela, José Camilo. 1990. Cristo versus Arizona. Barcelona: Seix Barral.

Chute, Hillary. 2016. Disaster Drawn: Visual Witness, Comics, and Documentary Form. 

Cambridge and London: Belknap Press/Harvard University Press.

Claudio, Esther. 2024. “Estamos todas bien as Craftivism: Your War or Our Struggles?” In 

The Political Imagination in Spanish Graphic Narrative, edited by Joanne Britland and 

Xavier Dapena, 130–48. London: Routledge.

Crumbaugh, Justin. 2009. Destination Dictatorship: The Spectacle of Spain’s Tourist Boom 

and the Reinvention of Difference. Albany: SUNY Press.

Dapena, Xavier. 2021. “‘Ella era un objeto’: Entrevista con Ana Penyas.” In Trazos de memo-

ria, trozos de historia: Cómic y franquismo, edited by I. Touton, J. Alonso Carballés, C. 

Jareño, and A.C. Sanz-Gavillon, 375–85. Alcalá de Henares: Ediciones la Marmotilla.

Davies, Dominic. 2019. Urban Comics: Infrastructure and the Global City in Contempo-

rary Graphic Narratives. New York and London: Routledge.

Deleuze, Gilles. 1988. Spinoza: Practical Philosophy. Translated by Robert Hurley. San 

Francisco: City Lights.

Deleuze, Gilles. 1992. Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza. Translated by Martin Joughin. 

New York: Zone Books.

Deleuze, Gilles. 2003. Cinema 1: The Movement-Image. Translated by Hugh Tomlinson and 

Barbara Habberjam. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 1994. What Is Philosophy? New York: Columbia Uni-

versity Press.

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 2002. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizo-

phrenia. Translation and foreword by Brian Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Min-

nesota Press.

De Isusi, Javier. 2020. Transparentes: Historias del exilio colombiano. Bilbao: Astiberri.

Doucet, Julie. 2022. Time Zone J. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly.

Fraser, Benjamin. 2011. Henri Lefebvre and the Spanish Urban Experience: Reading the 

Mobile City. Lanham: Bucknell University Press.

Fraser, Benjamin. 2015. Henri Lefebvre and the Humanities: Toward an Urban Cultural 

Studies. New York: Palgrave.

Fraser, Benjamin. 2019a. The Art of Pere Joan: Space, Landscape and Comics Form. Aus-

tin: University of Texas Press.

Iconic Cartographies 87

Fraser, Benjamin. 2019b. Visible Cities, Global Comics: Urban Images and Spatial Form. 

Jackson: University Press of Mississippi.

Fraser, Benjamin. 2022. “Infrastructure and Intervention on the Comics Page. An Interview 

with Dominic Davies about his book Urban Comics (2019).” Journal of Urban Cultural 

Studies 9 (2): 275–83.

Groening, Matt. 2022. “Liniers: The Art of the Relaxed Virtuoso Friendly Line.” In 

Macanudo, by Liniers, v–vi. Seattle: Fantagraphics.

Harvey, David. 1989. The Urban Experience. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Harvey, David. 1996. Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference. London: Blackwell.

Harvey, David. 2000. Spaces of Hope. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Kavaloski, Joshua. 2019. “Discordant Discourses: History and Journalism in the Graphic 

Novels of Joe Sacco.” Journal of Graphic Novels and Comics 10 (1): 122–39.

Kunzle, David. 2007. Father of the Comic Strip: Rodolphe Töpffer. Jackson: University 

Press of Mississippi.

Kunzle, David. 2009.  “Rodolphe  Töpffer’s Aesthetic  Revolution.”  In A Comics Studies 

Reader, edited by Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester, 17–24. Jackson: University Press of 

Mississippi.

Lefebvre, Henri. 1991. The Production of Space. Translated by Donald Nicholson-Smith. 

Oxford: Blackwell.

Liniers. 2022. Macanudo. Seattle: Fantagraphics.

Liniers, and Mario Bellatín. 2017. Bola negra. Ciudad de México and Madrid: Sexto Piso.

Lomasko, Victoria. 2017. Other Russias. Translated by Thomas Campbell. New York: N+1.

Mizuki, Shigeru. 2016. Showa 1926–1939: A History of Japan. Foreword by Frederik L. 

Schodt and translation by Zack Davisson. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly.

Otero, Sole. 2020. Naftalina. Barcelona: Penguin Random House.

Otero, Sole. 2024. Mothballs. Translated by Andrea Rosenberg. Seattle: Fantagraphics.

Pavlović, Tatjana. 2011. The Mobile Nation: España cambia de piel (1954–1964). Bristol: 

Intellect.

Penyas, Ana. 2017. Estamos todas bien. Barcelona: Penguin Random House. Penyas, Ana. 2020. Todo bajo el sol. Barcelona: Penguin Random House.

Penyas, Ana. 2023. We’re All Just Fine. Translated by Andrea Rosenberg. Seattle: 

Fantagraphics.

Penyas, Ana, and Alberto Haller. 2017. En transición. Valencia: Barlin Libros. Penyas, Ana, and María José Ferrada. 2017. Mexique: El nombre del barco. Barcelona, 

Buenos Aires, and Ciudad de México: Libros del Zorro Rojo.

Penyas, Ana, and Seisdedos. 2022. “Asturias, Dear Homeland.” In Illustrating Spain In the 

U.S., edited by Ana Merino, 37–43. Seattle: Fantagraphics.

Sacco, Joe. 2007. Palestine. Seattle: Fantagraphics. Sacco, Joe. 2014. The Fixer and Other Stories. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly.

Sacco, Joe. 2022. Paying the Land. New York: Metropolitan.

Smolderen, Thierry. 2014. The Origins of Comics: From William Hogarth to Winsor McCay. 

Translated by Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi.

Spinoza, Benedict de. 1996. Ethics. Edited and translated by Edwin Curley. New York: 

Penguin.

Szép, Eszter. 2020. Comics and the Body. Columbus: The Ohio State University Press.

Töpffer, Rodolphe. 1845. Essai de physiognomie. Geneva. Ware, Chris. 2012. Building Stories. New York: Pantheon.

Worden, Daniel, ed. 2015. The Comics of Joe Sacco: Journalism in a Visual World. Jackson: 

University Press of Mississippi.

3  Thinking With the Body

 

Comics are a way of thinking with the body. In order to advance this idea, here it is helpful to briefly return to and summarize some of the content of the introduction to this book. If the panel structure or spatial layout of a page can be considered a form of thinking, these are thoughts that take a visual and—in the extension of the material comics body, in the coherence of the page—corporeal form. This is quite unlike what happens in the now classic, non-digital cinema, where each still or photogram, each image, occupies the same space that the one before it has just 

vacated. As screened, the dimensions of such film images are always the same.1 An endless chain of substitutions by image objects of fixed height and width. What defines comics images, however, is that each one—whether vignette or panel—is 

as Thierry Groensteen suggested, co-present with all the others.2 They occupy their own spaces. Contrasted with the substitution of cinematic images, they have their own individuality. Their own bodies, each of which interacts with the others. As previously asserted, comics are a composite body. Within the comics body, indi-viduated bodies exist in extension. The extension is at once also a space where the thought is expressed. As Deleuze underscores in Expressionism in Philosophy:

Spinoza (1992), thought and extension both deserve to be understood together in terms of the expression of substance.

There are different ways of approaching the imbrication of thought and exten-sion that is the comics body. We know from using our own bodies that thoughts turned toward action can organize space. Thoughts turned away from action retreat into the contemplative. But in both cases, thoughts take place somewhere. This somewhere is our bodies—what Spinoza calls modes—which are also space. Things are not in space; instead, space is in things. That is to say, in time; since space and time are merely attributes of one singular substance. Bodies and minds are each implied in the other in Spinoza’s philosophy. He writes that “as the body is more susceptible to having the image of this or that object aroused in it, so the mind is more capable of regarding this or that object”; and also, “the more the body is capable of affecting, and being affected by, external bodies in a great many ways, 

the more the mind is capable of thinking.”3 These movements of the mind–body are at once wrapped up in affection. Affection is a relational movement taking place at once on the outside and on the inside—for our purposes, within the individuals that comprise the composite comics body and across an extensive iconic cartography. 
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As summarized in the introduction of this book, thought thus emerges from the body, through experiences, affections, and actions upon things. It is the product of a host of relations that intensify or accumulate over time.

The notion that comics are a bodily form of thinking involves two comple-mentary and relational forces. There is the creative process, whether carefully planned or less so; this is what Groensteen calls the breakdown, which has its complement in the bodily relationships of page layout. There is also the reading 

process, itself an interaction, as is signaled by McCloud’s (1993) explanation of how readers participate in constructing meaning across the gutter. Reading comics is always relational given the fundamental property of iconic solidarity. One can appreciate this relationality by closely attending to Groensteen’s (2007) 

“braiding,” to Postema’s (2013) “weaving,” or for that matter, to the possibility of haecceities as underscored in chapter two, “iconic variance” among them. In the visual narration of the comic form, all the elements of graphic style, from line, to color to texture, are at once part of an affective web in which readers are, in principle, also immersed. This is a web of bodies. The comics page is a surface that at once expresses depth. It moves, rather than being merely a static object produced for contemplation. The page is a relationship that cuts both ways. The artist places graphic bodies into material relations, and the reader animates those relations in their own way and in their own time. This interaction is an affective form of thought, thinking that is already relational and conditioned by bodies. Thought in comics may thus appear to originate from two places at once. It is already on the page, just as it is also, always, brought to the page by a reader.

Let us observe how this doubled-process occurs by turning to a page from 

Keum Suk Gendry-Kim’s graphic novel The Waiting (2021). This is a comic about the lasting impact that the partition of North and South Korea had on families whose ties were severed by the enforcement of a political boundary. As readers learn from the text on these pages, an older woman who lives in South Korea has long been separated from her eldest son, who has remained on the North Korean side of the border. The woman’s daughter, Jina, has promised to help her mother 

reunite with him. What jumps out immediately on this left-hand page (Figure 3.1) is Gendry-Kim’s use of raccords, or graphic continuities from one panel to the next. A gridded structure partitions the page into six distinguishable zones—five bordered panels as well as one unframed panel of equal size. Tree branches extend across the gutters, from one image zone to the next, forming a unified image.

The reading paths built into this page, and those subsequently activated by the scanning eye, produce an unusual effect. There are two complementary vertical paths. The first leads downward, from top to bottom, through the left panels of each row (panels 1, 3, and 5); the second leads back up the page, through its right panels (panels 6, 4, and 2). One path is anchored by text zones, the other by an image. Beyond their denotative meaning, the two textual zones on the page have a propulsive impact on the visual narration and thus also the reading of the page. They are both kinetic and dynamic in the senses mentioned in the previous chapter: they govern movements and rests, and they are bodies affecting other bodies. Here is the movement produced by the page layout: the protagonist’s thoughts at upper 90  Comics Beyond Text and Image

[image: ]

 

Figure 3.1 Left-hand page from Keum Suk Gendry-Kim’s graphic novel The Waiting (2021, 

26). The page consists of five framed panels and one unframed vignette whose 

raccords form a single image. Copyright © Keum Suk Gendry-Kim, translation 

copyright © Janet Hong. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.
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left (panel 1, “I made a promise to my mom”) can be traced vertically downward, ending with the protagonist’s regret about not having reunited her mother with her oldest son (panel 5, “I’d meant to back then”); once at the bottom of the page, the eye moves right (from panel 5 to 6), and encounters the base of the tree as the last panel of the left-hand page. The trunks in panels 6 and 4 are as broad as the tree is tall, suggesting the substantial amount of time that has passed since it was a sapling. The tree is an image with a clear symbolism. Its two bifurcated trunks visually recapitulate the comic’s themes: of a mother and a son having grown apart, and of a mother and a daughter separated by an unfulfilled promise. It is an image that unites spaces through time and extension through thought.

Reading now inversely, from the bottom to the top of the page, the second verti-cal path branches upward (from panel 6 to panels 4 and 2), but also outward, thus reconnecting with the left panels previously traversed (to panels 3 and 1). Raccords are a tool that can yield various effects, but here they produce a temporal dilation. As much as can be done in comics form, they produce an effect similar to that of time-lapse photography. Emotional distance is rendered visible by extension. This is both a movement and an idea. Remember Spinoza’s insistence that there is noth-ing that happens in the body that does not also happen in the mind. The idea of temporality is produced through the temporal and spatial movement of the reader’s eye. Moving along this vertical line upward, crossing one gutter and then the next, this eye traces the body of a tree in the process of growing, and this bodily move-ment recreates in the mind the idea of growth. The page conveys not merely the idea of growth, but—through the effect of raccords—also the sensation of growth as a movement in extension. At the level of the individual panel, this sensation of growth is cyclical, restarting with each gutter-crossing. At the level of the overall page design, this produces a recursive loop. Following the tree branches across one gutter and another leads the reader’s eye back toward square one, from which the downward vertical reading process starts anew. The fact that the first, upper-left vignette has no frame introduces a brief rest in the movement of the recursive read-ing loop. A thought is produced. This thought is not just that of the reader observing the scene. It is at once the interior state of both mother and daughter. The mother is stuck. The daughter is stuck. Family relationships are mired in a holding pattern. This circular movement of the eye over the page surface is a bodily movement that mimics the form of a recursive thought and brings the reader into an affective sympathy with the circular experience of the characters’ holding pattern during this extended period of The Waiting.

The use of raccords can also be observed at the right margin of the right-hand page that complements this left-hand page, in panels 4 and 7. There, when her mother brings up the subject of reuniting with her oldest son, Jina says “I’m look-ing into it” (panel 6), but she has already admitted to herself that “I kept putting it off” (panel 2). This admission has a destabilizing effect on the comics body. The split of the third row of the page into three panels expresses this destabilization well, due to the fact that all other rows on the double-page have only two panels. This destabilization of the panel structure at once is echoed by the visual contents of the panels themselves. Mother and daughter are distanced from each other in the first row, and they do not share the frame of any image from rows 2 and 3. In panel 92  Comics Beyond Text and Image

3, the mother is left out of the frame entirely, even though her word balloon reaches out toward Jina. The fact that panel 5 of the left-hand page depicts mother and daughter standing together only serves to accentuate their gradual estrangement as the reader moves to the right-hand page. While both characters are trapped in the same loop on the left-hand page, the right-hand page produces a centrifugal effect. They are being pushed progressively away from each other. The staggered stacking of the five panels in rows 2 and 3 on the right-hand page introduces into the com-ics body the relational imbalance felt by both family members. Formally speaking, panels 4 and 7 function as a callback to visual continuities of the left-hand page. But since these two connected panels are focused solely on the figure of the daugh-ter, and since the use of raccords is limited to a very small portion of the page, the visual continuities here express the absence of a common project. Jina’s solitary figure is split in two (panels 4 and 7), a corporeal expression of her inability to bridge the emotional distance with her mother. The final panel on the right-hand page shows only her feet standing still. This frozen bodily pose is at once a frozen mental state, an inability to achieve a desired result.

These two pages from The Waiting illustrate quite well how comics are a form of thinking with the body. Keum Suk Gendry-Kim here effectively uses comics form to answer the question posed by Elizabeth Grosz: “Can depths, the interior, the subjective, and the private instead be seen in terms of surfaces, bodies, and 

material  relations?”4  Thoughts  and  affections  are  expressed  across  the  spatial 

extension of Figure 3.1 in a different and deeper way than they are in the textual narration. There is much greater precision in the visual narration than in what its textual zones express on their own. Moving their eyes across the double-page, readers experience the emotional weight of what the mother and daughter feel through how proximity and distance are used to represent their bodies. The image of the tree on the left-hand page, in particular, voices an emotional complexity that is not at all conveyed by Jina’s words. For instance, the tree’s visual presence communicates the time scale and the weight of the mother’s longing to reunite with her son. Its fragmentation by the raccords is a bodily metaphor that reca-pitulates their shared bond and history, their growing apart, and the way in which the son is simultaneously present and absent in her thoughts and in her heart. The circularity of the page’s composition and reading path reproduces the feel-ing of being unable to move forward on an intractable problem. This is thought expressed through extension, through the surface, the bodies, and the material relations of the page. The interactions of graphic elements on the page with one another, described earlier, are at once movements within the comics body. The corresponding movement in the eye of the human body is what allows the reader to dwell on the affections of the characters. What Eszter Szép said of Sacco’s style in Comics and the Body (2020) is revealed, through this example, to be a generalized property of the form of which the best comics artists make use: the surface of the page becomes an opportunity for reader and artist to dwell with 

their characters.5 This dwelling is an experience that at once involves movements of affection, of thought, and of the body.
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The Anchor and the Balloon

The visual and material relations on the page surface are the primary engine for producing affect and thought in the iconic cartography of comics. The affects of the mother and daughter of the double-page spread from The Waiting are narrated, in part, through the proximity and distance of their bodies from one another in the spatial extension of the composite comics body. But let us consider a related sense in which proximity and distance do something in comics. These terms can also be considered in relation to the attribute of thought. Intertwined within spatial exten-sion, thought is not just a product of the page design and reading paths, but rather an object of the page in its own right, one that is co-present with extension. The remaining examples of this chapter focus on what happens to the material relations between thought and extension in a very specific kind of comics narration, one for which we might use the term “stream of consciousness.”

The very notion of “stream-of-consciousness narration” is perhaps imprecise and has long been difficult to define. Lawrence Edward Bowling began his PMLA article titled “What Is the Stream of Consciousness Technique?” (1950) by say-ing, “there is no general agreement as to where the method originated or what it 

really is.”6 Bowling insists that one must take into account which level of con-sciousness one is referring to, that is, that some levels are nearer the unconscious than others. He thus distinguishes between interior monologue and sensory impres-sions. In interior monologue, he writes, “the mind is active; from concrete sensory impressions, it works toward abstract thoughts and ideas. In sensory impression, the mind is more or less passive; it is concerned merely with perceiving concrete 

sense impressions.”7 It is easy for readers of Spinoza to see how this understanding 

reproduces the Cartesian misunderstanding of mind and body.8 There is a denigra-tion of immediate experience and a reification of the senses, which are now sepa-rated in principle from thought, which presumably always organizes the raw data of experience as if a captain in a ship. Lost in such a model are the ways in which bodies and minds are both awash in affects, the ways in which bodies and affects influence but also create thoughts.

When applying “stream-of-consciousness narration” to comics, in particular— rather than merely to prose—one encounters some of the same problems as in the 

case of free indirect discourse (see ch. 1).9 While the two operations may not be identical, similarities nonetheless emerge in Bowling’s conclusions: that stream of consciousness is to be defined as an attempt to “give a direct quotation of the mind,” and that if the author (i.e., in Bowling’s context, the narrator) “intervenes in 

any way” then it cannot properly be called stream of consciousness.10 How strange it is that stream of consciousness should emerge in criticism as a problem of the novel, the modern art form that most turns away from extension toward a realm of pure thought. That is, how are we to assess or understand such a retreat into con-sciousness if the body itself disappears as a referent? Any such movement toward disembodied thought always occurs in relation to bodily thinking. Understood as a mode of substance, the body serves as a type of anchor for even the most contem-plative or interior movements of consciousness. After some preliminary comments 94  Comics Beyond Text and Image

on the stream of consciousness in the novel, this idea of corporeal anchoring is to be applied to comics created by Adrian Tomine, Seth, and, in the final section of this chapter, Julie Doucet, each of whom fashions the relationship between thought and the body in a slightly different way.

In his book, Stream of Consciousness in the Modern Novel (1968), Robert Hum-phrey takes a different approach than Bowling. Though he is equally skeptical of the term itself, calling it “delusive” twice on the book’s first page, Humphrey’s 

definition of the stream-of-consciousness novel is simpler.11 In the end, it is defined not by method or technique but rather by subject matter.

The novels that are said to use the stream-of-consciousness technique to a 

considerable degree prove, upon analysis, to be novels which have as their 

essential subject matter the consciousness of one or more characters; that is, 

the depicted consciousness serves as a screen on which the material in these 

novels is presented.12

In a certain sense, as insisted in previous chapters of this book, the comics form is one that expresses thought through extension, consciousness through sensations, and sensory impressions. Inner experience is narrated through the external and the visible. Remember that even the verbal in comics is an extended, visual, and aes-thetic form, one that occupies space.

As explored in Chapter 2, comics pages are iconic cartographies. They are landscapes producing affects through the movement and interaction of lines, vec-tors, shapes, and colors, just as through other graphic or stylistic constellations that arise through the contact of human and comics bodies. When searching for evidence from which to develop an understanding of stream-of-consciousness nar-ration, the linear pretensions of a prose novel are a poor substitute for the spatial and sequential aspects of a comics multiframe. In prose, stream-of-consciousness narration is disembodied thought. It is pure verbality, untethered from the body that does the thinking. As if individuated thought could exist without the body to sustain it. But in comics there is always a body present, in the Spinozan sense of the word. This body does not necessarily have to be the body of individuals who think. It can be what the thinkers see, their bodily position in the landscape that opens out before them. In comics bodies, there is always extension. Or the direct mental image of extension, which in comics is nothing other than that exten-sion itself plus the idea the mind forms of it. Remember Spinoza’s assertion that 

mind and body are “one and the same thing.”13 Due to the ways in which visual narration functions in and on a plane of extension, comics aesthetics are bodily aesthetics.

Let us imagine that thought is co-present with an extension on the comics page. Proximity and distance are then concepts that can be applied to the length of the tether extending from the text to the image in any instance of stream-of-consciousness narration. This tether exists in space and in time. A thought is tied to a body as a balloon is tied to an anchor. Imagine how far a thought might drift from extension. The tethering line can be shorter or longer. The balloon hovers close by or else drifts farther away from the anchor. Still, even anchors can be moved if the currents 

Thinking With the Body 95

are strong enough. In cases of stream-of-consciousness comics narration, the ten-sion between text and image is the rope. If the rope is too taut, it can snap. If the rope snaps, if the balloon floats away, it may pop, and stream-of-consciousness nar-ration comes to an end—consciousness comes to an end. Stream of consciousness, in particular, is a narrative style unlike others in comics, one that depends entirely on the productive tension sparked between visual text and image. Any attempt at stream-of-consciousness narration in the wordless comic would more easily be misunderstood as narration, plain and simple. Generally speaking, the sense of movement in stream-of-consciousness comics narration is not narrowly propulsive as in a run-on prose sentence, but by contrast more expansive and contrapuntal. Even here, of course, the image remains fundamental. Without both visual text and image, without body and thought, there is still narration in comics, but not this spe-cial kind of stream-of-consciousness narration. As pointed out in the introduction, a wordless comic still narrates in visual terms. But the tension between the balloon and the anchor is necessary to produce stream-of-consciousness narration. This framework sees these two elements held in tension—text and image—as being each internal to the other, as distinguishable but not separable, just as harmony and melody in music are distinguishable but not distinct.

Adrian Tomine’s “Translated, from the Japanese,” included in his collection Killing and Dying (2015), illustrates well the contrapuntal and spatial rhythms of stream-of-consciousness narration in comics. The eight-page comic relates a cer-tain fragment of a story involving a married couple and their young child. Relying on vague suggestions and understatement, readers may reasonably conclude that the text narration belongs to the mother and that there have been some problems in the relationship. The tone and content of her inner monologue hint at these prob-lems indirectly in the process of merely describing actions and events. These hints are confirmed in the textual zone of the very last panel in the story, which directly addresses the child, who is now presumably much older, perhaps even an adult: 

“Can you believe that your parents once came so close to breaking?”14 The comic tells of the mother’s decision to return to the USA from Japan, where the child has extended family. The textual zone on the first page reads,

In February, when my mind was unclouded enough to appraise everything, 

I decided we would return to California. Your grandmother, aunt and uncle 

did not agree with this choice, and we left on unhappy terms. It was all very 

understandable.15

Why “unclouded”? Is this a logical, emotional, or a physiological, even phar-macological metaphor? Readers must reach their own conclusions. The specific nature of the marital conflict is never explained. The spatiotemporal coordinates for the story—February, Japan, California—are equally minimal. The textual narration has floated away from its corporeal anchor. It is not a matter of what has happened, but instead of how the mother feels, how she is experiencing what has happened, and how she struggles even today to make sense of what she experienced. It is as Humphrey would have it: the comic has as its “essential subject matter the con-sciousness of” the narrator-character.
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The  comic’s  textual  zones  convey  the  reflections  of  a  self-questioning  and  unresolved consciousness. But one gets the sense that the image zones are equally, as Bowling puts it earlier, a “direct quotation of the mind.” The images reflect a thinking in the process of organizing itself. Sensations from the past have endured, but  the  present-tense  narration,  the  observing  and  reflecting  consciousness,  has not yet organized them into a coherent narrative. At the top of the second page, the textual narration jumps backward in time to discuss “the previous flight, in the 

opposite direction,”16 thus the one from California to Japan. Westbound out of the USA, the younger child had “squirmed on top of my legs”; yet on the eastbound flight back to California, the child has their own seat. Sufficient time has passed, such that “now,” we are told, “I was required to purchase a seat for you.” How much time is this? Is it months or years between the departure and the return? And how much time has passed between the return flight and the narrator-character’s actualized remembrance of it? How much time separates the “now” of the comic’s second panel and the “once” of the final panel? Readers may rightly wonder. The variable temporal relationship between text and image, thought and extension, is established only by these minimal and vague coordinates. But such temporal specificity is not significant for the consciousness that dwells in sensation. Quite calculatedly, it seems, the comic deals with feelings, memories, and sensations in a deliberately impressionistic and unorganized way.

The images of Tomine’s comic anchor its visual narration in the bodily consciousness of the mother character, her embodied memory. But immediately one notes a certain disorganization. The textual narration bounces back from a previous airplane journey to the present one. But the “Departures” signage of the airport, whose first row is in Japanese rather than English, clearly anchors the visual narration in the flight from Japan back to California. In this there is a slight temporal disjunction between text and image. Other dissonances follow. In the bottom left panel of the second page, the textual narration describes a seating arrangement that does not match what can be seen: a professor from Osaka, who is heading to Berkeley, CA, “was especially happy interacting with you.” The point-of-view shot frames, from behind, an adult male sitting in the middle seat. If this were the professor described, he would be—quite implausibly—sitting between a mother and her child. More likely is that the narrator describes what can be seen from her row forward, rather than what can be seen within her row. A subjective rather than an objective depiction. This mismatch between textual and visual narration is confusing because of the pattern established in the first two panels of the comic. The first is not a point-of-view panel but instead a clear and objective exterior 

establishing shot of a train speeding across the tracks.17 The second panel of the comic,  the  shot  of  the  airport  signage  just  described,  might  at  first  be  equally interpreted as an establishing shot, too. But the bottom-left panel on the second page is the first one that is unequivocally a point-of-view shot.

The four panels that follow on the third page (see Figure 3.2) are not objective or fully subjective but instead semi-subjective shots. At first readers may think they are seeing precisely what the mother saw as the event unfolded. The direct image  of her child and her hand, her coffee, in the second panel. It would seem as if we are 
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Figure 3.2  Right-hand page from Adrian Tomine’s “Translated, from the Japanese” (in 

Killing and Dying 2015, 77), showing a stream-of-consciousness narration 

style where text is tethered at a variable distance from the images. Copyright © 

Adrian Tomine. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.
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seeing directly out from her eyes into the airplane cabin. The third and fourth panels bring text and image together as she gets up to go to the bathroom. But something is off. All happens as if we are watching a film where the audio track is delayed by a second or a fraction of a second. The textual narration is misaligned with the visual content in the first two panels of the page. We read that the professor interacts with the child in the text, but he is absent entirely from the visual narration. The interac-tions described between the professor and the child are left out of each of the first three panels on this right-hand page. The sense impressions of the mother are recol-lected in the text, but the images are out of sync and overly mundane. Rather than privileged instants of the interaction described, they are any-instant-whatevers, centered on, but not restricted to the mother’s consciousness. The clearly objective shots—from outside the train on the first page and from outside the flying airplane on page fourth—stretch the narrative perspective. But the close-up of the father’s gift of a stuffed animal (fifth page) and the gaze lingering on a ceiling’s broken light fixture (sixth page) simulate more of a child’s point of view. The visual narra-tion itself oscillates among various perspectives, keeping us “with” the characters while reinforcing the mood of reflection and implied regret through its agitated movements and lingering discontinuities.

Tomine varies the temporal distance between the reflecting consciousness and the original embodied event, nurturing the dissonance between event and memory. The sequence imbues the textual narration with a sense of immediacy while keeping the narrator and reader alike in a certain tension with the image. The mother’s body remains tethered to the sensory impressions and the unorganized emotions present in the experience being narrated, but at a distance. The balloon of the mother’s consciousness drifts away, but it remains tethered just close enough to the image, anchored by her body’s location. It is this distance, this taut rope, that creates the stream-of-consciousness effect. The dissonance between text and image is at once a dissonance between mind and body, between thought and extension. This is not pure or unmediated consciousness, but rather a form of thinking with the body.

“Translated, from the Japanese” is a comic that tethers us to the embodied consciousness of a character. Of that many-layered consciousness it deals specifi-cally with what Humphrey calls “those levels that are more inchoate than rational verbalization—those levels on the margin of attention.” These are what William James called “memories, thoughts, and feelings [that] exist outside the primary 

consciousness.”18 These are “the prespeech levels of consciousness,” which “are 

not censored, rationally controlled or logically ordered.”19 Though the character’s textual narration addresses her child, Tomine uses the visual narration to present her 

private consciousness.20 The mother-narrator of “Translated” is herself searching for a truth in her own thoughts, and using sense data to process her experience. This elusive truth is not yet integrated into her character, but it is present on the page in 

the disjunction between text and image.21 This gap assumes the role of the discon-tinuities that, according to Humphrey, tend to present in stream-of-consciousness 

narration in prose.22 They signal a character’s search for what the literary scholar calls “unification”; the mother-narrator seeks a “moment of vision” that will carry 

“the germ of the final insight.”23
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The final question voiced in the last panel—“Can you believe that your parents once came so close to breaking”—would intend to move beyond all the searching and the doubt of the comic. But it cannot. The sense impressions of the narrator’s 

memory, what Humphrey calls “the vagueries of prespeech mental life,”24 are an anchor to which her consciousness remains tethered. Perhaps the narrator-character will find that she regrets not leaving the child’s father. After all, this is an impulse 

clearly dramatized for readers in Figure 3.2 when her thoughts turn to the profes-sor character and develop over the subsequent page. Perhaps the narrator-character will find that she regrets not staying in Japan, that her family was right, as voiced in the first panel of the story, to disapprove of her return to the USA. Perhaps. Regard-ing these possibilities, the comic deliberately withholds any definitive unification, insight, or resolution. The notion of translation implies that a certain disjunction persists as one seeks concordance between two languages, two countries, or two ways of life. Caught between objective establishing shots of a train, a plane, or a cityscape on one hand and the close focus of the subjective point of views on the other, the visual narration expresses what it feels like to be unsettled, to inhabit this disjunction, to live betwixt and between languages, places, and temporalities. Tomine thus models a split in the self that is never completely resolved. Two parts of a single narrator are held in tension. This is an imperfect inner alignment that is anchored in and expressed through a strong corporeal presence.

Similar,  in  some  respects,  is  the  fifth  chapter  of  the Clyde Fans (2021) saga by Seth. Here the artist is concerned with a complementary aspect of stream-of-consciousness narration. Humphrey notes that “the realm of life with which stream-of-consciousness literature is concerned is mental and spiritual expe-

rience.”25 While Tomine showed us mental experience through embodiment and sensation, Seth shows us spiritual experience.

Clyde Fans is a graphic novel that originally appeared bit-by-bit over the course of two decades in Palookaville, the periodically published volumes consisting of Seth’s own work. Over the course of its five parts, the aged brothers Simon and Abe run the Clyde Fans company started by their father and navigate ongoing interpersonal and business problems. Each one responds by further isolating him-self from others. The graphic novel is divided into parts that are marked only by a black title page bearing only a date in white ink. In order, these are 1997 (part one), 1957 (part two), 1966 (part three), 1975 (part four), and 1957 again (part five). At the end of part two, Simon is utterly defeated by his first failures as a salesman. He sets off wandering through a small town and sits down under a tree. Part five picks up just where part two left off. That is to say that, once seated under a tree, Simon soon experiences some sort of out-of-body experience or mystical vision, 

something “like in a dream. . . . But not a dream.”26 He only re-enters his body once 

again after more than 40 pages have gone by.27 Over the course of this extended sequence, Simon’s consciousness rises high up above the landscape, floats up to the stars, sweeps over the fields, and plunges back down into the city streets. He moves back and forth between ground level and the sky repeatedly. Caught in a certain tension between heaven and earth, Simon’s body–mind is undergoing a spiritual crisis.
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This extended stream-of-consciousness sequence illustrates well the  “sensations, 

memories, imaginations, conceptions and intuitions” highlighted by Humphrey.28 As the literary scholar notes, stream-of-consciousness narration in prose can  often turn toward “images and symbols,” presenting the latter “as substitutes for 

rationally formulated ideas.”29 But the comics medium relies on the symbolic power of images as a matter of course. Seth’s images are, in fact, quite mundane symbols, images drawn from the concrete world of embodied experience and the senses that nonetheless convey what Humphrey calls an “inner realization of truth, a truth 

that is inexpressible.”30 The repeated figure of the moon, for example, seen from a visual perspective looking outward, positioned high above the surface of the earth, is a symbol of eternity, of what lies beyond human bonds and the complications  of affective entanglement. In addition, Seth works to turn mere buildings into a metaphor for embodied consciousness, split between an outside and an inside. The character Simon gives voice to this metaphor in part three. Caring for his mother, 

who sometimes forgets who he is,31 Simon comes to resent his situation and perhaps also the decisions he has made throughout his life. But he has what he calls “an insight”—“What if, instead of viewing this place as a cage . . . you see it as a shell? I don’t mean this as a metaphor. I’m speaking literally. This building—an actual 

hard crust I secreted to protect my soft interior.”32 The repeated emphasis on houses and buildings throughout the extended stream-of-consciousness sequence of Clyde Fans works to emphasize this interplay between inner and outer experience.

In one episode of the longer stream-of-consciousness sequence, for example,  Simon comes across a ramshackle farmhouse: “Close, humid. Smelling of mould,” 

“floors inches deep with rubble,” “a flooded basement. Deep as a swimming pool. 

Strange and otherworldly.”33 The sense impressions that drive the narrative forward are not merely visual, but also aural, olfactory, and material. The panel frames are kept tight, paradoxically suggesting an embodiment even in this depiction  of an out-of-body experience. Simon’s movements through hallways and down crumbling stairs are guided by clear physical vectors. Once immersed in the 

basement’s water, he “can hear the slow ticktock of dissolution.”34 The house is a physical ruin that becomes a metaphor for the crude nature of embodied human existence. Throughout the larger sequence, sense impressions are equally  mundane, poetic, and estranging, as when Simon returns to the urban environment and sees 

“a place of accidental compositions.”35 Seth’s generous and characteristic but  varied use of raccords imbues these bodily movements with a certain transcendent quality. The soul is trapped. What is a soul without a body but a balloon that has soared too high?

More than the textual narration, the shifting page structures are what lend the sequence its transcendent quality. Sheer formal dynamism is what pushes the sequence’s tone toward tragedy. Sometimes, only the panels of single rows are connected through raccords; other times, there are visual continuities crossing the 

panels of an entire page.36 Intermittently, there are unpaneled double-page spreads, 

of the moon in a darkened or clouded sky, for example.37 In formal terms, the nar-rative is constantly fragmenting and stitching itself back together. Visual perspec-tive in the sequence is highly mutable, but the images always express an embodied 
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view of extension. It is this insistence on presenting thought images in the language of embodiment that tugs on the rope of consciousness. Seth’s balloon rises higher and travels farther than Tomine’s. The spiritual consequences seem more dire.

Through their porous panel borders, Seth’s raccords showcase how “sensations 

erode the architecture of conventional thought.”38 But they act not merely negatively 

but also positively. The use of raccords produces visual rhythms. In Figure 3.3, the raccords on this left-hand page are composed from a downward-facing angle, while those on the following right-hand page are composed with an upward tilt. While the textual zones speak of ghosts, lonesome places, and the yearning for invisibility, there is a powerful prosody that emerges from the images and their interconnected structure. The continuities that connect panels horizontally and  vertically are a sort of visual rhyming structure. The portions of the street that are visible create pleasing contrasts of light and shadow that rival the sense of order produced by the panel gutters. Movement internal to the images is sug -gested by the direction of the cast shadows and the angular shapes of the build-ings. This visual perspective eschews the directness of an easy profile, preferring diagonals to squared-off depthless building surfaces. The use of white text nestled within darkened areas of the page suggests the very idea made explicit on the text of the right-hand page, of something being “hidden in plain sight.” The reading path twists and turns in any direction whatsoever. Here one encounters intona-tion, stress, and tempo in the image zone itself. Consciousness speeds up, slows down, and then comes to a momentary pause at the bottom-right corner panel of each page.

There is something Spinozan about how the entire stream-of-consciousness sequence—and this double-page in particular—purports to reveal consciousness imbricated in matter. The world of things, this world of extension, is something that embodied consciousness cannot ultimately escape. Through mere images, and through a recognizable but still spare graphic style, Seth communicates the simple idea that a material place is at once a feeling. Consciousness ultimately cannot escape its material shell, try as it might. The graphic novel’s use of an intercalated poem—Stephen Crane’s untitled “XXXV”—underscores this idea well. From its first appearance early in the graphic novel to its last, the poem is a touchstone for evaluating Simon’s frustrating career in the family business as well as his 

spiritual crisis.39 The poem’s central image points toward the existence of two 

incommensurable realities.40 The sun, which originally appears to be a “ball of gold” in the sky, turns out to be something altogether different (“It was clay”). This poetic image itself suggests the disappointment of crude human embodiment and the anchor of embodied perspective. Simon’s aspirations ultimately come to nothing. He is unable to reach that state where he may “drift unnoticed.” In the end, the serenity and invisibility for which Simon longs is unattainable as long as his consciousness remains tethered to his body. Elsewhere he even formulates this longing in terms of a hot-air balloon he sees in the distance one morning: “In the 

case of the balloon I was reaching out—desperate for escape.”41 Simon’s frustrat-ing lesson learned is that there is no thought without extension, no consciousness without the body.
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Figure 3.3  Left-hand page from Seth’s Clyde Fans (2021, 440), part of a longer 

stream-of-consciousness episode dramatized in part five, occurring to Simon in 

the year 1957. The buildings take on metaphorical significance in the character’s 

struggle between consciousness and embodiment. Copyright © Seth. Used with 

permission from Drawn & Quarterly.
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As the character fully re-enters his body at the end of the stream-of-consciousness sequence, he returns to what he calls “that ‘enchanted’ shadow life . . . of drawn 

curtains . . . and quiescence.”42 Readers are then presented with a string of images that contain a series of tactile objects from his earthly life. Simon recalls Crane’s 

poem, pronouncing one of the verses out loud, “A man saw a ball of gold.”43 Two moment-to-moment transitions later, he laughs. It is as if a pleasant mood or con-fidence has been momentarily restored within him. We know from the disordered chronology of the graphic novel’s five parts that Simon’s existential dilemma will persist. But in this single moment, at least, he finds a certain peace in returning from the distant tether of consciousness to full embodiment. He now knows what happens when you let go of the balloon, something that the graphic novel will never let us do. As the comic’s readers—like Simon—we will always be immersed in extension, at least as long as the rope of consciousness exists. Until the narration comes to an end, there is no other way to think than with the body, from which we can drift only so far, and to which we will always return.

The Materiality of Stream-of-Consciousness Narration Julie Doucet—who won the top prize at the 2023 Angoulême comics festival— provides us with another way of understanding stream-of-consciousness narration in the comic. Here such narration does not seek escape from the body; instead, it doubles-down on embodiment. There are several curious things one notices when 

leafing through her unconventional graphic novel Time Zone J (2022). It begins with an explanatory note like no other I have seen: “This book was drawn from bottom to top. Please read accordingly.” Next—and it seems to me that this is quite curious for a contemporary book, indeed—the pages are looped into the book bind-ing. One can slide one’s fingers in between the loop formed by the right hand of each double page and the left hand of the next. That is, the images on the right-hand page bleed over to the left-hand page of the next double-page spread. This happens not merely on one or two pages of the comic, but on all of them. Images routinely cross the page boundary at the right-hand limit of the right-hand page. There is no set page margin. Better said, there are no page boundaries. Doucet has twice done away with the comics multiframe: first, by getting rid of panel structure entirely as an organizing principle, and second, by turning the page surface into one endlessly prolonged spatial extension.

One could say that the artist has composed her graphic novel in a mural style. This mural is one single, continuous roll, extending from the first page to the last. That is, the entire comic consists of a single scrolling image that has been paginated only in the sense that it needs to fit the expectations of the book-buying public. On this seemingly infinite scroll of extension, faces speak words, grimace, and other-wise react alongside other faces and torsos, animals, and objects. If we are to “read accordingly,” does this mean we should read the bottom of the entire unified page surface, and then go back and read the upper sections of the page mural? No. How-ever artificial the page borders may seem to be in this project, they still exercise an influence on our reading. Though there are no strong punctuating or prosodic 104  Comics Beyond Text and Image

effects produced by panels or page boundaries, there are still rhythms that extend across the page surface. Reading paths may tend to start at the bottom of the pages, but they weave and circle across each double-page spread. Just when I found myself reading in a completely unorganized fashion, I would remember that none other than the artist herself had instructed us to begin at the bottom. Yet, only a few pages later, I found myself spiraling once again, reading from or across the tops of pages, for example. Already from these details the material impact of the work on the reading process is definitive. The work’s material dimensions and manner of composition work somewhat against the rigidness of chronological sequence. Time Zone J is still definitively a comic. It relies heavily on iconic redundancy and word balloons, for instance, aspects of page design that themselves suggest sequential-ity. But it feels raw, spontaneous, and immediate. These are aesthetic qualities that dovetail splendidly with the content of the graphic novel, in which Julie’s character (re)experiences the raw emotions surrounding certain circumstances of a compli-cated relationship from the past.

The book’s front French flap pitches Time Zone J’s content in both of two ways. First, it is a romance: “The year is 1989 and twenty-three-year-old Julie is flying to France where she plans to meet up with a friend.” With this friend, whom she repeatedly refers to as “the hussar,” she has what the French flap calls “a whirlwind romance.” Based on long-distance phone calls and letters, their in-person meetings are complicated and confused but powerful. One segment from the middle of the book stands out in this regard. Doucet writes: “On the evening of the 23rd we met at the Nationale metro station. It was dark out already. The place was empty.” The couple has an awkward and nervous time, wandering the city. They buy food and candles and then bring them to a vault in a cemetery, where they use a razor to cut themselves and share their first kiss. The page aesthetics convey the frenzy of this moment in a disconcertingly banal way. There are distracting and seemingly unre-lated images flooding the page, an unnamed older woman who is not mentioned in any text zone hovers at the bottom left of the page, her face larger than Julie’s own. Who  is  she? Attentive  readers  will  also  see  flowers,  fish,  and  a  molecule structure, all squeezed in between image zones on the crowded page. Why these objects and designs? The romantic story being told fights to wriggle outward from under the visual residues of consciousness. Seemingly irrelevant images flood in from the unconscious. Bodies and sensations are primary, and contextual details are  minimized in importance. The visual aesthetics of the page surface suggest some mixture of mental clutter and complex affections.

Time Zone J is a romance, yes, but is also—to return to the wording from the French flap—“an alternate universe that . . . overflows with . . . faces and people that have inspired Doucet across more than three decades of creative work.” Some reacting to the announcement of the Angoulême prize have questioned the value of awarding it to an artist who, as the book flap tells us, “quit comics” in 2000. But Time Zone J is an audacious return to the medium. Formally speaking, Time Zone J is a pictorial version of a run-on sentence or paragraph. Multiple images of Julie appear on each page. She is an iconic redundancy endlessly re-actualized anew. Facing right, facing left, facing readers, she hovers over her own shoulder as she  
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Figure 3.4  A right-hand page from Julie Doucet’s Time Zone J (2022), showing the lack 

of negative space and the endless prolongation of the image zone across both 

the fold and crease of the book’s pages. Copyright © Julie Doucet. Used with 

permission from Drawn & Quarterly.
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tries to get a word in edgewise. She wears glasses, then sunglasses; a polka-dotted shirt, a striped shirt, then a turtleneck. Now she is 12 years old. Now she is 16. Now 19. With each new page her images produce a visual echo of what we have already seen. The repeated contours of her face become a familiar part of the  comic’s landscape or iconic cartography. You can measure the book’s material dimensions by her multiple appearances. Each double-page is approximately five Julies wide by three Julies tall. There is just no escaping her body, her figurative presence. If this work is a stream-of-consciousness visual narration—and I would say that it is—it is one that thinks with the body and declines all invitations to retreat into the mind.

The visual narration insists on corporeality even beyond Doucet’s own repeated bodily presence. The pages are a Doucet-level of busy, filled with detail. Much 

like in My New York Diary (2013, originally collected in 1999), there is no room for negative space. At first everything seems overly flattened. Some images on the page doubtless compete with others for the reader’s attention. Yet to spend time with her style is to realize how well organized the pages are in Time Zone J. They may be messy, but they are also a closely knit tapestry. The boundaries between the book’s pages are porous, but the boundaries between objects and people are distinguishable enough. Each image zone calmly and somewhat respectfully over-laps with the others. It is as if a large group of people were trying to squeeze into the same photograph. Prioritized images are front-and-center toward the bottom of the pages—here a fish, there a cougar, there a monkey . . . and everything else crowds in behind them. Doucet inserts a range of filler material into what would be the interstices between images. There are textual zones with arrows directing their contents back at an adjacent image, abstract shapes, lines or squiggles, small human or animal figures, or objects, a cellphone with a broken screen here, there a cassette tape. The organizing principle of Time Zone J is layering, as when roofing tiles overlap just enough to ensure function. Doucet’s image zones are comics bod-ies that will not be contained by panels and that refuse to adapt to the constraints of the multiframe. They stake a claim to whatever space they occupy, even if this means crossing the page border. This is a way of thinking with and through the body, rather than retreating into isolated contemplation.

Since the subject matter of Time Zone J is purportedly drawn in part from diary entries, it can be a useful exercise to consider some of Doucet’s previous diary comics as points of stylistic contrast. For example, My New York Diary (2013, 

Figure 3.5), which was originally published from 1993–1998 in her own comic book series Dirty Plotte, is quite different. Douglas Wolk describes Dirty Plotte as “a portrait of the artist as a slovenly, hormone-crazed, impulse-control-free ball of trouble,” while Roger Sabin writes that it is “a melancholic but hilarious journey 

through her everyday woes, complete with fantasies of self-mutilation.”44 In My New York Diary, Doucet uses a mostly regularized panel structure. Though slight variations appear, there are usually six panels on the page, sometimes five if the frames of one row or another are combined into a landscape panel. Though the  project is framed as a diary, titled as a diary, in truth it is a polished long-form comics narrative.
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Figure 3.5  A right-hand page from Julie Doucet’s My New York Diary (2013), linking 

together scenes from her classes in the Department of Fine Arts at the College 

du Vieux Montréal in 1983. Copyright © Julie Doucet. Used with permission 

from Drawn & Quarterly.
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In Figure 3.5, for example, Doucet presents readers with a fully formed reflec-tion on her time studying Fine Arts at the College du Vieux Montréal. The narration shifts from one class to another. The staging of each classroom scene is similar, with a professor type giving out instructions that are easily dismissed by students. The floors are indistinguishable: bottles, spilled liquid, paper, and other trash litter each room. These are not students but animals in cages that need a good cleaning. This physical mess at once signifies the freedom of creative and independent thinking. The sequencing is intentional. Doucet varies the number of panels corresponding to each classroom for effect. The “color” class takes up two full rows by itself on the left-hand page. On the right-hand page, the “drawing” class takes up the space of two panels, followed by “modelage,” “carpentry,” and “weaving,” each of which occupies one panel. An accelerating rhythm is thus produced, helping readers to see how meaningless her character finds these classroom experiences to be. They are interchangeable in their banality. The punctuating final panel on the double-page finds Julie back at home, in an apartment she shares with a philosophy student named Mario. She should be relieved to be out of class, but instead she looks as uncomfortable and out of her element as ever—fidgety fingers, a nervous sideways glance, furrowed brow. The sequence pushes far beyond the expectations of a diary in its organized chronology, empaneled rhythm, symbolic detail, and streamlined portrayal of character emotion. The effect is reflective rather than immediate. As in other pages throughout the work, this is an ordered reflection on a past event.

By contrast with My New York Diary’s polished feel and mostly regular layouts, 

Doucet’s 365 Days: A Diary (2007, Figure 3.6) experiments with word, image, and collage aesthetics on each page. These are episodes presumably drawn from her life, as the first page states clearly, “starting from the first of November 2002.” The quantity of words on any given page is extensive, and there is even one whole page 

containing no images at all.45 Each page is generally organized by the appearance of one or more dates, which partition the page into fluid zones that are often scenes. Though some pages may have panels, their purpose is mostly to isolate certain por-tions of episodic text-and-image narration rather than imply a strict sequentiality or build a storyline.

While this particular example page lacks any rigid panel structure, it is nonethe-less broadly indicative of some of the other layout strategies that Doucet tends to use and that are repurposed and concentrated in Time Zone J. For example, both works rely on the visual repetition of the prominent Julie figure. 365 Days also con-tains instances where certain people are drawn as humanoid animals, for example, 

the cat-like character “C.”46 One can consider this work to be a mid-point between My New York Diary and Time Zone J, in terms of both narrative and aesthetics. Regarding narrative, consider the question of the audience in My New York Diary and 365 Days. The narrator-character Doucet is, to one degree or another, organ-izing the story of her life, presumed as it happens. She is her own audience, but it is the nature of the diary form and perhaps also of creative work in general that this audience of one resonates with other readers. Whether one or many, the audience 
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Figure 3.6 A left-hand page from Julie Doucet’s 365 Days: A Diary (2007), showing rela-

tively autonomous text–image zones, pockets of negative space, and a noticeable 

page margin. Copyright © Julie Doucet. Used with permission from Drawn & 

Quarterly.
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has certain expectations regarding episodic narrative, continuity, and meaning. In Time Zone J, these expectations are deliberately ignored as the narrator-character turns away from organizing space toward contemplation. The surreal qualities of her page contents—best expressed in the fish, frog, or bird that hovers over a given page—come from the graphic novel’s brut disorganization. 365 Days is busy, quo-tidian, and spontaneous, but well organized into spatial zones on the page, while Time Zone J is not.

In Figure 3.6 one sees that the episodes related on a typical page of 365 Days assume the shape of relatively autonomous zones. There is an interplay between each zone and the next. One of these zones—the “Elista” music single depicted on the left-hand page—is centered around an object rather than a person. On other pages, Doucet can fill such a zone with multiple objects, as when she describes 

and draws the covers of some “very amazing and very awful books.”47 With the exception of the graphic divider on the left-hand page between the previous and present day, there is no need to strongly demarcate each text–image zone from 

the others.48 This graphic divider and the line doodle at the bottom left of the double-page are abstract flourishes of the sort that one sees also in pages from 

Time Zone J. Similarly, the double-page from which Figure 3.6 is taken contains four instances of peripheral text with arrows pointing back at an adjacent image. In 365 Days: A Diary, despite deploying all of these strategies, one sees that there are still pockets of negative space. Here and there, between graphic elements of a scene and between one relatively autonomous zone of the page and the next, the page background shows through. There is also a noticeable white page margin, something quite absent from Time Zone J. Also of interest is the way in which Doucet approaches backgrounds in 365 Days. The spatial context for any given event or episode is not always supplied. Many times, a character’s body is enough. Conversations often take place between characters who are outlined against the blank page. When backgrounds are indeed present, they tend to be covered over by Doucet’s figures in the foreground and their moderately oversized heads. This is a stylistic direction that the artist carries to a further extreme in Time Zone J, where backgrounds are omitted entirely.

As one can see in Figure 3.4, everything on the page surface becomes fore-ground. There are no longer any groups of people, in the sense that such a group scene requires a background setting that is absented. However close faces, torsos, animals, and objects may be to one another on the single-page surface of Time Zone J, they appear to be held together only in consciousness, not in space. But while Doucet discards one understanding of space, she accentuates another. One understands from Spinoza the reality that the body cannot but take up space, that it must take up space. The comics form reveals this in general, in its reliance on spatial bodies as an expression of the attribute of extension. This is also reflected in the sense that both verbalized and non-verbalized thoughts also take up space on the comics page surface by way of necessity. The body ties the human being to a place. It is not merely a relay for sensations that organizes external percep-tions and received sense impressions. Instead, it is a mode of a unified substance. Doucet’s extended page surface crafts an intriguing visual metaphor for the idea 
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that things are not in space, but rather that space is in things. Where one body ends, the next begins. Here Doucet visually condenses bodies and thoughts into a single substance. By emphasizing bodies and presenting them graphically without back-grounds, the comic foregrounds corporeality in two senses.

At the same time, Time Zone J indulges the flights of fancy that readers might associate with stream-of-consciousness narration. Early in the graphic novel Doucet talks about dreams using words repurposed from her diary entries long ago: “I dreamed I was meeting this girl, she was smoking a very big cigar. She was a dancer, who performed as a stick figure in a choreography,” “dreamed that I was driving a car without a steering wheel,” “dreamed of vending machines that didn’t want to vend anything,” “I dream quite a lot these days.” Time Zone J exists in a dream-like dimension. Visually it is a fever dream. One might make comparisons to Faulknerian prose. According to an anecdote, the Faulkner-influenced Spanish writer Juan Benet once composed an entire novel titled A Meditation on a single 

roll of paper.49 For all intents and purposes, Doucet’s creation is this very idea transposed to the realm of comics: an endless stream of images unbroken by the 

page border. We saw earlier how the visual narration of Bola negra (ch. 2) main-tained the hyphenation of the published prose story from which it was adapted. In that case, preserving the fragmentation of the typeset prose was a way of calling attention to the theme of corporeality and disarticulation: bodies breaking apart, consuming themselves bit by bit. Here, the form of the comic does not envision the body as a site of disarticulation, but instead as an expansive plenitude. In its own way, Time Zone J’s comics form insists on making its own contribution to the stream-of-consciousness narration. Doucet’s pages showcase how the problem of 

character and the problem of consciousness lie at the heart of what comics are.50 The endless restarting of Julie’s narration through her iconic redundancy is as per-fect a strategy as any for conveying what Humphrey called “the force of the drama 

that takes place in the minds of human beings.”51

Let us return now to Figure 3.4. One might conclude that the page is all sensa-tion, unorganized thought, and the “prespeech” levels of consciousness that Hum-phrey wrote about. To return to Bowling’s distinction, one might ask whether these pages provide evidence that the mind of Doucet’s narrator-character is active? That “from concrete sensory impressions, it works toward abstract thoughts and ideas”? 

Or is she caught up “merely with perceiving concrete sense impressions”?52 Yet this distinction relies on the false idea that the senses are a lower level of conscious-ness. Instead, the senses are implicated in thinking. The body is a way of thinking. And what about the matter of authorial intervention? Are these pages a direct quo-tation of the mind of Doucet’s character? Regarding the latter, all signs point to yes. The mind is presented directly, but even so it is simultaneously presented through the body. Time Zone J produces perhaps even more clearly than Clyde Fans, for example, the seeming paradox of how stream-of-consciousness narration is inten-sively embodied in the comics form.

The examples explored in this chapter illustrate that comics are a way of think-ing with the body. Through the multi-directional reading path of our eye, we are reminded of our own bodies as we scan across the comics cartography. Even 112  Comics Beyond Text and Image

when comics purport to tell the story of pure consciousness, they are nonetheless grounded in matters of extension, such that the mind is shown to be insepara-ble from corporeality. Stream-of-consciousness in the comic is a state of complex embodiment, rather than merely a mental state. It is the very nature of visual narra-tion to reveal that the intensification of consciousness is at once the intensification of the body.

Notes

  1 In The Movement-Image Deleuze writes that the cinema screen “gives a common stand-

ard of measurement to things which do not have one” (2003, 14).

  2  See the introduction to this book, as well as Groensteen 2007, 2013.

  3 Spinoza, Ethics, III:P2:Schol., IV:Appendix:XXVII.

  4  Grosz 1994, 160, the quotation is discussed in the introduction to the present book.

  5  Paraphrased from Szép 2020, 112, see the present book’s ch. 2 where this is quoted 

directly and discussed in relation to Sacco.

  6  Bowling 1950, 333.

  7  Bowling 1950, 342.

  8 Actually the model whereby Bowling’s sense data are organized into presumedly 

rational understanding could be analyzed in light of the first two categories of Spinoza’s own model of imagination, intellection, and intuitive knowledge, as developed in the Ethics .

  9  See, e.g. Humphrey 1968, 24–25.

 10  Both quotations are from Bowling 1950, 345, original emphasis.

 11  Humphrey 1968, 1.

 12  Humphrey 1968, 2.

 13 Spinoza, Ethics, III:P2:Schol.

 14  Tomine 2015, 82.

 15  Tomine 2015, 75.

 16  Tomine 2015, 76.

 17  Tomine 2015, 75.

 18  Humphrey 1968, 5.

 19  Humphrey 1968, 2–3.

 20  Humphrey 1968, 76, see also 63 on privacy in stream-of-consciousness prose.

 21  Humphrey 1968, 81.

 22  Humphrey 1968, 73.

 23  Humphrey 1968, 13–14.

 24  Humphrey 1968, 113.

 25  Humphrey 1968, 7.

 26  Seth 2021, 417. Clyde Fans follows Simon into dream-like trances earlier in the graphic 

novel—for example, when contemplating the possibility of his mother’s death in part three (2021, 251–64). The inexpressible nature of contemplating his own mortality channels itself into concrete visual images of materiality that make no sense. Also in chapter three, he says, “looking for a hiding spot I squeezed myself into a convenient crack in the wall” (2021, 231), and then “Much like in the drowning dream, I was emp-tying out . . .” (2021, 231), an idea echoed in part five.

 27  Seth 2021, 460.

 28  Humphrey 1968, 7.

 29  Humphrey 1968, 19.

 30  Humphrey 1968, 12.

 31  Seth 2021, 226.

 32  Seth 2021, 228, original emphasis.
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 33  In order: Seth 2021, 421, 422, 423.

 34  Seth 2021, 424.

 35  Seth 2021, 438.

 36  Single rows, e.g. Seth 2021 428–29; entire page, e.g. Seth 2021, 431; as well as fig-

ure 3.3.

 37  Seth 2021, 432–33, 456–57.

 38  Flaxman 2000, 14; describing the contribution made in the volume’s essay by Jean-Clet 

Martin.

 39  First appearance, Seth 2021, 115.

 40  See the article on Seth’s Clyde Fans published in the journal ImageText (Fraser 2022) 

where more attention is given to architecture and the Stephen Crane poem.

 41  Seth 2021, 460.

 42  Seth 2021, 460.

 43  Seth 2021, 461.

 44  Wolk 2007, 204; Sabin 2020, 48.

 45  Doucet 2007, 15.09.03 entry.

 46  See e.g., Doucet 2007, 16.03.03 entry.

 47  Doucet 2007, 16.03.03 entry.

 48  Doucet 2007, 26.08.03 entry.

 49  Benet 1982; see also Fraser 2013 for a comprehensive introduction to Juan Benet.

 50 See Humphrey 1968, 8–9.

 51 See Humphrey 1968, 21.

 52  Bowling 1950, 342.
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4  The Body in Motion

Alison Bechdel, The Secret to Superhuman Strength (2021)

 

Picture the body of a cartoonist at work. Perhaps one imagines a hunched figure becoming-furniture. The body leans over a desk or table and is at once propped up by it, held up just enough to carry out the compulsive activity of drawing. Listen-ing to interviews with comics artists—for example, on the podcast Inkstuds—one sometimes hears of 16-hour days spent alone at the drafting table. Solitary time is the best time, it would seem. Interruption of the artist’s solitude is unwelcome. Presenting convincing evidence to that effect is Adrian Tomine’s graphic memoir, 

The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Cartoonist (2020), which can be read as a chronicle of functional misanthropy. Its cover image is a drawing of Tomine, pen in hand at his mechanical desk. But cartoonists must themselves move through the world. To wit, Tomine’s collection is designed as a travel notebook complete with a built-in elastic band. His travels and his artistic creations are connected, of course. The social image of the solitary cartoonist hides nothing less than the movements of life itself.

Comics artist Alison Bechdel is best known for her graphic novels Fun Home

(2007) and Are You My Mother? (2012), as well as strips collected in The Essen-

tial Dykes to Watch Out For (2020).1 One of her comics from 1985 introduced the Bechdel Test, which has pervaded mainstream culture as a litmus test for assessing patriarchal influence on cinema. What she produces with The Secret to Superhuman Strength (2021) is a corrective for the image of an immobile cartoonist slumped over a desk, cranking out panels, frames, and word balloons. From conception through design, this is an autobiographical comic that is active rather than contem-plative. Or better said, the artist envisions contemplation to be deeply intertwined with action and with the body in motion. The theme and content of the memoir make this pairing possible.

On one hand, the book is a history of exercise trends. On the other hand, it is a personal history. Bechdel divides her narrative into decades, making clear her intention to link her own personal lived experience to a wider social history. This link is repeatedly emphasized in graphic terms. On the left-hand side of the title page for each of the book’s sections she places a four-digit calendar decade, and on the right side, she places the two-digit number of the decade corresponding with her age. Because she was born in 1960, everything is divided up evenly. The first sec-tion is labeled “1960s/00s,” followed by “1970s/10s,” “1980s/20s,” “1990s/30s,” 
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“2000s/40s,” and “2010s/50s.” In the middle of each title page, she consistently draws an image of herself at the age in question. The body of her narrator persona is always in the process of tracing a line between the social chronology and each decade of her life. On the title page for the “1960s/00s,” her comics persona merely paints a line from left to right on the page (she started drawing at three years old). But each subsequent title page is also paired with a corresponding decade-defining activity. In order, these are: skiing, martial arts, rollerblading, bicycling, and climb-ing. As the book jacket puts it, she has done “every fitness craze to come down the pike.”

The Secret to Superhuman Strength begins not with the 1960s, but with a 17-page introduction of sorts. Bechdel’s autobiographical narrator persona is the focal point of almost every page. This is due not merely to her figure’s iconic redundancy, but also because of Holly Rae Taylor’s vibrant coloring. The introduction in particular has a sort of “Where’s Alison?” vibe to it. Because the artist’s persona sports a bright red shirt and blue pants, her body is easily recognized and the eye gravitates toward it. Readers may remember that in “Where’s Waldo?” there was only one Waldo per page, but here there are—more often than not—multiple Alisons. She speaks directly to the reader as she does stretches and kicks, lifts weights, runs on a treadmill, and climbs a rope. Spinoza asks, “What can the body do?”—to which Bechdel seems to offer a visual reply. “This. The body can do this,” she says. “And this, and this.” Over the graphic novel’s 240 pages, her body is seldom at rest.

The last page of the introduction (Figure 4.1) is one of many that illustrate this graphic insistence on the body’s unceasing movement. There are elements of a motion study here, as the narrator’s persona contorts her body into ever-varying poses. The decision to combine both sequence and inset in a full-page scene that works on its own conveys a dizzying pace. Moreover, her numerous corporeal voicings, together with numerous concatenated text balloons, amount to an onto-logical insistence on the intimate connection between interiority and exteriority. The speech balloons in the bottom half of the full-page illustration are meant to be read in a counterclockwise fashion. These curve with the roof of the interior gym space in the background, further connecting the narrator’s persona’s subjectivity and the material world in which she finds herself. Body and mind are whirling, but they are in tune, sharing in a singular drive, an expression of the artist’s essence, a Spinozan conatus. As Bechdel shares on an earlier page, she is “the vigorous 

type.”2

Yet there is something noticeably absent from this drive and from this page—and from many pages in the introduction, in fact. That something is other people, other people’s bodies. The last panel of the previous page explains this conspicuous vis-ual absence in terms of a “self-improvement program.” The narrator-persona’s goal is “to embrace my interdependence!”; “I feel this is a vital stage of my growth as 

a human being,” she says.3 For an auteur artist largely working outside of the fac-tory system of production (i.e., organized teams of scriptwriters, pencilers, inkers, colorists), comics can be just as isolating as the solitary exercise programs Bech-del has adopted over the years. The story that evolves is one centered on the self.  
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Figure 4.1 The final page of the introductory sequence from Alison Bechdel’s The Secret to 

Superhuman Strength (2021, 17), showing the artist’s narrator persona exercis-

ing and contemplating life’s challenges. Copyright © Alison Bechdel. Used with 

permission from Alison Bechdel.

120  Comics Beyond Text and Image

The flow of physical exercise allows her to stop thinking and experience body and mind in tune. When reflecting on how exercise can make her feel, the artist has said 

in an interview, “I don’t exist as a self anymore. I am just the act of running.”4 As she chronicles decade after decade of her life, thinking becomes an obstacle to this feeling of integration.

The comics artist has explained already in the introduction that she once “yearned to be as jacked as Charles Atlas” and has admitted to a “lifelong obses-sion with muscles.” Even in her sixties, she says, “I still gauge my self-worth, to 

a disturbing degree, by my physical strength.”5 All this can be traced back to a specific childhood anecdote that has inspired the graphic novel’s title. Bechdel has 

made a habit of explaining the origin of the title in interviews,6 but readers will also find the anecdote at the end of the first “1960s/00s” section of the book. While also hiking, skiing, and worrying about being “a textbook weakling,” young Alison has 

begun to consider her parent’s mortality.7 The panel structure of the page creates a direct cause–effect relationship between these considerations of mortality and what she does next. “I succumbed at last to the lure of physical invincibility,” she writes. Squeezed-in between advertisements for live sea monkeys and a whoopee cushion, the image zone accompanying this text shows a magazine ad offering “The Secret 

to Superhuman Strength,” by mail-order and for a mere dollar.8 What arrives weeks later is a “badly reprinted” martial arts instruction booklet with jiujitsu written on the cover. The formative nature of this experience is accentuated later when the cover reappears in a sequence centered on her forays into martial arts during 

the “1980s / 20s.”9 Young Alison is disappointed as she holds the booklet in her hands. But as the next page illustrates, Bechdel’s 60-year-old narrator-persona has reached an understanding of sorts.

Each section of the graphic novel ends, as this first one does, with a double-page spread drawn with brush rather than pen, and in black-and-white instead of in 

color.10 These formal choices express a depth of feeling or rumination, a stillness of mind that contrasts well with the effect produced through the vibrant colors, busy layouts, and sharply delineated images that make up the bulk of the comic. While young Alison is still spinning her wheels in a colored inset, Bechdel’s narrator expresses an insight about the secret to superhuman strength: “If only I had known I already had it! This blissful absorption in my own creativity.” The black-and-white image shows Alison having partially skied down a hill. Her body is in the lower right-hand corner of the double-page. She is about to continue her descent from another crest. Perhaps she hesitates. A series of descending narration boxes bring readers into her state of mind:

I sensed my whole life spooling out before me, far beyond the horizon of the 

Allegheny Plateau. Little did I know I would be spending it in an arduous 

quest to get back to the state I was in right now. And I’m not talking about 

Pennsylvania. Soon I would lose this immediate, unreflected grasp of reality. 

I would become nearly paralyzed with thoughts of achievement, thoughts of 

self. I would become my own worst obstacle.11

The Body in Motion 121

The chapter ends here. The page picks up on the discussion already begun in the introduction, where Bechdel was stringing together ideas about growth, change, 

getting out of her own head, interdependence, and even death (see Figure 4.1). This is The Secret to Superhuman Strength in a nutshell, getting the mind in tune with the body’s movement.

To get to where she’s going involves an implicit philosophical framework.12 This isn’t necessarily the Eastern philosophy she begins incorporating into her reflections early in the book (e.g., Shunryu Suzuki, “a Japanese monk who moved 

to San Francisco in 1959”13). Instead, it is a certain relationship between mind and body. She wants to inhabit “the feeling of my mind and body becoming one,” 

but also recognizes that “the body has its own kind of intelligence.”14 If this latter quotation sounds like Spinoza, it may be because Bechdel also takes her own explicit jab at Descartes. In the social milieu of the “1960s/00s,” she writes, “at most the body was a way of transporting your head around. But soon, this Cartesian 

state  of  affairs  would  begin  to  change.”15 Bechdel’s insistence on achieving a unity of mind and body pairs well with the way that philosopher Elizabeth Grosz rejects the polarization of these terms, suggesting new concepts such as “embodied 

subjectivity” or “psychical corporeality.”16 In an interview, the comics artist has insisted on collapsing any such dualism. In her own words: “It’s all one kind of 

material on a certain level.”17

In addition, Bechdel’s passion for exercise, the way she frames it in terms of strength, recalls the Spinozan conatus. She wants to improve her power physically and psychically. In her movements and exercise drive there is a visual metaphor for Spinoza’s understanding of the body. Grosz reminds us that “for Spinoza, the body’s capacity for becoming cannot be known in advance, cannot be charted . . . the body 

itself . . . is always in a position of self-overcoming of expanding its capacities.”18 Bechdel’s graphic novel is nothing if not an explicit narrative of self-overcoming 

and expanding capacities. As is evident in Figure 4.1, this idea of self-overcoming rings just as true when applied to thought as it does for bodily movement. The artist has been very clear that exercise for her has never been about losing weight, from which the picture that emerges is precisely that of an unceasing expansion of her 

body’s capacities.19 Even considering mortality as a potential threat to the body only strengthens this interpretation. In the Ethics, we must remember, Spinoza writes that “Each thing, as far as it can by its own power, strives to persevere in its 

being.”20 Alison still wants to strive and persevere in her 60-year-old body, even if it is slowing down a bit, as she periodically admits.

The Secret of Superhuman Strength is to strive and persevere, which for Bechdel means to continue creating comics, to persist in her passion for exercise trends. The body in motion, whether at the drafting table or on a bicycle, may stop one kind of 

thought.21 But at the same time, it indulges another, bodily, form of thinking. This may very well be Grosz’s embodied subjectivity or psychical corporeality. In a sense, this form of bodily thought is perhaps what the creation of comics is. And, to the degree that comics is a visual representation of subjectivity, and a tactile medium, reading comics is also a form of thinking with the body.
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Notes

  1  Among many sources on Bechdel’s work, readers may be interested to consult Barounis 

2016; Galvan 2018; Quinan 2017.

  2  Bechdel 2021, 2.

  3  Bechdel 2021, 16.

  4  Bechdel, quoted from an interview with Zibby Owens on the Moms Don’t Have Time to 

Read Books podcast (05/03/2021, 12’12”).

  5  The above quotations are from Bechdel 2021, 7, 8.

  6  See, for example, her interviews with Owens 2021 and with McCalman 2021.

  7 See Bechdel 2021, 27, 37, 43, 49.

  8  Bechdel 2021, 49.

  9  Bechdel 2021, 103.

 10  Bechdel 2021, 50–51.

 11  Bechdel 2021, 51.

 12  Maloney sees this work through a lens that perhaps overemphasizes a distinction between 

word and image, between visual and verbal narrative, but also privileges philosophical oppositions and does well in mentioning that “Comics by definition both operate within 

and outside the ‘dualistic framework’ of language” (e.g., 2024, 110). That said, I am not sure I would agree that “the relationship between word and image in comics is always contentious” (2024).

 13  Bechdel 2021, 45.

 14  Bechdel 2021, 15, original emphasis, 16.

 15  Bechdel 2021, 21.

 16  “Although within our intellectual heritage there is no language in which to describe 

such concepts, no terminology that does not succumb to versions of this polarization, some kind of understanding of embodied subjectivity, of psychical corporeality, needs to be developed. We need an account which refuses reductionism, resists dualism, and 

remains suspicious of the holism and unity implied by monism” (Grosz 1994, 21–22).

 17  Bechdel, quoted from an interview with Zibby Owens on the Moms Don’t Have Time to 

Read Books podcast, 05/03/2021, 27’42”.

 18  Grosz 1994, 124.

 19  Listen in particular to the interview with Owens 2021.

 20 Spinoza, Ethics, III:P6.

 21  Early on she insists that physical exercise can involve the absence of thought, the losing 

of self. Throwing a ball in the air repeatedly, young Alison learns “not to think about it /  not to think at all” (2021, 30) An empty word balloon in this panel shows no text. But in the action of throwing the ball and moving the body there is another form of thought that has stayed with her over six decades of her life.
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5 Propulsion

Eric Drooker, Flood! A Novel in 

Pictures (1992)

 

Flood! is one example of how comics need no text whatsoever for their visual 

narration.1 In his introduction to the ten-year-anniversary reprint of Eric Drook-er’s novel in pictures, writer Luc Sante states that “the city embodies something feral in the hearts of all those who live there.” What is this “something feral” other than recognition of the city as a site of unceasing movement and mobility? Drooker’s comics city may very well be, as Sante suggests it is, a graphic echo of “the upheavals of the city of New York in the late 1980s and early 1990s.” But in order to constitute such an echo, its creator must turn the comics medium into urban sensorium forged from and for the movements of the human passions. Cre-atively speaking, Flood! is a work of propulsive vectors pushed onward solely by images.

Through each of the chapters that together compose Flood! (in order: “Home,” 

“L,” and “Flood”), creator Eric Drooker threads a dynamic allegory for the urban subject who is caught between confinement and escape, embodying the subjugated role of passive witness but dreaming of active participation and even joyous fulfill-ment. In the modern city, forces of history clash with the individual’s desire. In an early sequence from the chapter titled “Home,” a factory worker drinks himself to sleep in front of the television. Night turns to day, cartoons appear out of the cathode-ray snow on the TV screen, and a sense of elation pulses through his body. The artist suggests interiority and the affections of joy through what appear to be white, thin-lined nerve fibers running from the man’s chest through his extremi-ties. He leaves his cramped apartment, takes the uptown express, and exits the train to walk winding streets and climb mountainous stairways. He arrives at his place of work only to find a posted notice that reads “Plant Closed.” His body sags: disappointed, deflated, and unemployed. Graphically, the individual is a mere speck when seen against the city’s towering verticality, one pulsing node in a vast network. Metaphorically, he is an insignificant ant in the machinery of capital accu-mulation. An interesting double-page in this early sequence consists of a black “x” formation against the expansive white page background. One line of the “x” is a dark tunnel with only small windows and seemingly endless steps that the factory worker ascends vertically. The other black line, whose contents cannot be seen, conveys the opaque solidity of a giant I-beam. Fluid movement juxtaposed with rigid structure. One goes up, the other down. This is a metonym of the great city 
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made of vectors of concrete and steel. The built environment is a maze that—in the 

grand tradition of modern urban planning2—channels the physical movements of urbanites as if they were rats. It reduces them and restricts their desires.

But move these urban dwellers must. The propulsive design that pushes readers of Drooker’s images forward stems at once from two motors, one thematic and the other functional. The idea that urban life is constant movement pairs well with  the page orientation of the reading experience. That is, numerous vectors flood the graphic novel’s pages merely because this comics multiframe of Flood! is meant 

to be read in a single direction. For instance, in the third chapter, which is also titled “Flood,” there are forks of lightning stretching left-to-right in a sharp diago-nal across a double-page, roller coasters whose trains of passenger cars are run-ning left-to-right, and plumes of smoke rising out of nuclear funnels and pushed left-to-right by the breeze. All this is within the span of just a few pages. For that 

matter, in the first chapter “Home,” there is a relentless forward orientation to the factory worker’s movements. He pounds the streets in frustration, hardly notic-ing the people he passes who are moving in the opposite direction. Because he is recently unemployed, his thoughts turn to images of newspaper want ads, which fill the panel background as if they were a visible part of the city’s architecture. Fac-ing ever toward the right margin of each page, he passes people and places while appearing to stand still: there is a street vendor, a disabled man who pushes himself along the sidewalk on a scooter, a cinema, a pizzeria, and a storefront whose tel-evisions advertise the same weight-loss program. He plods panel after panel in the same direction. It rains, he gets drunk in a bar, dances with a woman who turns out to be a sex worker. After an encounter at her place, she shoots up and calls her pimp to extract the payment that her John does not have. Suddenly, the protagonist is drawn looking backward, toward the left margin. The orientation of this two-page sequence may be drawn differently perhaps only to signal a momentary rupture of the urban routine. Then again, the protagonist is starved for romantic connection and appears quite lovelorn—perhaps the counter-valent gaze signals the emotional dead-end in which he finds himself. This exception proves the rule. There is no direction to move but ever onward, down the page, and forward to the right.

The woodcut aesthetic of Eric Drooker’s art is a clear aesthetic reference to the German expressionist tradition that influenced the work of Frans Masereel in 

Belgium and—through Masereel’s wider influence—Lynd Ward in the USA.3 Both of these earlier artists were also interested in urbanization and social power. Lynd 

Ward’s work Gods’ Man (2010), is an urban tale about an artist whose Faustian bargain also brings him insight into money’s role in social corruption. Frans Maser-

eel’s Passionate Journey (1919) has its central character experiencing all the joys 

and sorrows city life has to offer; Masereel’s The City (1925) depicts what David 

Beronä calls “the nightmare behind the storefronts” of the urban phenomenon.4 The urban theme in prose literature always takes the pastoral as its necessary com-plement, and these novels in pictures are no different. In Gods’ Man, the protago-nist recuperates in a country home; in Passionate Journey he periodically ventures outside the city, to engage in rural agriculture or to seek peace, solace, and adven-

ture in rural areas. He even dies in nature.5 The urbanites of The City, by contrast, 126  Comics Beyond Text and Image

are confined to their dense urban prison, but even they find respite and meaning in contemplating the skies and stars above.

With its title page bearing the one-letter title “L” and a black arrow pointing 

downward, the second chapter of Flood! propels readers into the urban under-world. On the next page, a bone, a snail, and graffiti adorn the image of a staircase whose multiple flights of descent carry us into the darkness below. This lower level of the city is also, in its own way, a pastoral release of sorts from the urbanistic dream of totalizing control. We follow a man who begins and ends the sequence as a shadow. But in the interim, in the darkness below, he finds powerful things. There is music, dance, art, ritual, and a silence unknown in the world above. On one page, underground pipes and tubes—reminders of urban infrastructure—are displayed crossing across panels as part of the graphic continuities known in com-ics as raccords. But these are late modernity’s urban symbols, with their comple-ment in Peter Kuper’s The System or Daishu Ma’s Leaf, rather than Passionate Journey or Madman’s Drum. The “L” chapter does, however, recall elements of Masereel and Ward as the journey below contorts into a vision of primitivistic com-munion with nature. Out of the darkness, against the steady beat of a drum, there appear scenes of a forest, of a plain, of a marsh. The music conjures images of a figurative and then abstract sensuality. The pastoral is for Drooker—just as it was for his early twentieth-century predecessors—a space of transcendent release from worldly (read: urban) concerns.

Beronä’s book, Wordless Books: The Original Graphic Novels (2008), points to three influences on the wordless novels of the first half of the twentieth century: woodcuts, the cinema, and the cartoon. By contrast with prose, all of these are artis-tic genres where emotions are visual, spatial, and forged through the expressivity of the line. Prints made from either woodcuts or wood engravings—technically 

speaking these are different6—also preserve a sense of the tactile world. Even lines drawn on paper presume a muscle movement, but the traces made by woodcuts and engravings suggest a more forceful push. There is an intensity, an intentional-ity, and even a slowness that comes through in the works of Masereel, Ward and the other artists Beronä explores—Otto Nückel, Helena Bochořáková-Dittrichová, and Milt Gross among them. (Interestingly, Art Spiegelman cites Lynd Ward as an influence for the four-page “Prisoner on the Hell Planet” comic that was introduced 

in the present book’s Chapter 1).7 The woodblock print might be defined by how its method of production is retained, contained, and expressed within the aesthetic textures it yields. The print retains also the speeds and slownesses of its creation. For Eric Drooker, these speeds and slownesses of block printing are at once an opportunity to play with comics formalism.

Let us return to chapter one of Flood! After getting the brute’s boot from the sex worker’s room on the last panel of the previous page, the unemployed fac-tory worker meanders miserably through the long urban night. This new sequence begins with a two-page spread of 16 panels each. The first four panels are slow and  contemplative,  each  with  its  own  symbolic  suggestion.  In  the  first,  he  is  a speck on a bridge, set against the setting sun, which is powerful and bright, but distant, and its light fleeting. In the second, he walks alone past rows of towering 
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high-rises—these are impersonal, expensive, and unachievable, for him as for many of the urban working class. In the third, he passes through the light spilling out onto the street from a business. Now unemployed, even the minor joys of the world of consumption are no longer his to entertain. In the fourth panel, he stands still, staring at mannequins in the windows. They are dressed in the latest female fashions—perhaps a lifeless reminder of his romantic failures and perpetual lone-liness. What is interesting is that from panels one to four his image grows larger. As his body occupies progressively more of each frame, his figure moves from the extreme background to the foreground of the panel space. One intuits that this physical enlargement is tied to an internal growth process. He is aware of, if not also grappling with, his life circumstances, with all that has brought him to where he now stands. After these four panels, the man’s urban drifting begins to acceler-ate. He passes an ongoing labor strike and considers the social power claimed by the elite—represented by the eye of providence atop a pyramid. He unsuccessfully begs for change and steals from a fruit market. As he is chased by a beat cop, his strides elongate and push across the gutter into the next panel on two contiguous rows. Eluding the cop, he arrives home to find an eviction notice on his door. He is deflated.

Flipping the page, readers themselves further accelerate the story as they shift from a 16- to a 64-panel grid. The smaller panels convey the loss of control over his circumstances. His life is a trivial thing. He is outside himself. He tries one thing after another but finally turns to crime. Two panels after stealing a man’s wallet, he’s caught and thrown in jail. All things pass, and quite quickly, in fact, in the urban milieu. By the end of the page, he is free again. Breaking into a run, his stride spans the gutters on both sides of the panel where he jumps for joy. One notes that Masereel and Ward’s protagonists also seek out sexual pleasure, join in urban labor protests, sympathize with the poor, and lampoon the rich and powerful. Drooker is borrowing plays from the storied wordless playbooks of the past, but with a twist.

This twist is in the acceleration of his story’s narrative. Readers turn from the 64-panel page to find a page made up of 256 images. In aesthetic terms, the debt owed to Masereel and Ward is now unrecognizable, as Drooker reduces the storyline to its corporeal essence. These are not privileged instants but any-instant-whatevers. Each panel contains merely a stick figure in white drawn against a black background. Having progressively reduced the panel sizes from the first pages of the chapter, the artist has now also removed superfluous detail. The body in movement is all that remains. Its poses connote the spontaneous and simple bodily joy of being free to move as one pleases. The protagonist was freed from jail on the previous page, and he is now freed also from the narrative, from the object world, from anything and everything. In the ninth row of tiny panels, his body continues its joyous expressions as it recedes to the background of the image zone and the flood of sequential images disappears in a white flash.

The last page of the chapter, a left-hand page, is driven by intense contrasts. There is not merely the chiaroscuro effect emanating from the streetlight but also the improbable fusion of rudimentary outlines and rich textures. The realistic image of a character is superimposed on the comparatively iconic background of 128  Comics Beyond Text and Image

the city at an unrealistic scale. As a result, the man himself is an ambiguous figure, both a victim of the city and its comptroller. He huddles over his knees in a coat for warmth; but seems poised to turn off the streetlight for a brief rest. The pause of night stops the urban vectors for a beat.

Notes

 1  Readers interested in Drooker’s work may want to consult Peters 2013; Postema 2016; 

Spiegelman 1992.

 2 See my Visible Cities, Global Comics (2019) and Henri Lefebvre and the Humanities

(2015).

 3  See also Postema 2018 for a look at Drooker’s position within this wider context.

 4  Beronä 2008, 36.

 5  Readers of Beronä’s book may find interesting the take on this final image of Passionate 

Journey by Thomas Mann (2008, 24) and by Beronä himself (2008, 22). The image in 

question by Masereel is also reproduced (2008, 29).

 6  Beronä informs readers that “Woodcuts are made from blocks of wood cut horizontally 

with the grain, running parallel to the surface. Wood engravings use blocks cut across the 

grain (2008, 41, original emphasis).

 7 “Two years after meeting Lynd Ward, when I was beginning to seriously explore the 

limits and possibilities of comics, I drew a four-page comics story about my mother’s 

suicide called ‘Prisoner on the Hell Planet.’ (It was eventually included in my long comic 

book for grown-ups that needed a bookmark, Maus). I was then twenty-four years old (the 

same as Ward when he made Gods’ Man) and the scratchboard drawings I did were very 

influenced by Ward’s engravings and by German Expressionist woodcuts” (Spiegelman 

2010, xxiv).
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6 Respiration

Laura Pérez, Ocultos (2020)

 

In order to appreciate a comic holistically, we must see it first and foremost not as the combination of text and image, but rather as a vital presence. This example is a comic that breathes. Something approximating a living being in its own right. At the same time that the comic breathes, the person reading it breathes. Both comics text and reader are caught up in a collective movement of sympathetic respiration. Those who sing or play musical instruments know the power of the breath. Breath is the prosody of the body. We mark our breaths with affection, an affection with speeds and slownesses, with rhythm. As the clarinetist in the graphic novel Berlin by Jason Lutes breathes, the panel dimensions and page layout assume the shape of 

his musical phrasings.1 The breath is there even when one plays an instrument that technically requires no breathing. The pianist, the drummer, breathe rhythmically during their musical performances, marking the phrasing of the sounds their hands produce. Bodies breathe. Breathing is a way of their being in the world.

All comics breathe, but respiration is a particularly essential part of the stories collected in Ocultos [Hidden Forces; translated to English by Andrea Rosenberg as Ocultos 2024), by Laura Pérez (Valencia, 1983). Although other works have followed, this is the artist’s first extended solo work (see also the artist’s graphic 

novel, Tótem 2022). In Spain, Ocultos won the 2019 prize for the best national album, the 2020 Ignotus Prize for the best national comic, and the 2020 El Ojo Crítico de Cómic prize. The back cover copy pitches the volume’s contents as mysterious. These are all stories dealing with “otras realidades” [other realities]. Our own reality, we are told, is full of “fuerzas ignotas y de leyes cuya naturaleza es desconocida” [unknown forces and laws whose nature is unknown]. The genre is 

that of the fantastic tale.2 The predominant mood is tense. This is usually suspense rather than horror. The forces must remain hidden to inspire terror.

In the first story of the collection, there is an event being held at a small occult bookstore. While the untitled comic’s focus is on the awkward interaction between two of the store’s employees, its central sequence occurs as a speaker delivers a monologue before the event’s assembled audience. All are wearing red masks. Magic, they are told, is everywhere, even in the modern world.

As your identity fades, you lose your will, like an automaton, and serve 

only the masked figure / You start to commune with another world, and your 
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identity disappears / You transform into another being, powerful and strong / 

Participant in and director of the forces of the universe. You are purified and 

infused with vital energy.3

As these words are spoken, the visual narration shows four moment-to-moment transitions that have no clear connection with the bookstore event. The background is black. A human woman appears who shares no physical features with any other character from the story. Over the four panels in the second and final row of the page, she changes into some sort of spirit animal. Her head becomes a horned mask representing an animal skull. Her body dissolves into feathered plumage made of fiery light. The images are the fulfillment of the speaker’s words, but they take place in another dimension of reality. There is the becoming-animal of the woman 

and the becoming-woman of the animal.4 The image zones of the four panels are 

signs that do not signify, but instead connote intensities that in turn undo forms.5 The form that is undone by the transformative intensity of the four-panel sequence is that of the comic’s ordinary narrative itself.

This moment of transformation transmits an intensity that belies the comic’s quotidian focus. The conversation between the store’s two employees, which occurs afterward, pales in comparison. That conversation is as uninteresting to us as readers as it is to the protagonist of the story. After she has been given the gift of a Goliath scarab necklace by her male coworker, she ignores his words and simply 

walks away, as he continues to drone on and on.6 We remain instead transfixed by the earlier transformative sequence, which seems also to have been the high point of her time in the store. A close-up of her face, which appears immediately after 

the sequence in the top-left panel of the next page, confirms this.7 We know from the dialogue that she has recently been to therapy for some sort of past trauma. In this reading, perhaps the transformative sequence expresses some sort of inner experience she has had listening to the speaker. This connection between her interior state and the four-panel black-background sequence is visually anticipated at the beginning of the comic, when she is depicted as losing herself in contemplation of a piece of visual art with a black expanse of canvas. Those four black panels of the transformative sequence arrest our breath in a way that the rest of the comic’s sequence does not. The breath is deep rather than shallow, and its depth allows the intensity of the transformational movement to unfold at once across three levels of experience. On the page, the panels breathe through the gutters. From left to right, the progressively expanding dimensions of the panels convey first, inhalation, and then, exhalation, as the metamorphosis unfolds. The page breathes, we breathe, and the woman-mask-creature depicted breathes as well. This is a controlled breath, one integral to the experience of becoming that Pérez crafts in the four-panel sequence.

Laura Pérez privileges the sort of moment-to-moment transition just described throughout Ocultos. Why? One answer is that this sort of transition is essential in the fantastic tale. She returns to it again and again in the course of her comics, for example in the story titled “Doce treinta y tres” [Twelve Thirty-Three]. This second tale of the collection is among the shortest, but also the most chilling. The entire 

four-page story is wordless.8 The opening page has two horizontal rows of panels. 132  Comics Beyond Text and Image

It is night. A sliver of the black moon in the upper-left corner of the first panel begins the sequence. At right, a landscape panel shows enough of a low-density urban area for readers to know it is a calm evening. Calm but strange. The only colors are blue, black, and white. Pérez varies her color palette throughout the volume, and readers do well to interpret her selections for this specific story as cold, even haunting. Through a window depicted in the first panel of the second row, we see the silhouette of a solitary man washing dishes at his sink. The scene is drawn from outside the building. In the second panel, we zoom inside through the window. The movement is reminiscent of the opening scene of Hitchcock’s Psycho. The last two panels on the page are moment-to-moment transitions of the man’s face turning. He has heard a sound, or he has seen something. Perhaps he has merely felt a presence.

We turn the page and the first panel we see frames the back of the man’s neck. He  has  definitely  felt  a  presence. Wait,  has  someone  or  something  touched  his 

arm? This second page resifts through the logical flow of clock time.9 He is seated at the table. No one is seated at the table. He is standing up washing a plate. Now he turns toward an empty hallway. The final two pages of the comic consist of a total of five vertical panels drawn from a position looking into his bedroom. He is 

sitting in bed, hesitating before lying down to sleep.10 Then he lies down, but in the last panel, he turns toward the door just a touch, which is slightly more ajar than 

in the previous panel.11 There is something there, a force of some kind. Because of the scene’s perspective, in turning toward the door the character is also turning toward us. In a sense, we are that hidden force. He cannot see the reader and likely cannot even conceive that this readerly space exists. For him, it is a matter of two incommensurable dimensions.

Scott McCloud’s taxonomy of six types of panel transitions in Understanding Comics suggests that more and different kinds of readerly interaction are involved as one considers each successive type. What he calls “closure” is the active way that readers reconcile one panel in relation to the next. He begins first with the moment-to-moment type of transition and moves second to the action-to-action type. But in a certain sense, there is more in the second than in the first. In the moment-to-moment transition, there is more going on than in the action-to-action transition. That is, when two panels together convey an action, their relationship is determined simply: step one and step two of a sequence, cause and effect, action– reaction. On the other hand, what happens in the interim from one moment to the next is a much more diffuse, understated, and underdetermined thing. As Laura Pérez uses it, the moment-to-moment transition creates not an action sequence but an affective sequence. One thinks of Deleuze’s writings on the affective image in cinema. These are, at their best, “pure possibles,” anticipating the event not yet actu-

alized.12 They indulge in a pregnant pause that allows a sense of mystery, enigma, or suspense to enter the reading experience. The artist uses moment-to-moment transitions to carry out a deterritorialization at once of the breath and the image. In the gap between one panel and the next, anything at all can occur.

“Doce treinta y tres” ends precisely at this moment of pure possibility, and as such is all suspense. The tension is always increasing without resolution. The breaths taken in are always shallow inhalations. On the other hand, occasionally 
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stories in the collection take one step further and push readers from the ambiguity 

of suspense toward the sharp pinch of terror. One such comic is “Juega” [At play].13

“Juega” is double the length of “Doce treinta y tres,” which gives Pérez more 

space to deal with similar sensations.14 At the beginning of the story, a young woman who is pregnant shares with her friend that she has been having “momentos raros” [strange moments]: these include feeling someone watching her when she is 

in the kitchen and objects falling down on their own accord.15 When the unnamed 

character describes hearing strange sounds at night,16 Pérez uses full pages of both horizontal and vertical moment-to-moment transitions to convey a careful but shallow suspenseful breathing. Nothing comes of these moments. The next two pages of the comic are the last, and there has been a jump forward in time. At the top left, a text zone narration informs readers that it is now five months later. The new mom’s friend brings her a onesie for the newborn baby and asks about her state of mind. All those feelings are in the past, she answers, they must have been 

stress-related.17

The final six-panel page follows the cat off of the couch where the two women are talking and into the child’s room. There is something about the little boy’s physiognomy and pajamas that suggests a fusion of Winsor McCay’s Little Nemo in Slumberland and Little Sammy Sneeze. In three moment-to-moment breaths, he looks at his stuffed bear, and slowly and carefully holds it out in front of him as 

[image: ]

 

Figure 6.1 The final six-panel page from “Juega” [At play] by Laura Pérez (Ocultos 2024, 

37), whose eerie moment-to-moment transitions accentuate the shock of a hidden force playing at embodiment and with a child in lower right. Copyright 

© Laura Pérez. Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books (www.fantagraphics.com).
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an offering. In the final panel, the darkness of his room assumes the form of small shadow hands, which accept the gift. The end of this story offers what is, con-sidered in the totality of Ocultos, a rare and merely ephemeral glimpse of occult forces. These remain hidden—partially to the reader who shares in the child’s sub-jective experience, but completely to the mother. They pierce the image world— and thus the veil that divides one dimension from the other—just enough to cause discomfort and estrangement. The restricted color palette of the comic heightens our emotions and keeps us on edge. At this culminating point in the narration, it is only natural for readers immersed in the story to take in a sharp breath of surprise.

Notes

  1  On Jason Lutes and jazz music in the Weimar Republic see Fraser 2022, 75–78. The 

clarinet solo is from the second volume of Berlin (2008, 26–27).

  2  On Pérez and the fantastic see Trabado Cabado 2022, 2017.

  3 From the Fantagraphics edition in English, translated by Andrea Rosenberg (Pérez 

2020, 8).

  4  This is a moment of becoming-animal understood as a movement, a deterritorialization 

of the image that transforms the experience for character and reader alike. In revisions I took out explicit references to Deleuze and Guattari’s Kafka: Toward a Minor Litera-ture (2008), a text that interested readers are encouraged to consult.

  5  “To become animal is to participate in a movement, to stake out the path of escape in all 

its positivity, to cross a threshold, to reach a continuum of intensities that are valuable only in themselves to find a world of pure intensities where all forms come undone, as do all the significations, signifiers, and signifieds, to the benefit of an unformed matter 

of deterritorialized flux, of nonsignifying signs” (Deleuze and Guattari 2008, 13).

  6  Pérez 2020, 10–11.

  7  Pérez 2020, 9.

  8  Pérez 2020, 17–20.

  9  Pérez 2020, 18.

 10  Pérez 2020, 19.

 11  Pérez 2020, 20.

 12  Deleuze 2003, 102.

 13 While Rosenberg’s excellent translated text uses “Play” for this comic, I prefer to 

translate the title as “At play” and provide this brief explanation. Strictly speaking, the title of the comic is the third-person singular form of the verb jugar, “to play,” but because Spanish is a pro-drop language, no pronoun needs to be specified. It could thus be translated as “he plays,” “she plays,” singular “they play,” or “it plays,” and this ambiguity is central to the estranging effect of the narrative.

 14  Pérez 2020, 29–37.

 15  Pérez 2020, 30, 31–32, 33.

 16  Pérez 2020, 34–35.

 17  Pérez 2020, 36.

References

Deleuze, Gilles. 2003. Cinema 2: The Time-Image. Translated by Hugh Tomlinson and 

Robert Galeta. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 2008. Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Translated 

by Dana Polan and foreword by Réda Bensmaïa. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press.

Respiration 135

Fraser, Benjamin. 2022. “The Shape of European Jazz: On Mute, Mutable, and Pedagogical 

Musical Representations.” Studies in Comics 13 (1): 67–86.

Lutes, Jason. 2008. Berlin: City of Smoke. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly. McCloud, Scott. 1993. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. New York: HarperCollins.

Pérez, Laura. 2020. Ocultos. Bilbao: Astiberri.

Pérez, Laura. 2022. Tótem. Bilbao: Astiberri.

Pérez, Laura. 2024. Ocultos. Translated by Andrea Rosenberg. Seattle: Fantagraphics. Trabado Cabado, José Manuel. 2017. “La narración gráfica. 1900–2015.” In Historia de lo 

fantástico en la cultura española (1900–2015), edited by David Roas, 351–80. Madrid: 

Iberoamericana/Vervuert.

Trabado Cabado, José Manuel. 2022. “Modelos de lo fantástico autoral femenino en el 

cómic contemporáneo: Ocultos, de Laura Pérez, y Los cuentos de la niebla, de Laura 

Suárez.” In Las creadoras gráficas españolas y lo fantástico en el siglo XXI, edited by 

David Roas, 121–58. Madrid: Iberoamericana/Vervuert.




7  The Sudden Scream

Bishakh Som, Apsara Engine (2020)

 

At times we may encounter a single image that encapsulates the entire narrative impact of a comic. Such is the case here. Published by The Feminist Press at the City University of New York, Bishakh Som’s Apsara Engine (2020) collects a 

number of shorter or longer comics centered on women’s stories.1 For example, “Meena and Aparna” takes on a complicated friendship between two women, focusing on how it feels for them to be near one another. The comic’s breakdown consistently privileges their bodies—now they are separated, now they share the frame—and the layout follows suit. One splendid page improbably maps the pair’s 

physical closeness to a set of seemingly non-contiguous spaces.2 Although they are sitting just a foot or two away from each other on the same bench at a bar, in affective terms they could not be farther apart. In the last two panels of the page, Som angles their bodies in opposite directions. The women remain separated by a gutter, but their outlines push up against the frames in such a way that their figures overlap. Their bodies seem to touch even at a distance. Here the visual narration is able to express this paradox of closeness and non-contiguity in visual form in a way impossible in film or literature. In the end, it is not merely a question of thoughts or emotions but of bodies themselves.

The title story, “Apsara Engine,” is the shortest, but also arguably the most graphically inventive. Using merely four double-page spreads, Som creates a tech-nologically futuristic urban world called Da’ara City that has an organic and rip-pling form. As its denizens ponder everything from the violence of the state to a recipe for kheer, the artist’s page design captivates through the varied and innova-tive graphic representation of thoughts, conversations, and desires. It is tempting to characterize many of the stories in the collection as fantastic. While the eponymous selection just mentioned suggests science fiction, other stories boast estranging and mythical elements. In “Come Back to Me,” a woman’s solitary and peaceful walk on the beach becomes a contemplation of infidelities. Suddenly, she is pulled from the shore and dragged down into the depths by a mermaid creature, only to wake in her own bathtub, fully clothed. She disentangles a few small starfish from her hair, which is now black and not blonde. She also seems to have a different face and complexion. Has she become someone else, or has she always been this other person? Readers will have to create their own interpretation. One intuits that the protagonist herself may not know what has happened. “Love Song” is an example 
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of how Som intriguingly weaves together her recurring themes of embodiment and vulnerability. A woman sits on a bench in order to enjoy a snack. As she eats, she processes her relationship—through a sort of poetic prose written in script over the images—and is visited by a bird. This bird morphs first into a bird-cat hybrid, and then a griffon or Sphinx-like creature, a large cat-bird with a human face. Now sitting beside her, the creature bites off one of the woman’s fingers. The brutality of this incident prompts the comic’s narrative to shift from a panel structure to a full-page orientation that conveys a mystical encounter. The final pages of the comic find the protagonist outside of space and time, as she reflects lyrically on various women she has loved.

More than any other, the story “Swandive” approaches what might be called 

trans surrealism as it charts an attraction between the characters Onima and Amrit.3 Onima gives an academic paper in a panel on intersectional cartography, and the 

non-binary Amrit is “stoked to see another Desi trans person.”4 Later in a fancy hotel room, Amrit is shocked but then intrigued as, together, they use a vial of Oni-ma’s own blood to paint a sprawling and strangely compelling cartography of an invented urban world. As their connection intensifies, the comic leans increasingly toward urban futurism, bending space and time in what is perhaps a poetic repre-sentation of possible trans-urban futures. As Etelka Lehoczky writes in “ ‘Apsara Engine’ Doesn’t Break the Graphic Novel Rules—It Ignores Them,” a review of the collection published on NPR’s website:

even when Som’s not talking specifically about trans issues, Apsara Engine

reflects what could be called a trans aesthetic. Evading standard categories 

and unsettling familiar narrative patterns, the book is a testament to how 

trans experiences can teach us entirely new ways of imagining our humanity.5

Apsara Engine is a sort of comics machine that produces bodily metamorphoses. Given the literal nature of some of these transformations—the bird-cat-human of “Love Song,” the mermaid-human mash-up of “Come Back to Me”—it is hard not to entertain comparisons with Kafka. The story “Throat,” discussed subsequently, introduces a dog–human hybrid toward a similar end. Throughout, the story’s pages function as a plane for bodies-becoming-other. Moving beyond the scope of Kafka’s metamorphoses in certain ways, the artist is nonetheless still fascinated by the mystical or transcendent aspects of the body’s being in the world. Som wants to  estrange  readers  from  fixed  and  limiting  ideas  of  what  humanity  is  and  will become, something that is achieved strikingly in the final, oneiric sequences from 

“Swandive,” to give one example.6 Perhaps one can think of trans literature, art, and comics in a similar fashion. That is, Apsara Engine illustrates well the point that “Expression must break forms, encourage ruptures and new sproutings. When a form is broken, one must reconstruct the content that will necessarily be part of 

a rupture in the order of things.”7 Som’s collection is a deterritorializing rupture in the world of the language of the comic. Its intervention is to direct the literary uncanny in such a way that it becomes a commentary on freedoms gained from the new expressions of the non-normative body.
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Let us look more closely at how the comic “Throat” does this. This second comic of the collection is a story of becoming-animal. Of a dog becoming-human, 

or perhaps a human becoming-dog.8 “Throat” stages a daytime encounter and brief conversation between two people at a bar. The whole story unfolds in a single space, within feet of a single table, in fact, and lasts no more than 10–15 minutes. Mark is seated, working on his blog on a laptop, when Susan recognizes him. The 

two are merely acquaintances, having only recently met at Jenna’s birthday party.9 Susan has brought her dog named Kiki into the bar with her. But is Kiki a dog, or 

rather something else entirely? Excepting the title page,10 which clearly suggests a dog on a leash, the being on the end of the leash is not fully visible until the final panel of the second full page of the comic. Kiki’s image is being purposely with-held. When readers do get a clear view of Kiki in that page-ending panel, the dog has her two front paws propped up on Mark’s table and is looking straight at him. The perspective is drawn from over Mark’s shoulder, and thus Kiki is also look-ing more-or-less directly at readers. This is not the body of any dog we have ever seen. Kiki has a human head and a human face, with long black human hair falling behind what are clearly the shoulders of a dog. It is an estranging moment. But then, by depriving readers of the spatial perspective from which we might gauge Mark’s reaction, Som insists on the banality of the event. This is a day like any other, filled with quite innocuous conversation. What might otherwise be shocking is rendered as mildly curious.

From this moment on, Som tends to show Kiki in mid-shots, with both human face  and  dog  torso  clearly  visible.  One  exception  is  the  final  panel  of  the  next 

double-page of the comic.11 Here the panel frame cuts off Kiki’s head, and all we see is the dog’s torso and four paws. There is nothing in this panel to suggest Kiki has a human head, and in fact the drawing style used for the animal’s fur and feet is even more detailed and realistic than elsewhere in the comic. This image func-tions as a complementary beat that recalls the previous page-ending panel that first introduced Kiki. Turning from page to page, readers first hesitate when presented with the image of a human–dog hybrid, and then later find themselves questioning whether that vision was perhaps subjective rather than objective. That is, maybe Kiki really is just a dog after all? This possibility is one that Som plays within Mark and Susan’s dialogue. Mark asks how old Kiki is and compliments her hair, to which Susan responds, “Just three / I know! I wash her every week with this 

French conditioner infused with avocado–.”12 Because the story introduces us to 

Mark first,13 he tends to serve as a filter for what readers are seeing and experienc-ing on the page, and it is thus possible—in the early pages of the comic at least—to imagine that the human head on the animal is a visual metaphor or a commentary. That is, there are moments when Kiki seems to be imagined as a slightly humorous poke at those dog owners who personalize their pets in such a way that they are seen as human children. Susan even reveals that her own blog is mostly about Kiki.

Most important, Susan shares with Mark that she has been using a “new vocal 

technique” to train Kiki and also treat her asthma.14 In the second row of that page, Susan  asks  Kiki,  “Can  you  say  Mommy’s  name,  sweetie?  Can  you  do  that  for Mommy?” A wordless panel follows to create a moment of tension, and in the third 
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panel of the second-row strip, Kiki makes sounds that seem to be a pronunciation of Susan’s name. Som avoids using a word balloon for Kiki’s speech, and instead has a single black line trail up to word fragments: “Su” and “san.” These two syl-lables float in a puff of air that is delineated not by a balloon border but instead by kinetic marks. Text is at once an expressive image here. The two syllables them-selves are true graphic elements of the page and have not been composed with the same font used to render human speech throughout the comic. “Su” and “san” are written in imperfect, perhaps even crude letters—these are vocalizations empha-sizing their connection to the body rather than solely the mind. Mark’s face looks surprised, and he responds “Wow, yeah! That’s some trick!” Yet when Susan leaves Kiki with Mark in order to get a glass of wine, things escalate. Over the course of three full pages, Mark stares at the dog-human, who is clearly intending to vocalize something now that Susan is gone. Kiki spurts out a series of one-syllable words 

this time, which now linger, dispersed, in the air: “I need to talk to some one.”15

When Mark finally asks her, “Wh-what -what do you need to say?”,16 Kiki starts to respond with repetitions of the letter “h”—is it reasonable to think she is asking for help? Susan returns and mistakes the repetitions of “h” for an asthma attack, but 

Mark reaches the conclusion that Kiki is “aware,” aware “Of-of herself!”17 Susan leaves upset and takes Kiki with her.

Som’s ability to downgrade shock to mild curiosity was mentioned earlier, but 

it is perhaps the story’s very first page that is the most shocking (see Som 2020, 26, whose central panel hosts a proleptic connection to an image of Kiki that will appear on 2020, 32). The visual shock here is proleptic, out of time, and out of the order of the known. Before we even know anything about Mark, or Susan, or her dog, there is an image of Kiki front and center in the page design. The central image on this page is a graphic match for that narrow sixth panel of a later page where Kiki contorts her body in order to vocalize. These contortions of the body were not necessary when pronouncing “Mommy’s name.” It is instead Kiki’s act of speaking for herself that sends shockwaves through the body of the comic’s visual narrative. Kiki’s “owner” Susan acknowledges only Kiki’s subservience and indulges only the pretensions of Kiki’s presumed and false human-ness. What Som shows here is this territoriality in the moment of being questioned and reaffirmed. Kiki’s silent and sudden scream in the middle of the page destabilizes the comic before the story has even begun. This central panel is a rupture in the order of the comics body. This rupture signals that Kiki’s awareness already exists before it 

has entered Mark’s consciousness through the symbolic order of speech.18 Because Kiki’s self-awareness is patently obvious for Mark and the reader alike, Susan’s reaction confirms the ongoing role she has in animalizing and reducing the auton-omy of her pet, and at once casts doubt on her perspective. This twist in the narra-tive deterritorializes and reterritorializes the body.

“Throat” is, in the end, a story of being trapped. It is not the story of being trapped in a body, however—a human Kiki within the dog Kiki, for instance. Instead, this is a tale of a body being trapped in a possessive and dehumanizing social relationship. The central dog-animal metamorphosis is a Kafkaesque moment that asserts the pres-ence of the uncanny within everyday life. But, as Deleuze and Guattari write, “There 140  Comics Beyond Text and Image

is nothing metaphoric about the becoming-animal. No symbolism, no allegory.”19 Neither is this a story about a fantastic speaking animal. Instead, it is a vehicle for a certain characteristic of all minor literature: “its cramped space forces each indi-

vidual intrigue to connect immediately to politics.”20 What is most interesting in this story is not the conversation between Mark and Susan, nor is it the matter of Kiki’s hybrid bodily form. The story’s title, “Throat,” uses a layman’s term for a highly metaphorized part of the human body, the physical location for speech emanations. But it is about political speech. This is not allegorized speech considered within the political sphere, but instead a much wider understanding of politics. It makes a point about bodies themselves rather than a point about speech. What is essential is a body’s autonomy and agency. What stays with readers, and what condenses the nar-rative impact of “Throat” as a whole, is the panel that seems to exist out of time. It is this structural disruption within the page layout that carries with it the consequences of a body asserting its presence. This sudden interruption, a visual scream erupting from within the comic’s visual narration, is at once a challenge to the paradigm that dictates who has the power to speak and who does not.

Notes

  1  At the time of writing, I was only able to find reviews and interviews, among which 

Klaehn 2022 stands out. See also below in notes.

  2  Som 2020, 48.

  3  This invocation of the topic of trans surrealism owes to Ana Woulfe’s lecture and discus-

sion at the Comics & Picture-Story Symposium, 18 Apr. 2023.

  4  Som 2020, 137.

  5  Lehoczky 2020. Lehoczky’s insistence that Apsara Engine’s trans aesthetic evades cat-

egories and unsettles familiar patterns can at once be thought through Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of a minor literature. As developed in their book on Kafka, this is a notion of deterritorialized and deterritorializing creation. They give the example of Jewish authors writing literature not in Czech but in German, but the concept also speaks to other artistic forms, other groups of producers, and other bodies. See also next note.

  6  Introduced in the previous note and the notes of the previous commentary, minor litera-

ture is a concept used by Deleuze and Guattari to explore certain deterritorializations of language. In the earlier parts of the book, they repeatedly bring up the notion of Jewish literature, as an example—specifically “the Jewish literature of Warsaw and Prague. A minor literature doesn’t come from a minor language; it is rather that which a minor-ity constructs within a major language” (2008, 16). There is a linguistic frame asserted perhaps first and foremost, Jewish authors who write not in Czech, but in German. On Yiddish, the authors write: “What is complicated is Kafka’s relation to Yiddish; he sees it less as a sort of linguistic territoriality for the Jews than as a nomadic movement of deterritorialization that reworks German language. . . . It is a language that is grafted onto Middle-High German and that so reworks the German language from within that one cannot translate it into German without destroying it; one can understand Yiddish only by ‘feeling it’ in the heart. In short, it is a language where minor utilizations will carry you away” (2008, 25).

  7  Deleuze and Guattari 2008, 28.

  8 As Deleuze and Guattari suggest, a becoming always works both ways: “the met-

amorphosis is part of a single circuit of the becoming-human of the animal and the becoming-animal of the human” (2008, 35).

  9  Som 2020, 27.
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 10  Som 2020, 25.

 11  Som 2020, 29.

 12  Som 2020, 28.

 13  Som 2020, 26.

 14  Som 2020, 29.

 15  Som 2020, 32.

 16  Som 2020, 33.

 17  Som 2020, 35–36.

 18  Deleuze and Guattari write of Kafka that: “the animals, as they are or become in the 

stories, are caught in this alternative: either they are beaten down, caught in an impasse, and the story ends; or, on the contrary, they open up and multiply, digging new ways out all over the place” (2008, 37–38). It is impossible to read Kafka and not think of Bruno Schulz, and in particular the story “Father’s Last Escape.”

 19  Deleuze and Guattari 2008, 35.

 20  Deleuze and Guattari 2008, 17.
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8 Pores

Emil Ferris, My Favorite Thing Is Monsters (2018)

 

What does it look like when as children we begin to observe the world more deeply? When we begin to study it carefully, as if under a microscope? With dou-ble pages at 16” x 10.5,” My Favorite Thing Is Monsters (Book One) is filled with large scenes that frequently center large textured faces. These are visages both radiant and ghastly, blown up and seemingly larger than life. We feel as if we are seeing the pores of their skin up close. Creator Emil Ferris’s graphic representation of a high-resolution world seen up close and personal is compeling visual art, but it also works as a stylistic metaphor for the chosen themes. The story’s ten-year-old protagonist, Karen Reyes, wants to understand the world, as well as her position 

within it.1 She wants to understand what is happening to her body, to her feelings, to her family, and to her neighbors. She is looking closely, paying careful attention and staring life’s circumstances squarely in the eye. This is an example of how the visual texture of a comic is not merely decorative but instead advances narrative.

From the opening sequences of the graphic novel, readers learn much about Karen, about her apartment building, and her wider 1960s Chicago milieu. In the very  first  sequence,  she  is  having  what  her  mom  eventually  calls  “the  villager dream” again. She is turning into a werewolf: “My bones got longer and cracked into new shapes. Just like Larry Talbot in ‘The Wolfman.’ My skin and ligaments got thick and stretched. My teeth grew out to be finger-long and jagged.” This is less of a metamorphosis and more of a reveal concerning Karen’s true nature. She realizes how good it feels to be herself, saying “even though it hurt, I felt happy and I threw back my head”—at this turn of the page, she begins to howl. A frenzied mob comes for her with torches, clubs, and even a gun. She wakes up just after being shot by a silver bullet.

The irruption of the monstrous becomes a clear social metaphor for being other, for being a lesbian in a society intolerant of differences. Karen’s werewolf persona is a bodily marker of her attraction to her best friend, Missy. Even when she has not assumed full werewolf form, Karen’s sharp lower-canine teeth remain visible throughout the graphic novel as a suggestion of her sexual orientation and social marginality, conveying just as effectively the generalized awkwardness that char-acterizes pre-adolescence. The monstrous and the horror genre pervade the entire graphic novel. Karen sees monstrous images in the fine art she copies in her lined notebook. She talks with a ghost child named Sandy, and her friend Franklin is 
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stylized as a young Black Frankenstein. Full-page covers of horror mags named Ghastly, Ghoulish, Horrific, and Dread serve to break the larger graphic novel up into chapters, with the artist rollicking in a joyous mixture of fear, lust, and camp. The monstrous is where Karen Reyes makes her home. Monsters are, after all, her 

favorite thing.2 And it is interesting also to consider, as Jessica Baldanzi notes, that “Comics are an ideal format for monster stories, because comics themselves are a monstrosity of representation: somewhere between illustrated print and film, high- 

and lowbrow, abstract and literal.”3

Our ten-year-old werewolf detective is learning that there are monsters of a very different nature in the world. The second sequence in the book introduces the central mystery surrounding the death of Karen’s beautiful but troubled upstairs neighbor, Anka. As the plot unfolds, Karen is able to unravel Anka’s history and understand what her surviving husband calls “her admittedly odd.uh. behavior.” Born in 1920 in Berlin, Anka was brought up in a brothel where her mother retreated from and neglected her daughter, and instead sought refuge in addiction. At one moment in the past, we see Anka carrying a knife dripping with blood. Readers will wonder: did she kill her own mother with that knife? Anka was a victim and quite likely also, it would seem, a perpetrator herself of horrifying violence. Sold into childhood sex work, she was also forced to register as a Jew by the Nazis. Somehow, she escaped Germany and came to the USA. This plotline rolls out one quotidian terror after the next, adding to the web that pulls in even the corrupt police and organized crime active in the Chicago neighborhood of Karen’s youth. Another challenge for Ferris’s young protagonist is confronting the reality that her mother has a terminal cancer. She is processing a lot, and things only promise to get worse. Even the close relationship she enjoys with her adult half-brother Deezy seems to itself hang in the balance as vague signs emerge of threats looming even in her own family history. As readers we witness her daily struggle and share in her turmoil. All the same, this is a strong kid. One wonders if there is anything at all that she cannot handle.

Because the mechanical aspects of the artist’s page composition are so labor intensive, they are the perfect visual expression of Karen’s inner work, as she pro-cesses all that is happening in and around her. In an interview on the podcast RIYL/ Recommend If You Like, Emil Ferris reflected “It’s not a glorious position to be in to be working 12 hours a day, you know, or 16 hours a day on some drawings that 

get you ten seconds of somebody’s reading time.”4 Ferris only infrequently uses panel sequences and tends to prefer open layouts where various images interact and 

even overlap on the page. In this example (Figure 8.1), each page is a single image, another relative rarity in the graphic novel’s Book One. But this is also one of those many moments where readers get a sense of the sheer work involved in the process of artistic creation. Crosshatching is a technique that requires much more of the artist’s time than filling outlines in with color. The resulting image is much more textured as a consequence. Ferris uses pens of a variety of colors to repeatedly draw lines of the same width alongside and across one another, creating a layered effect. The patchwork pattern itself suggests shading or light, depending on its density.

Pictured at left in Figure 8.1 is Karen’s upstairs neighbor. During this sequence, Karen is visiting with Anka’s husband Sam Silverberg in the apartment they 144  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 8.1 Double-page  from My Favorite Thing Is Monsters (2018, no pag.) by Emil Fer-

ris showing, at left, Anka as an adult and, at right, Anka as a child growing up 

in a brothel. Copyright © Emil Ferris. Courtesy of Fantagraphics Books (www.

fantagraphics.com).

 

shared. Sam is talking about his wife, and they are listening to the cassette tape of an interview recorded shortly before her death. Before he presses play on the tape recorder, Sam talks metaphorically about survival as he offers Karen a pink hard-boiled egg: “these eggs have been dyed the color of beets . . . and it is the same with people . . . they might suffer the effects of proximity to evil but never -at heart- go bad.” Actually, Anka’s adult face here is imagined rather than seen. The text on the page surrounding it is her own recorded voice, as she remembers and describes specific episodes from her past as a child in Berlin. Here, Anka’s mother has burned her arm with a cigarette, and the girl seeks comfort from Sonja, a cook at the brothel who has become a surrogate mother figure to her. Five right-hand pages later, interestingly enough, Ferris will overlay two different images of an adult Anka. One Anka lights a cigarette, the other is smoking the cigarette merely seconds later. The colored flame of the lighter in the first is superimposed over her bare arm in the second. The visual narration thus recalls this painful memory from childhood without any need whatsoever for textual explanation. This visual overlay renders visible the lifelong trauma from this comparatively minor event, and by implication also—a possibility that we must join Karen in considering—the resonance of those greater and comparatively more violent physical, sexual, and emotional traumas that have been perpetrated on Anka’s body. The very spatial relationship of visual objects on the page constitutes the comic’s narration.
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Two Ankas have coexisted since childhood. This theme of a psychic doubling 

also plays out across the double-page of Figure 8.1. Anka’s adult face on the left-hand page stares directly at her younger self on the right-hand page, who in turn stares at us. As readers, we stare back at both of them. These vectors form a triangle and presume a doubled audience. Anka indulges in her memories as part of a self-healing process that will never reach completion. At the same time, she performs those memories for the interviewer and for any potential future audience of the resulting tape. Because Karen is the one listening, she steps into that audience position, and because we are reading the graphic novel, we coincide with her presence in that space. The visual perspective of this double-page, though it does not even include a representation of Karen, allows us to coincide with her subject position, nonetheless. The reader becomes, as she does in the story, a witness to the effects of Anka’s trauma.

Ferris’s crosshatching technique itself sparks feeling. It invites readers into the scene, into the drawings, and into the emotions and thoughts of both Anka and Karen. The effect is like seeing things in an extreme close-up. This technique is quite unlike the cinematic close-up, which absents everything surrounding the object of contemplation. Rather than extract a detail from its context, crosshatch-

ing conveys detail by preserving a sense of the thing’s relation to everything else.5 Everything appears in granular high-resolution. Considered carefully, and seen at close range, tragedy and pathos radiate from the very pores of the comics body. As a consequence, it is not merely the artist’s finely textured faces that have pores, but also her flowers and bricks, street grates, and ceiling light fixtures. The sleeping bags that Ferris draws, and even the cross-section of that beet, as well—everything is pulsating with affection and vibrating with life. This invented world is our mon-ster and it has come alive!

Phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty writes of the prose of the world, but Emil Ferris gives us the pores of the world. The philosopher’s use of the phrase “the prose of the world” refers back to a phrase used by Hegel to denounce com-mon modes of language and representation. For Hegel, such prose is commonplace and thus unable to move beyond the “sensuous sphere” toward “higher spheres” of thinking; he denounces the “common prose of life,” as instrumentalized lan-

guage, prosaic, unpoetic, un-Romantic with a capital R.6 But what Merleau-Ponty does is reappropriate the phrase as a way of reclaiming the sensuous power of the everyday. One can think of the various revolutions of representation carried out in the visual arts during the twentieth century as ways of rejecting exalted language and instead finding “higher spheres” of thinking in the ordinary and in immediate experience. In a return to the thing itself, there is profundity without any need for transcendence.

What Merleau-Ponty calls language parlant is a creative language that decent-ers the meanings of common, prosaic, instrumentalized language. Yes, this notion not only applies to certain uses of poetry, prose, and literary language, but it also applies to creativity in general, including the potentially creative nature of visual 

expression. In Chapter 3 of The Prose of the World he turns to painting, and at the 

end of this unfinished work, in Chapter 6 he turns briefly to “Expression and the 146  Comics Beyond Text and Image

Child’s Drawing.” The comics form is itself an everyday, common language—his-torically speaking it has often been considered childish by those seeking to delegit-imize the form—and Emil Ferris actualizes a creative and decentering spirit within it. To say that Ferris shows readers “the pores of the world” is to appreciate both the artist’s thematic return to the everyday through the world of visible things and at once the type of comics aesthetics pursued. My Favorite Thing Is Monsters cent-ers on immediate experience and reveals the shock and horror of the everyday. The appearance of lined school notebook paper on every page of Books One and Two imbues the graphic novel with a sense of the ordinary. But this ordinariness speaks volumes about the quotidian nature of violence. Ordinary, too, is the role of horror comics in the comic. This is not a magical realism but an invocation of the genre as sharp social commentary. Cruelty is not transcendent; it is not from another world. There is no evil with a capital “E.” Instead, cruelty is the form assumed in this 

world by the violently enforced social norm or ideal.7 As Spinoza’s Ethics would have it, cruelty, evil, and violence follow the natural law, and as such are subject not to any divine cause or retribution, but rather only to the laws of a given society at a given time. Young Karen’s coming-of-age story is this very process of coming to understand the banality of evil and the ordinariness of suffering.

In comics, it is the visual style itself and the deployment of spatial relationships that produce meaning, just as it is the choice of words and rhythms in literary 

language that is truly creative.8 In both cases one must, as Merleau-Ponty writes, 

“build within the form and change its operation.”9 Through the use of crosshatch-ing, in particular, Ferris has accomplished what the phenomenologist says great drawing must do:

The aim is to leave on the paper a trace of our contact with this object and this 

spectacle, insofar as they made our gaze and virtually our touch, our ears, our 

feeling of risk or of destiny or of freedom vibrate. . . . The drawing . . . will 

arouse in us the profound schema which has settled us in our body and through 

the body in the world. It will bear the mark of our finitude and thereby, and by 

means of that very finitude, it will lead us to the secret substance of the object 

of which previously we possessed only the envelope.10

Great drawing is forged and received through the body. There is a vibration in the everyday that must be felt and perceived through the common senses. The  pores of My Favorite Thing Is Monsters—by which I mean the details of the cross-hatched image and the sensations they produce—are what transform the work of graphic art from the inside. These are the vibrations inside the graphic object, inside the image itself, produced through the visual language of the work. As readers we receive such images through our eyes and thus through our bodies, and not merely in our intellectualized understanding as thinking beings. Ferris’s drawings arouse profundity through the radiant surface of things. Bringing us, in this way, to “the secret substance of the object,” Ferris throws us into Karen’s complex world of risk, destiny, and freedom and asks readers to adopt her method of careful observation.
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Notes

  1  Baldanzi’s chapter on Ferris (2023, 52–87) is an amazingly comprehensive take on 

Karen’s representation and the scholar seamlessly weaves together graphic interpre-tation and a deep understanding of what the monster metaphor accomplishes on the drawn page.

  2  Interested readers can also consult articles such as Kwa 2020; Petrus 2023; Shapiro 

2020. Book Two of My Favorite Thing Is Monsters (2024) was published while writing the present book, and will surely bring even more scholarly attention to Ferris’s work.

  3  Baldanzi 2023, 52.

  4  Interview by Brian Heater 2018, 17’21”.

  5  In this sense, a future work might examine crosshatching in comics from the perspective 

of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s discussions in Phenomenology of Perception (2004).

  6  See a wondrously concise explanation in the article by Alison James (2011, 415): “In 

Hegel, as we have seen, it takes on a largely negative sense: the prose of the world or the prose of life is ‘the prose of finitude and commonplace thinking’, which art and the beautiful transcend in order to reach an intermediary realm between the ‘sensuous sphere’ and ‘the higher spheres of religion and philosophy’ (A II, 968). Merleau-Ponty’s unfinished book The Prose of the World (1969) reverses Hegel’s hierarchy in that the object of human aspiration is now the realm of the concrete, the world of things.” In a general sense, one can see this reversal also in the work of a number of post-war phi-losophers, with different shades of meaning of course, including Henri Lefebvre and Gilles Deleuze. Although Deleuze would reject the label of phenomenologist, one must also consider here that Merleau-Ponty’s later work—and in particular The Invisible and the Visible and The Prose of the World—themselves signal a move away from certain positions established with his early work of the 1940s and 1950s .

  7  Note, too, that Merleau-Ponty intends the word “prose,” following Hegel, to have a 

sociological meaning (from an unpublished text, cited at length in the editor’s preface to 

The Prose of the World 1973, xiii).

  8  One might rewrite Merleau-Ponty’s insistence on what creative language can accomplish 

by more explicitly referencing visual art. Consider these modifications [in brackets]: “The meaning of a book [comic] is given, in the first instance, not so much by its ideas as by a systematic and unexpected variation of the modes of [pictorial] language, of [visual]  narrative,  or  of  existing  literary  [comics]  forms”  (from  an  unpublished  text written by Merleau-Ponty, cited in the editor’s preface to The Prose of the World [1973]2000, xiii).

  9  Merleau-Ponty [1973]2000, 131.

 10  Merleau-Ponty [1973]2000, 150.
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9 Plumage

Brecht Evens, The City of Belgium

(2021)

 

Just because we marvel at an artist’s use of color does not mean it lacks narrative 

impact. Let us start to consider this possibility with The Making Of . . . (2012), an 

earlier graphic novel by the Belgian creator Brecht Evens,1 which begins with a painting class taught by an ambitious artist. Peterson, he is called, has accepted an invitation to create a work of art in situ for the first-ever Biennial in a small village named Beerpoele. As signaled by the comic’s title, all is a matter of the journey, the process, rather than the product. Moving around the classroom, Peterson charts the progress students are making on their canvases, and pushes them to ever greater “observation and interpretation.” Today they are observing and interpreting a blue vase and a red apple on a table. Left hovering in the white space of an unpaneled page, his reminder to them that “the artist’s task is to keep extending the boundaries of his perception” seems to be meant for us as readers, too. And perhaps also for the artist Evens himself. At the bottom right corner, the artist asks his class, “Who’d rather draw the pheasant?” He holds up a stuffed bird and two students eagerly raise their hands.

Evens would rather draw the pheasant, too. Not literally, but figuratively. The specific pheasant we see on the page is detailed but also somewhat dull. It has a brownish coloring overall, with just a touch of red here and there. But in the popular imagination we know that pheasants can also sometimes have gold or copper-red plumage, with greens, purples, and blues to boot. One can easily find, for example, this description of the male common pheasant: “reddish-brown above, with blue, green and gold reflections on the head, bare cheeks, and purplish-brown 

sides and lower parts.”2 Turning merely one more page in The Making Of, read-ers find a double-page urban scene filled with every color in the rainbow. This scene is the real pheasant. The architecture of this brightly colored scene frames numerous indoor and outdoor spaces, both reinforcing and distorting traditional visual perspectives. Evens crams in numerous single- or multi-color figures who are back-lit, transparent, opaque, or casting shadows. For the Belgian artist, color is decorative, pleasing, sensuous, but also functional, just like it is in the animal kingdom.

Color in the comics by Brecht Evens is stunning—in the sense that it gives us pause and slows the reading process. Many times, it seems that the coloring is the story. It becomes an expression of a joyous vitality and embrace of life pursued 
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by the artist—Peterson and Evens alike. It is more than that, however. This way of using color conveys an entire philosophy of life. One can say of it what Gilles Deleuze said of the philosophy of Spinoza and Nietzsche, which is that color for Evens “springs from affirmation, from joy, from a cult of affirmation and joy, from 

the exigency of life against those who would mutilate and mortify life.”3 In an immediate way on the visual comics page, it seeks to extend the boundaries of our own perception.

These insights regarding color as a narrative can also be applied to a subse-quent graphic novel by Evens. The City of Belgium (2021) has a loose premise that allows its creator to experiment far and wide, in formal and graphic terms. This is essentially what the graphic novel is about: the central character is Jona, who will leave tomorrow to live with his partner in another city; but for now, the night is young, and he will enjoy one last night on the town. Those who would mortify life stay home, while everyone else goes out seeking comradery and connection. This is a notably longer work than The Making Of . . ., for example, but the artist’s characteristic comics plumage is similarly on display. Right from the beginning there are colorful double-pages that rival the scene just described. In general, one may say that the artist is drawn to the diversity of a crowd. He loves filling the page with people and details from margin to margin. In one early example of an urban scene from The City of Belgium, Evens employs an almost-cubist approach to geo-metrical architecture that allows him to flatten space and twist building exteriors into interiors. This flattening of depth at once reveals movement and simultane-ity. It is as if individuals from the urban throng disperse, move indoors, navigate the corridors and stairways of house parties and clubs, and return to the streets at their own pace. By voyeuristically probing the inner contents of buildings, he is dissolving the distinction between private and public. The artist casts public life as a space permeated by individual desires. The public is defined, in fact, by the circulation and accumulation of these desires in the aggregate. Thematically, what Evens enjoys most are the movements and moments of intense connection between bodies—perhaps the artistic, sexual, and creative passions most of all, jouissance. But even more routinely, common conversation can also deliver this intensity.

To wit, another early double-page example from The City of Belgium depicts a crowded café whose interior hubbub spills out through five enormous open door-ways onto a patio in the foreground of the image. The patio takes up two-thirds of the page expanse. One counts no fewer than 22 tables, at which are seated a myriad of customers. Readers visually hear many conversation fragments but see no text whatsoever on the page. That is, the liveliness of the café is suggested through body language—hands that gesture, wave at a server, tie back hair, light a cigarette, or hold a drink as someone listens in rapt attention to their conversation partner. Each figure is a world unto themselves, a true individual, not merely in terms of physiognomy but also regarding their manner of aesthetic composition. Evens has a way of making the strange quite ordinary. For instance, a woman in the foreground has a green head, and we can see through that head to the white color of the tabletop at which she is seated. This sort of transparency adds to the  sensation of movement, conveying depth, and emphasizing the character and 
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table as independent, co-existing objects. Color itself becomes expressive, rather than solely literal or decorative. Every color used in composing a person has its complement in some other aspect of the page, whether lighting, setting, or the clothing worn by other nighttime adventure-seekers. In this sense, color expresses, in these large-scale scenes, more of a relationship between the individual organism and its environment than it does an essential quality of the body itself. It is thus implicated in affect. Or better said, color is an attribute of the comics substance out of which modes of thought and extension are forged on the page.

That color should enjoy this heightened importance made possible by other properties of the artist’s approach. Because the page organizations explored by the artist are unceasingly innovative, it is not necessarily in a layout that one distin-guishes his comics voice. In an interview with Robin McConnell on the podcast Inkstuds, Brecht Evens shared that one of his art professors allowed him to create a final comics project only on the condition that he not use panels. “I was pushed to 

abandon the very comic-like techniques. . . . I had to treat the page like an image.”4 Her advice certainly stuck with him. It is incredibly infrequently that panels even appear at all in his comics. When they do, they are mostly landscape panels rather than traditional sequences in strip format. In that interview Evens emphasizes the freedom from panel structure as a positive: “It’s too bad because often there’s very good artwork which seems, just, imprisoned, imprisoned in these cases, in the 

frames.”5 The artist similarly eschews word balloons, saying

The problem with text balloons is that it’s a flat form in an image which 

should have depth. I think by avoiding text balloons, these flat forms, it helps 

to dive into the image, which you need to do to feel as if you’re there in the 

places.6

These absences represent two very important aesthetic choices. Taken together, they convey the artist’s intention to remove any signs of a clunky mediation between the comics body and the human body of the reader. The idea seems to be that the experience readers have of the visual narration of comics should be as direct as possible, as immersive as possible. Having removed the structuring power of panel frames and text balloons from comics, Evens allows color to take on greater narrative significance.

This example (Figure 9.1) showcases the way that Evens uses coloring as part of an expressive substance to convey not merely extension but also speech. In this sense, color performs some of the grammatical functions of comics structure. The right-hand page following this example has a comparatively more muted color palette than those images described earlier, though it displays the same café patio from earlier. Gone are the intense greens and blues, as well as the bright yellows and oranges. Time has passed, and the night has gotten late. Shades of red, purple, and black predominate outside, and the interior lights are also comparatively dimmer. Many tables are now empty, but some of the same char-acters remain. Although the graphic novel is arguably focused on Jona, it only makes the storyline more compelling that Evens takes the time to follow several 152  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 9.1  A left-hand page from The City of Belgium (2021, no pag.), by Brecht Evens, 

showing both the dazzling and functional qualities of the artist’s use of color. 

Copyright © Brecht Evens. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.

 

different groups of characters who cross paths during the night. This example is one of these adjacent storylines.

On this left-hand page, one sees one of the more frequent compositional choices of the artist. The expansive use of the white page background highlights the intensity of common conversation by removing all extraneous pictorial detail. It transmits the 
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feeling of absorption that two people have when they are communicating and are focused entirely on each other. The aesthetic or formal shift from the first row, which is an unframed landscape panel, to the second, which consists of three unframed vignettes, corresponds with a shift in subjective experience. Vicky is pulled away from an awkward situation by her sister, and they subsequently have a close chat. The distractions of the café scene fade away entirely and it is as if they are meet-ing in another dimension. Each set of vocalizations matches the color palette of the person who speaks them. Vicky’s words are in green, while her sister’s are in pink. The text for Brecht Evens is not distinct from the image. Thus, interesting effects emerge spatially from the locations and graphic properties of text, as one notices in the lower-left exchange. At first, each sister’s words tend to hover over their own body, but in the second half of their chat, Vicky’s sister dominates the conversation. Her pink words hover in the vertical space located over Vicky’s own green body. In the bottom-left vignette of the page, Vicky corrects her sister’s literary reference. With the correction “Baudelaire” written in green and abutting her sister’s pink mention of Flaubert, she can barely get a word in edgewise. The side-positioning of Vicky’s green text in the penultimate vignette is perhaps meant as a quick aside. In spite of the fact that there are no balloons on the page, the color and location of the unframed text function visually and graphically not merely to render sound, but also more subtle rhythmic and tonal aspects of the intimate conversation. There is a subtle power dynamic playing out in visual and spatial terms in the textual space surrounding the figures.

Such color-coded speech is the rule of the artist’s comics, rather than the excep-

tion. On the right-hand page following Figure 9.1, the sisters stare up into the sky, and one of them exclaims “Wooooosh!” Although the position of the word is over Vicky’s head, readers know that this is not Vicky’s speech but instead her sister’s because the word is written in pink. There is no need to have a speech balloon marking the person from whom the speech emanates. In practice, “you can follow the story just by following the colors,” and there is an additional advantage: as the artist says, “you can make a drawing and have dialogue on it without having 

to show the character.”7 That is, other pages of The City of Belgium show vari-ous sides of a conversation unfolding with no speaking bodies shown whatsoever. When that happens, Evens superimposes the color-coded phrases corresponding to the character who speaks them over rich urban scenes or more abstract page designs. The selected color thus always carries with it a direct reference to the comics body who speaks it. It is not merely a sign of speech but a visual body of its own, a metonymic expression of embodiment. Perhaps an equivalent would be the information conveyed by the recognizable timbre of the voice of a character who speaks off-screen in cinema.

Still,  there  are  additional  symbolic  effects  achieved  through  such  graphic properties of the voice in these comics. In some cases, the choice of the specific color itself—as speech, as body, as personality—comes from an intuitive and holistic process of character creation. According to the artist himself, for instance, 

when a character named Gary from the shorter work Night Animals (Evens 2011) is drawn in grey, speaks in gray, and gets a job in a grey location, this is all signaling 154  Comics Beyond Text and Image

a certain commentary on his lack of fulfillment.8 The symbolic associations of the color gray in this instance are certainly negotiated by social convention. But the example and explanation also confirm the affective and relational aspects of color in the comics of Brecht Evens. It is an expression of the substance that animates the comics form, assuming the attribute, here, of extension and the body, and there, of thought and speech.

Notes

 1  While there are a few scholarly articles on comics by Brecht Evens, at the time of writing 

I could only find casual mention of Evens or studies focused on his previous works, such 

as The Making Of (e.g. Pylyser 2013) or Panther (e.g. Kwa 2020).

 2 From The New Practical Reference Library (1908), volume 4, by Charles H. Sylbester 

and William Francis Rocheleau, no pag. Accessed through Google Books, 5 May 2023.

 3 From the interview by Colombel published as “Gilles Deleuze Talks Philosophy” 

(Deleuze 2004, 144), see discussion of this quotation in the introduction.

 4 Evens, quoted from an interview with Robin McConnell on the Inkstuds podcast (13 

April 2011, 6’23–7:15).

 5  Evens, interviewed by McConnell 2011, 8’40”.

 6  Evens, interviewed by McConnell 2011, 8’50”.

 7  The  first  quotation  is  by  the  podcast  host  McConnell,  and  the  second  is  from  Evens 

himself (McConnell 2011, 9’45”, 10’19”).

 8 See McConnell 2011, 11’25”, 11’40”.
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Ebony Flowers, Hot Comb (2020)

 

What  can  a  single  line  in  comics  art  do? The  word  “line”  is  often  used  meto-nymically in the discussion of comics to mean the way an individual artist has of composing an image. Perhaps an artist has a sympathetic line, a crisp line, or an expressive line. The comics tradition of the ligne claire [clear line] associated with comics artist Hergé refers to a certain emphasis on the visual legibility of graphic style. As Eszter Szép recognizes, “The relationship between the line and its drawer 

is an undertheorized question in current comics scholarship.”1 It is tempting to approach the line as a marker of authentic self-expression, to see it as a visual inter-

pretation or representation of reality, or perhaps even to psychoanalyze it.2 Perhaps most of all, Szép draws on Lynda Barry in asserting and exploring the connection between the comics line and the human body. Drawing is certainly a way of think-ing with the body.

There are two interrelated ways to consider this matter. If we approach this bodily thinking as Szép and Barry do, we are concerned with the human body that creates the line. But we can also approach this bodily thinking in the Spinozan sense, which here means in terms of the relations that comprise the extension of the comics page. What, then, of the line itself as a mark on the comics body? To ask what a single line of comics art does is to ask what effects it might produce. Let us return to and adapt the question that Deleuze and Guattari posed regarding signification: “We will ask what a [line] functions with, in connection with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other multiplicities 

its own are inserted and metamorphosed.”3 From this point of view, the line does not itself contain meaning. Instead—to continue the quotation from the beginning of A Thousand Plateaus—it “exists only through the outside and on the outside.” On the comics page, the line is itself a body in the sense that it functions with and in connection to other graphic elements that are themselves bodies. Its significance is external and thus relational. It is a productive element of the overall page exten-sion. The line is best understood at once as directed and productive energy, as both an expression and an intensity.

Our focus here is the story titled, “My Lil Sister Lena,” published in the col-lection Hot Comb (2020) by Ebony Flowers, which showcases well the expressive and intensive qualities of the single line in comics. Moreover, it also demonstrates an idea shared by both Szép and Barry that “the stories of comics are linked to 
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vulnerability not only due to their content, such as childhood memories and trauma, 

but also due to their medium, the line.”4 But the wider context of the collection is also important.

As suggested in the title chosen for the collection, the stories in Hot Comb are 

focused in large measure—but not solely or exclusively—on hair.5 Between one story and the next, Flowers intersperses hand-drawn advertisements for products like “Kali Serum,” “Kinky Mane,” “Kids n’ Koils,” and “Pro-Aide Curl Activation Gel,” all of which are produced by the “Pinnacle” company specifically for Black 

hair.6 Overall, there is both social critique and vulnerability in these varied comics stories where Black women’s hair is “a source of intimacy, community, and ten-

sion.”7 One frequently cited blurb used in promoting the book calls it “an original collection of haunting short stories about the Black experience that go far beyond 

hair and beauty.”8

The story “Big Ma,” for instance, covers a lot of ground as it integrates themes of generational memory, complicated family relationships, deep feel-ings of grief, and music as an expression of both joy and remembrance. “Big Ma” is also notable for its use of comics form. It begins with a spectacular wordless first page as brother Donté and sister Cora attend their grandmother’s funeral. There is a sense of accelerating pathos built into the design of the page’s nine panels and four rows: each row contains an equal or greater num-ber of panels than the one before it (one panel, two panels, three panels, three panels). Flowers infuse a certain cinematic sensibility into the images. The first  panel  spans  the  page  margins  and  works  as  an  establishing  shot  of  the funeral parlor space. The last panel is a close-up of Cora touching her deceased grandmother’s hair in remembrance. Midway through the page, the perspective breaks what would be the axis of action in cinema. Big Ma’s position shifts 180 degrees: first her head and feet are laid out in the casket from left to right margin, then from right to left. This formal disorientation marks Cora’s arrival at the casket and reveals the irruption of her grief. Flowers exploit well the specific properties of the comics medium. Her visual narration anticipates and accentuates Cora’s sharp feeling of grief through aspects of diagonal composi-tion—from the diagonal vector formed by queuing visitors in the first panel, to the effect created by the page’s staggered panel borders. The way the artist clusters the close-ups of Big Ma toward the bottom and right-hand margins of the page (in panels 3, 5, 6, 8, and 9) both fragments her body at the level of the panel and re-asserts its unity at the level of the page. There is a moving effect produced by the interplay of the visual rhythms as Cora reaches out for physical contact that will spark memory. The whole first page is rooted in panel 9—in its suggestion of the strong tactile memory that her Grandma’s hair has held for Cora ever since childhood.

The comic “My Lil Sister Lena” is just as formally inventive, and similarly deals with a range of themes—sports, racism, stress, and embodiment—through a focus on hair. Despite playing softball from the age of four, through high school and into college, the character Lena has always been stigmatized and othered by her teammates. On the first page, the narrator appropriates white racist speech to 
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make the point clear: “Softball is a recreation sport few Black people play. Lena 

was usually the only ‘fly in the milkpail,’ so to speak.”9 The seemingly innocuous image at the top of the page is an umpire loudly calling a player “SAFE!” in bold capital letters—but the word works at once in two ways. It is a banal thematic intro-duction to the thrill of sports activity, and also a peace of mind that Lena has never really felt, despite the comradery commonly associated with team dynamics. The next four pages paint the picture of a team united in activity: they cheer in unison, play ball together, and enter tournaments. But when the team first swims together they begin to take an interest in Lena’s hair. She “had what is known to some 

Black folks as good hair.”10 At page-bottom, two of Lena’s stretched out hairs form 

curved lines above which are written the text “Lena had long / shiny black coils.”11 This image–text pairing introduces an intriguing idea, that is, the cursive script Flowers uses throughout Hot Comb—and the aesthetic line that Jessica Baldanzi 

refers to as the artist’s “often scribbly style”12—is, in this story, the perfect graphic complement for the coils of Black hair at the comic’s center. There is a similitude between textual and visual narration that soon becomes productive in its own right 

(see Figure 10.1).

The attention Lena’s teammates give to her hair is unwelcome: “the players 

floated toward her the way jellyfish sway in search of prey.”13 Their aggression intensifies  through  recurring  uncomfortable  situations  and  microaggressions framed in terms of a seemingly benevolent mask of curiosity. Readers soon arrive 

at the core emotional content of the story. In this right-hand page (Figure 10.1) and the preceding one, Lena’s feelings of social vulnerability are both channeled into a habit-action and revealed by that same action. Her “ritual” as the narration puts it, is to pull out her hairs, one by one. This habit is a coping strategy, framed as a 

direct result of the fact that “Lena’s teammates made her feel caged up.”14 “My Lil Sister Lena” is different from all the other stories in Hot Comb in the sense that each page has a doubled-frame layout. This decision increases the sense of physical 

enclosure. One sees in Figure 10.1 that there is one larger frame for each page and that the many smaller panels within that large page frame have their own additional frames. The effect of moving from the left to the right page is to emphasize the rigid nature of that double-framing structure. While on the previous left-hand page the textual narration makes selected comments outside of the double-frame—at page top and bottom-right—on the right-hand page pictured here, no white space is used whatsoever that is not already inside a double frame. Lena is thus trapped in a cage within a cage.

The tone of the textual narration is rather understated and matter-of-fact. It com-municates what Lena is going through, and it describes what she does to her own body as a consequence.

First she tugged and pulled at a braid until it unraveled. Then she’d inspect 

an individual strand and wrap it around her finger. She’d tug and tug ‘til the 

root ripped from her scalp. She’d feel a pinch of pain and then a little wave 

of relief. She’d do it again and again. And that was Lena’s ritual whenever 

she was alone.15
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Figure 10.1 A right-hand page from “My Lil Sister Lena,” published in Hot Comb (2020, 

101) by Ebony Flowers, showing the expressive and intensive qualities of the 

single line in comics art. Copyright © Ebony Flowers. Used with permission 

from Drawn & Quarterly.
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The visual narration, however, is highly effective at conveying what it feels like 

to be in a body that performs this action over and over again.16 The pattern of the 4x6-panel grid, which begins on the right page and ends after readers turn the page, is unlike any other page in the volume. Flowers generally prefers rhetori-cal layouts, and if she turns to grids at all, their panels are larger so as to better display faces, interactions, and situations (e.g., usually only six per page). The doubled-frames here are thick and convey the rigid borders of a body–mind turned in on itself. By showing and not telling, the visual narration conveys how Lena finds some sort of solace, perhaps even a counter-intuitive kind of safety, in a ritual that she can control.

This right-hand page conveys the discomfiting contradictions that arise between the drudgery, pain, and catharsis of pulling out one’s hair. There is confinement in these images, most obviously in panels 6 and 14, where we see Lena’s figure only in mid-shot. And yet, she almost seems to disappear during the sequence. The absence of her figure in the other 22 squares produces the paradoxical feeling she experiences during the ritual, the feeling of floating away and of leaving her body behind. In fact, this sense of contradiction is at the core of Lena’s ritual (the “pinch of pain” followed by the “little wave of relief”), whose origin is tied to the racist affective relations of the larger social body expressed through her teammates’ actions. Despite the confinement of the frames, at a glance it seems there is more white space on the right than on the left page. The openness of the page produces, in visual terms, the fleeting escape that is part of Lena’s ritual. We see her hand or finger in close-up in several images as she plays with her single hair in the air. It rises and falls, stretches out, and coils back up. It squiggles, bolstered by the kinetic 

lines through which Flowers emphasizes its liveliness.17 This is itself a motion study of sorts. One might say about this page what Szép writes about a certain page from Barry’s Syllabus—that it is “a demonstration of the experience of the line as 

dynamic movement and the possibilities of play it offers.”18 There is something intriguing about how Flowers once again pairs cursive script with image. Each cursive word is itself a single line, with its own loops, curls, and a weight similar to the line of the hair. By splitting up the individual words of the text narration across a number of panels, the artist emphasizes this visual and graphic quality of the text. When the hair is absent from a given square, the presence of a cursive word seems to be a substitution for it. Text and image take turns, alternating as expressions of the same visual narrative.

To the question “what is the line,” Szép provides the best answer:

the line is a partner of the drawer: It is a partner of the mind and the body. 

The line becomes authentic when one lets go of the desire to control it and 

when one undergoes the vulnerable states of not knowing.19

If the question is “what can a single line do,” this comics page provides the answer. Flowers shows the line as an elemental comics body that can produce both textual and visual narration. The line-image and the line-word transmit intensities with each other and with the other elements of the page, producing the contradic-tions of the central character’s complex social embodiment.
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Notes

  1  Szép 2020, 38.

  2  See the discussion in Szép 2020, 38–39, which of course introduces certain themes 

discussed in the chapters of her book.

  3  Deleuze and Guattari 2002, 4; here I have substituted “line” for “book” in brackets. 

See also the beginning of the introduction to the present book where that quotation is referred to and discussed.

  4 See Szép 2020, 63.

  5 See Baldanzi 2023, 97 where the subsection of her chapter titled “Good Hair, Bad, Hair, 

and Consumer Ambivalence” begins, including also the close analysis of the artist’s image “Hair Decoded.”

  6  Flowers 2020, 49, 81, 89.

  7  This blurb is featured on the back cover of the book and is attributed to The New York 

Times Book Review.

  8  This one comes from “Lori L. Tharps, co-author of Hair Story: Untangling the Roots of 

Black Hair in America” and is used on the back cover of the graphic novel, on the web page for the book at Drawn & Quarterly, and as an introduction to an interview with 

Flowers by Nichole J. Georges on the podcast Sagittarian Matters 13 Dec. 2019.

  9  Flowers 2020, 91.

 10  Flowers 2020, 96, original emphasis.

 11  Flowers 2020, 96.

 12 See Baldanzi 2023, 9, as well as Chapter 3 of the same work, i.e., “scribbly style” 

(2023, 90).

 13  Flowers 2020, 98.

 14  Flowers 2020, 100.

 15  Flowers 2020, 100.

 16  See also Baldanzi’s discussion of this segment (2023, 106).

 17 See Comics and the Body where Szép talks about the “the aliveness of the line” (2020, 

59). She also calls it, citing Gardner, “a bodily mark,” and the “trace of a thought pro-cess” (2020, 63).

 18  Szép 2020, 65. Readers should perhaps know that Ebony Flowers took courses with 

Lynda Barry at the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and that she thanks her at the 

back of Hot Comb. In the back matter of Syllabus (2014), Barry also lists Flowers as a student in her class as early as Fall of 2013. The two became colleagues and collabora-tors as well—Barry also talks with enthusiasm about the opportunity she had to take one 

of Flowers’s courses. Listen to both Millman 2019 and Georges 2019.

 19  Szép 2020, 77.

References

Baldanzi, Jessica. 2023. Bodies and Boundaries in Graphic Fiction: Reading Female and 

Nonbinary Characters. London and New York: Routledge.

Barry, Lynda. 2014. Syllabus. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly. Deleuze, Gilles, and Félix Guattari. 2002. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizo-

phrenia. Translation and foreword by Brian Massumi. Minneapolis: University of Min-

nesota Press.

Flowers, Ebony. 2020. Hot Comb. Montreal: Drawn & Quarterly.

Georges, Nicole J. 2019.  “Ebony  Flowers  &  Bonus  Lynda  Barry!!!  Comics, Academia, 

Motherhood, Hair & More [interview].” Sagittarian Matters podcast (December 13).

Millman, Debbie. 2019. “Lynda Barry [interview].” Design Matters with Debbie Millman

podcast (October 28).

Szép, Eszter. 2020. Comics and the Body. Columbus: The Ohio State University Press.

11 Digestion

 

R. Sikoryak, Terms and  Conditions (2017)

 

Can one comics body digest another comics body? What about reuse, misuse, and  opening  up  the  possibilities  for  future  use?  Various  artistic  and  cultural movements have advocated something similar, from the détournement of the Situationists to the stance of those advocating for copyleft and open-source code. The Manifesto antropófago [Anthropophagist Manifesto] by Oswald de Andrade in Brazil is often cited as a key modernist call promoting the artistic cannibalism of other styles as a tool of self-empowerment and postcolonial critique. Written in the late 1920s, its influence resurged in the 1960s in the context of the Tropicalia movement and the international spread of protest music and the New Song. From his earliest stylistic citations to his more ambitious recent projects like Terms and 

Conditions (2017a) or The Unquotable Trump (2017b), the comics work of R. Sikoryak can be understood in just this fashion—as a provocation that uses what might be called reappropriation or even misuse as a way of thinking through the power implicit in representation. His comics style is to cannibalize and digest the 

works of others.1

Sikoryak’s reputation for turning “his ingenious adaptations of literary classics into totally inapposite cartoon pastiches” was solidified with the release 

of Masterpiece Comics (2009), which contained 20 years of work.2 Some of his earliest works, published in the late 1980s, were parodies or reappropriations of 

the graphic style of specific newspaper comics. For example, Bad News #3 (1988) includes a number of the artist’s spoofs of Krazy Kat, Pogo, Blondie, Prince Valiant, Peanuts, and others, all grouped together under the title “Indeterminacy.” He retold Dante’s Inferno through the visual language of Bazooka Joe in Raw magazine #1, and he contributed “Good Ol’ Gregor Brown” to Raw #2 (1990). One can describe the latter piece as a mash-up of Kafka’s “Metamorphosis” and Peanuts that maintains the classic beats of Schultz’s four-panel cartoons. In one strip, the insect-like form of Gregor [Charlie] Brown creeps toward Greta [Lucy] as she plays the violin. He is a bug with a zigzag t-shirt, full of characteristic self-doubt and devoid of confidence. As expected, in the punctuating fourth panel she yells at him to scram, “Get lost you stupid bug!!” Her scream sends him reeling, head-over-heels, with kinetic lines to boot—a callback to the classic Lucy and Charlie Brown rows.
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Actually, Sikoryak is not so much a fan of the descriptor “mash-up.” As he explained in an interview on The Comics Alternative podcast,

I think the thing that I don’t like about the term ‘mash-up’ is just that it usu-

ally refers to sort of combining two things in pop culture that don’t belong 

smooshed together and I’ve always tried to put something in my work that 

has more cognitive dissonance. . . . And whether I’m forcing them together 

or I’m showing you that they do actually have something in common, I’ve 

always felt like it had something deeper to it than I think the word mash-up 

usually implies.3

What does the artist mean by “something deeper”? Elsewhere, he provides a con-cise explanation of what makes “Good Ol’ Gregor Brown” work so well: “Schultz 

is an existentialist and Kafka is a comedian.”4 If Dante and Bazooka Joe are a match made in hell, then Gregor Samsa and Charlie Brown are a match made in heaven. Terms and Conditions, on the other hand, is a long-form comic experiment whose “cognitive dissonance” is perhaps even more puzzling.

Before it was released in a single volume in 2017 by Drawn & Quarterly, Terms 

and Conditions was serialized in mini-comics and made available on tumblr.com.5 As its cover art points out, this is the “unauthorized adaptation” of the “complete & unabridged” agreement that iTunes users have likely never read. Or rather, the text of the comic is an exact reproduction of the text of the iTunes agreement. Already the description of this concept is strange. Sikoryak has copied a legal document and turned it into a narrative merely by placing it in a comics text. The images are another matter entirely. Each of the volume’s 100 pages, including the front cover and title pages, is a copy of a different full comics page. These are complete sets of images lifted from a variety of sources. There are classic newspaper artists, like Charles Schultz, Winsor McCay, Jim Davis, and Cathy Guisewite; major figures of underground and alternative comics, such as R. Crumb, Jaime Hernández, and Julie Doucet; superhero comics, including Nick Fury Agent of S.H.I.E.L.D., Bat-man, and Green Lantern; not to mention the work of international artists from 

Osamu Tezuka to Moebius and Marjane Satrapi.6 Overall, the volume contains a panoply of different styles and formats, as the artist has created a pretext that justifies the inclusion of both long-form graphic novelists and web artists alike, for 

example Seth alongside Allie Brosh.7

Readers may perhaps find it easier to identify Sikoryak by his process, thus the eclectic selection and juxtaposition of images, rather than by his storytelling. That is, his style is rooted in the conceptual, rather than any recognizable linework, per se. But make no mistake, the artist is redrawing these pages anew, which gives him the opportunity to cast one figure on each page in the iconic mold of Steve Jobs. The former Apple CEO is everywhere in Terms and Conditions, staring back at us with his 5 o’clock shadow and glasses, running alongside Scooby Doo or Wonder 

Woman in an action sequence, for example.8 One moment, Jobs is playing the role of Alison Bechdel’s father, seated in a comfy chair and reading something on his Apple-branded laptop; later, he is Homer, sitting at his suburban table surrounded 
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by other members of the Simpson family.9 The general effect of these reappropria-tions is tied, of course, to the selection of the iTunes agreement itself as a comple-mentary text. In the volume’s word balloons and narrative boxes, the Terms and Conditions are all anyone is talking or thinking about. At this level of analysis, the comic seems like a commentary on the ubiquity of inattention, the triviality of internet-age modernity, or the saturation of markets by a monoculture bereft of soul. There is also an allegorical lesson in the effects of ideology presented here which concerns the reduction of the late-capitalist subject to a passive consumer. As the comic’s characters scream and shout, stew and mill about, all their efforts come to nothing. They have been rendered powerless by an intentionally futile script.

In addition, however—keeping in mind the role of haecceities in the iconic car-

tography of the comics body (discussed in ch. 2)—there can also be interesting specific effects produced on a given page. This is due to the fact that the reappropri-ated iTunes text is being digested and that, rather than pertaining to the attribute of thought itself, has thus become another bodily form, an extensive surface. To pick just one example, there is a page that pays homage to Disney artist Carl Barks. The excessive verbiage of the iTunes agreement is sure to cause confusion or anxiety for any human or duck. Donald Duck behaves perhaps as any modern consumer might. The effect is such that he reacts to the agreement with pain and discomfort, twisting and turning in his red lounge chair, while he contemplates the dangers posed to those users who are not yet 13 years of age. But there is also an irony developed over the course of the page and hammered home in the last panel. This irony takes the form of an explicit warning to “parents and guardians” regarding the need “to protect children, including monitoring their use of the Apple Music 

Service.”10 Any lover of comics who came of age in the 1980s as Sikoryak did will be steeped in the conflicts over comics as a medium. Similar warnings to parents and guardians were issued when comics sought out more adult content in the 1960s and 1970s, and by Tipper Gore’s subsequent fight to get parental warning labels on albums with explicit lyrics. This particular section of the agreement’s fusion brings to mind both the dismissal of comics as merely children’s fare and the way in which underground and alternative artists began a project of creating “comics for adults.” Matching a Disney comic with this textual sequence calls up the industry’s larger role in perpetuating childish associations of the medium, not to mention also the 

ideological critique of Disney carried out by intellectuals such as Ariel Dorfman.11 Donald Duck’s sweat marks and disorientation read as if he, too, is also aware of this part of comics history.

The cognitive dissonance of the Terms and Conditions is not just a matter of the clash between text and image in the work. There is also Sikoryak’s juxtaposition of both “low” and “high” variants of the comics form itself to consider. For example, just two pages before the Donald Duck sequence there is one repurposed from Mar-

jane Satrapi’s autobiographical graphic novel Persepolis (see Figure 11.1).

One notices many changes introduced by the artist. First there is the title. While the original selection is on the first page of Satrapi’s “Shabbat” chapter, Sikoryak’s page is labeled “iBooks Store Produce Usage Rules.” Both Persepolis and Azar Nafisi’s prose book Reading Lolita in Tehran (2003) were on the New York Times bestseller 164  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 11.1  A page of R. Sikoryak’s Terms and Conditions (2017, 78), where the textual 

narration is lifted from the iTunes user agreement and the visual narration is 

re-appropriated from Persepolis #2 by Marjane Satrapi. Copyright © R. Siko-

ryak. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.
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list, and it is likely that this new title for the comics page will play on associations between legalese, reading, and the restrictions on culture in contemporary Iranian life. Actually, the previous segment in the original graphic novel is titled “Kim Wilde” and deals with smuggling music posters back into Tehran from Istanbul.

Sikoryak has changed many aspects of Satrapi’s page. Among the more salient of which are these. First, while Marjane’s father has a mustache in the original, now he sports a beard and glasses—because, well, he’s now Steve Jobs. More importantly, there used to be a lively conversation taking place in the original. Four different people were speaking. The topic concerned Iraq’s possible use of missiles to bomb Tehran. Now, only Steve Jobs speaks. Each panel now has only one-word balloon. In the two landscape panels on the page, Sikoryak has doubled the exten-sion of each single-word balloon so as to include more text from the agreement. What is more, the word “authorized” appears in each and every panel on the page. The presence of iTunes has a stifling and silencing effect on the other page voices. In this new context, the agreement’s language reads as if it were composed of vari-ous pronouncements made by the restrictive State (“You shall be authorized”). It is 

true that “ ‘the state’ never stops talking.”12

As these examples show, the Terms and Conditions is first and foremost a diges-tive machine. It is a comic that eats other comics. Each page banalizes expressivity in a different way. It is the comics body of another that has bee has been coopted or harnessed to convey a monstrous and large-scale techno-bureaucratization of the global creative world. Sikoryak’s stylistic process of digestion underscores the materiality of the graphic body of comics while dispensing with its original nar-rative text. Because this material, graphic body exists as extension, it can only be coopted only so much. The drawings by Carl Barks, or by Marjane Satrapi, can certainly be recognized as such. The comics body preserves a sense of self that reasserts itself no matter what new context it is dropped into. Comics narration is primarily visual in this sense: it is the undigested morsel in Terms and Conditions that gives readers the pleasure they crave.

 

Notes

  1  While R. Sikoryak is a well-known artist referenced by many comics scholars, there 

are few extended considerations of the aesthetic and formal properties of his work. For instance, Terms and Conditions in particular seems to have attracted the disproportion-ate attention of scholars of communication, branding, and corporate law. To wit, J. C. P. Schmid’s Frames and Framing in Documentary Comics mentions Sikoryak’s approach 

and this comics text only in passing (2021, 10).

  2  Wolk 2007, 342.

  3  Sikoryak, interviewed in Royal 2017, 57’08”.

  4  Sikoryak, interview by Heater 2017, 18’40”.

  5  The front matter of the Drawn & Quarterly volume states that: “This book was serialized 

in a somewhat different form as the mini-comics The Unabridged Graphic Adaptation: iTunes Terms and Conditions (Part A & Part B and Part C & Part D) and on the website 

itunestandc.tumblr.com in 2015.

  6  In order: Sikoryak 2017a, 11, 22, 26, 29 (newspaper artists), 18, 66, 92 (underground/

alternative), 5, 9, 76 (superheroes), 8, 71, 78 (international).

  7 See Sikoryak 2017a, 16, 35.
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  8  Sikoryak 2017a, 72, 87.

  9  Sikoryak 2017a, 54, 96.

 10  Sikoryak 2017a, 80.

 11  See Dorfman and Mattelart [1972]1987. Note, too, for example, the sentence: “Leer 

Disneylandia es tragar y digerir su condición de explotado” [To read Disneyland is to swallow and digest one’s exploited condition]” ([1972]1987, 157).

 12  It is as Philip Corrigan and Derek Sayer wrote, “[states] define, in great detail, accept-

able forms and images of social activity and individual and collective identity; they regulate, in empirically specifiable ways, much—very much, by the twentieth century—

of social life. Indeed, in this sense ‘the state’ never stops talking” (1985, 3).
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Martin Vaughn-James,  

The Projector (1971)

 

Though English-born comics artist Martin Vaughn-James (1943–2009) was a rela-tive contemporary of the American underground artists like R. Crumb, his embrace of the psychedelic aesthetic was somewhat deeper. Rather than depict subculture or mimic the subjective visual effects produced by taking hallucinogenic drugs, 

he pushed further into surrealist territory in works like The Cage ([1975]2013), Elephant ([1971]2022), and The Projector ([1971]2022). The twenty-first-century re-release of these works of has been lauded by comics artists and scholars alike. Elephant and The Projector, for instance—published together as a single volume by the New York Review Comics imprint—contained a few words by Seth and Jeet Heer. And Seth contributes an introduction to the Coach House Books re-release of The Cage where he repeatedly calls it a “masterpiece,” noting, “I was quite sure that 

these books were more than just some old ‘hippy psychedelia’.”1 Vaughn-James’s concern with using comics aesthetics as a tool to challenge habitual thought brings him closer to other eclectic artists of the 1970s such as Hariton Pushwagner; one can observe his influence, too, in more contemporary comics artists, perhaps most 

strikingly John Hankiewicz.2

The Projector is divided into three sections each with both a left and right title page: the “First Passage” is titled “Fat on the Brain,” the “Second Passage” is “Scythes in the Night,” and the “Third Passage” is “Springtime in the Overcoat Pit.” But it begins with an unlabeled introductory section. Vaughn-James immedi-ately announces his intent to play with both visual and textual language by quoting 

from surrealist André Breton’s prose poem “Soluble Fish.”3 This will be a work of juxtapositions and defamiliarizations. At the top of each of the comic’s first four pages is a narrow text bar narrating a quotidian urban scene—a man walks 

with a suitcase, along an empty road, under a train that passes overhead.4 “You” 

are this man (“You are walking down this street again”5). The images diverge considerably from this narration, if they were ever connected at all—a suburban fenced lane, an elegant house made of glass, one whose interior is completely empty. Suddenly a horse bursts out of the glass house, completely destroying its frame, carrying on its back a human figure wrapped in cloth and rope. It is not just architecture but time itself that is breaking. It is as if Vaughn-James is channeling René Magritte’s The Lovers from 1928, and the building wraps planned by Christo and Jeanne-Claude in the 1960s. The realistic scenery of the lane disappears and is 
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replaced with empty space. Trees then reappear, wrapped in cloth and rope. Unrec-ognizable forms rise from the horizon. A similar sequence reappears in the last two pages of the work, but the details have been jumbled. In between, The Projector is elastic in form and content. There are page-filling monoframes that function as 

surrealist metaphors,6 and there are narrative sequences made up of smaller panels. One narrative arises only to bleed into the next and fade from consciousness: the three little pigs, a human man consuming various forms of media (radio, televi-sion, and newspaper), and a man with the head of an animated dog. Or perhaps they are all the same individual. The pages of The Projector are the very plane of consciousness itself. This is not consciousness understood as a simple mechanism but instead one that has been freed from its attachment to known schema and that is ready to think the new.

The giant projector depicted in the comic, on the other hand, has a different meaning. The comic’s central image resembles the cinematograph machine but seems to have its own provenance. For instance, one of its more prominent features replicates the focusing bellows-like folds of early cameras, which were made obso-lete in later camera models. By comparison, the historical cinematograph would seem more of an elegant box than an extravagant antique. The artist’s chosen design for the projector is instead a hybrid and monstrous creature, almost mytho-logical in its uniqueness. Vaughn-James punctuates The Projector with full-page and double-page images of this machine. It is always larger than life. On one 

double-page of the comic, the artist renders it atop a large mountain,7 where it looks more like a factory, a research institution, or even a weapon aimed out over the sur-rounding land. A road flooded with cars leads up the left side of the mountain and into the base of the building-size projector. The corresponding exit road descend-ing the right side of the mountain is empty. One presumes that the humans and their machine traffic serve as raw energy for the projector. Elsewhere the projector 

is put into motion and assumes the force of modernity’s alienations.8 It screens 

animated films before a large crowd or even becomes a powerful locomotive.9 It is a symbol of the slumber of reason, of an anesthetizing ideology. Vaughn-James’s projector screens the human drama through a combination of images both banal and disturbing: a train station, a slaughterhouse, a billboard-lined highway, a tank battle, and—anticipating his work in The Cage—interior spaces filled with improb-able plant growth.

The Projector has a generative power that is by turns destructive and playfully inventive. At the base of this operation there is the cinematic illusion of move-ment and the method of montage. While cinema places images in a relationship that is temporal, here the juxtaposition of co-present images is spatial on the comics page.

Consider the four panels that constitute the above page (Figure 12.1). Since they are read left to right, one can assign them the numbers 1, 2, 3, and 4. Here Vaughn-James combines three different visual ideas already introduced. In pan-els 1 and 2, there is the suitcase carried by “you” in the previous textual narra-tion. All four panels contain the three little pigs, who appeared out of nowhere just a page earlier. The right-hand page continues the narrative sequence begin-ning on the left-hand page, wherein the pigs argue over an umbrella and play with scissors. This umbrella and these scissors themselves also pertain to the earlier 
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Figure 12.1  A right-hand page from The Projector by Martin Vaughn-James (2022, 17), 

where various narrative and non-narrative sequences intersect. Copyright © 

Estate of Martin Vaughn-James. Courtesy of New York Review Comics.

 

textual narration but have not yet appeared in the image zone of the comic (“Your left hand tightens on the handle of your open umbrella. The scissors in your other 

hand are as heavy as your packed suitcase”10). This is mataxis. Elements of the surrealist text manifest themselves in an absurd image sequence to which they 170  Comics Beyond Text and Image

bear no relation. Likewise, we previously saw the suitcase in panels 1, 2, and 3 

falling down the side of a nondescript skyscraper.11 Now it, too, crashes into the story of the three little pigs. On the previous page the pigs are grumpy, with hard-ened faces, and are looking to cut things up. This is perhaps a play on the reap-propriation of Disney animals by underground artists. In panels 2, 3, and 4, they find that an image floats out of the now-opened case, and they tear into it with their scissors. The image’s referent is internal to the comic—the wrapped figure 

on the horse introduced earlier.12 The unusual shapes of panels 1 and 2 imply simultaneity and also a rupture of time as one narrative established in the comic collides with another autonomous narrative. By cutting the photograph the pigs are embodying the destructive powers of montage and perhaps the deformative spirit of surrealism. But in these actions there also lie the generative and creative powers of thought.

In Creative Evolution, Nobel prize-winning philosopher Henri Bergson famously used the cinematograph as a metaphor for the spatialization of time, the way that the mind has of reducing processes to things, of breaking up fluid move-ments up into mere parts, and by extension of thinking in static terms and through immobile categories. This way of thinking has a practical application, as it makes possible our action on the world of things, he argued. The problem, he contin-ued, is that movement is real and indivisible, not just something stitched together as are the cells of a filmstrip when they replicate movement by fooling the eye. Rather than accept the world as already-made and pre-determined, Bergson wanted instead to prioritize the immediate data of consciousness, to return from abstrac-tion to experience, and to return to life in all its possibilities. His dismissal of the cinematograph got Bergson where he wanted to go, philosophically speaking, but it is equally possible to use Bergsonian philosophy to approach cinema as a radi-cal vehicle for thinking the new. In fact, this is precisely what Gilles Deleuze did in his Cinema books. Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (2003a) and Cinema 2: The Time-Image (2003b) are quite explicitly saturated with Bergsonism. It is also interesting that Spinoza, too, makes an appearance. Though he is unnamed, this 

reference to Spinoza helps launch the first section of Chapter 8 of Cinema 2, titled “Cinema, Body and Brain, Thought.”

We do not even know what a body can do’: in its sleep, in its drunkenness, 

in its efforts and resistances. To think is to learn what a non-thinking body 

is capable of, its capacity, its postures. It is through the body (and no longer 

through the intermediary of the body) that cinema forms its alliance with the 

spirit, with thought.13

The origin of the quotation is left unspecified (Spinoza is not listed in the index of the English edition), and its relevance is thus perhaps hidden by Deleuze’s overpowering effusive and poetic style. But the quoted material and continuing 

explanation refer without a doubt to Spinoza’s Ethics.14 Likewise, when Deleuze writes that the body does not itself think, but instead “forces us to think what is concealed from thought, life,” he indulges here an uncommon fusion of Bergson 

and Spinoza.15
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It is Deleuze’s development of the idea of “crystalline narration” in cinema that helps to explain what Martin Vaughn-James is doing in The Projector, just 

as in Elephant and The Cage.16 This is the comics version of a cinema that drifts away from sensory–motor schema, away from the rudimentary presentation and predictable formulae of action and reaction. This is a cinema driven not by the movement-image but instead by the time-image. Crystalline narration indulges in direct presentations of time, which no longer derives from movement: “The image no longer has space and movement as its primary characteristics but topology and 

time.”17 Vaughn-James’s monoframes function as direct images of time in this very way. His full-page images of a suitcase falling down the wall of a building (2022, 15), of a car on a mattress nestled under a sheet (2022, 46–47), or of giant cactus growth creeping into a subway car (2022, 78–79), are—in the context of his jarring 

work—not just nonsensical but also non-localizable spaces.18

Narrative, for Vaughn-James, is suspect due to the predictability of its sensory– motor connections. These connections, or the logical action-to-action transitions on which they tend to rely, serve a purpose in The Projector. They nudge us toward 

another way of thinking and serve as its necessary complement. In Figure 12.1, for instance, the artist reestablishes an action-to-action narrative briefly, only to once again take it apart. Deleuze’s Spinozan purpose in Cinema 2: The Time-Image is not to rid cinema of the body, but to rid us of the idea that we know what bodies are and what they can do. He uses cinema as a philosophical concept, a tool of sorts, for thinking the new. Vaughn-James uses the comic in a similar way. The culminating series of full-page images collected near the end of the comic lean 

furthest into abstraction for precisely this reason.19 Comics constitute a concept by which Martin Vaughn-James moves us away from what is toward what might be. They are a tool to think what has not yet been thought.

 

Notes

  1  Seth 2013: 6. Seth continues: “The Cage emerges, in some ways, from the underground 

comics of the late sixties and seventies. But it is so utterly unique that it is barely recognizable as a part of that movement.”

  2  On Hariton Pushwagner aka Terje Brofos, see Soft City ([1975]2008) and the analysis 

in Fraser 2019: 101–07. See also John Hankiewicz’s Education (2017), which at many moments, I believe, recalls aspects of the surrealist visual narration of Vaughn-James.

  3  “We are taking the machines that have ceased to be useful and also a few others that were 

beginning to be useful, to the bottom of the water, at great expense, and it is a pleasure to 

see the mud voluptuously paralyze things that worked so well” (Vaughn-James 2022, v).

  4  Vaughn-James 2022, 10–13.

  5  Vaughn-James 2022, 10.

  6  Thierry Groensteen questions whether works like The Cage that rely on monoframes 

are comics, but then concludes that yes, they are (2013, 35, see also 2007, 15). Although The Cage is discussed by many scholars, The Projector has not yet received the same level of attention.

  7  Vaughn-James 2022, 36–37.

  8  Note that by way of contextualizing the artist’s work, Jeet Heer (2022, ii–iii) has him 

echoing the Situationists.

  9  Vaughn-James 2022, 58, 60–61, 64, 94–95, 104–5, 112–13.

 10  Vaughn-James 2022, 12.
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 11  Vaughn-James 2022, 15.

 12  Vaughn-James 2022, 12–13.

 13  Deleuze 2003b, 189.

 14  Specifically,  this  refers  to  the  section  of  Part  III  where  Spinoza  himself  considers 

sleep and drunkenness (III:P2:Schol). The second sentence above is a rephrasing of Spinoza’s remarks on the (nondualistic) relation of the mind to the body in Part II of the Ethics (II:P13 and Dem). I.e., “the object of the idea constituting the human mind is the body, or a certain mode of extension which actually exists, and nothing else” (II:P13)/“the object of the idea which constitutes the human mind is the body, and it actually exists” (II:P13:Dem)./“the object of our mind is the existing body and nothing else” (II:P13:Dem). These modes pertain to two distinct attributes of substance, but they are nonetheless one.

 15  “The body is no longer the obstacle that separates thought from itself, that which it has 

to overcome to reach thinking. It is on the contrary that which it plunges into or must plunge into, in order to reach the unthought, that is life. Not that the body thinks, but, obstinate and stubborn, it forces us to think, and forces us to think what is concealed from thought, life. Life will no longer be made to appear before the categories of thought; thought will be thrown into the categories of life. The categories of life are 

precisely the attitudes of the body, its postures.” (Deleuze 2003b, 189).

 16  Deleuze 2003b, 128.

 17  Deleuze 2003b, 125.

 18  Vaughn-James 2022, 15 (suitcase), 46–47 (car), 78–79 (cactus growth).

 19  Vaughn-James 2022, 118–25.
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13  Sheets of Past

Richard McGuire, Here (2014)

 

What is the relationship of our bodies to our pasts? And where is the past? Is it a state of mind? Or should we believe Marcel Proust and Henri Bergson— remember that the Nobel prize-winning philosopher was Proust’s cousin by marriage—when they insist that the past is all around us? In Matter and Memory Bergson wrote of an intimate relationship between bodily memory and the true memory of the past saying, “the question is just whether the past has ceased to 

exist or whether it has simply ceased to be useful.”1 His oft-cited inverted cone model of memory explains how the virtual past becomes actualized in the present. Deleuze, for his part, tells us in Proust & Signs that “Proust himself conceives his work as an apparatus or a machine capable of functioning effectively, producing 

signs of different orders, which will have an effect on the reader.”2 It is perhaps easy for any reader of In Search of Lost Time to accept that Proust’s prose works as a linguistic textual machine, a machine for organizing and producing many orders of signs. But what would a machine look like that produces the past visually? That actualizes it, not as a thought-image, but instead renders it visible in extension? The answer is that it would look a whole lot like Richard McGuire’s 

graphic novel Here (2014).3

Here is an experimental graphic novel in the best sense. It is a Proustian memory machine. But its signs are extensive—visual and spatial, rather than textual. We will ask what a comic does. What does Here do? It produces the spatial contigu-ity of the past. The conceit of the work is strange but simple. Each unnumbered double-page of the graphic novel depicts the exact same location on the Earth at a different time. In 1995, we are in a living room with a white fireplace, black tel-evision console, and tope wall-to-wall carpeting. In 500,000 BCE, we are outside looking out across an expanse of blue interrupted by irregular geographic forma-tions. In the year 22,175, we are looking at some leafy green plants, the petals of a pink flower, and—off in the distance—a four-legged fish-eating creature with a long neck. And there is everything in between. Or rather, every year in between.

As the book jacket copy puts it, Here is “the story of a corner of a room and of the events that have occurred in that space over the course of hundreds of thousands of years.” Its pages consist of a single geographic coordinate followed through time. But the book is not ordered chronologically; there is more to it than just that. Its complexity comes from its particularly uncommon use of the inset.
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This particular example—which occurs on a numberless page in the early por-tion of the work—uses the inset to superimpose five different moments. In 1957, a woman walks through her living room wearing a pink dress. In 1907, a laborer carrying a hammer and a 2x4 works on the home’s construction. In 1968, a radio blares out from where it sits on the fireplace mantle. In 1620, an Indigenous man exits page right. The whole page is itself an inset from the year 1960.

In The System of Comics, Thierry Groensteen admits that insets can be put to a myriad of uses. He does not at all anticipate McGuire’s usage, which is understand-able. It is at least interesting, however, that Groensteen writes,

it is at least possible to identify the largest principles that they appear to obey. 

And to note, from the start, that the inset is a figure in which the benefits are 

sometimes accrued to the base (inclusive) panel, and sometimes to the inset 

panel.4

Here does not obey even these most general principles. Instead, it is character-ized by the quite unusual fact that the inclusive panel does not include, and that the inset panel is not inset within, a background panel. Groensteen writes of the autonomy of the inset, but these insets are not at all autonomous. Instead, they are splendidly contingent. Drawing on Benoît Peeters, he discusses the possibilities of the inset’s superimposition or its dialogic interaction with the background panel or inclusive base. But actually, the actions of superimposition and interaction cannot be applied to this work, since on no page is there a background that is not, itself, yet another inset. Neither can the inset conceal something in the base panel in the 

spatial sense.5 We are dealing, instead, with what Deleuze calls “the coexistence of 

sheets of virtual past.”6 That is, the frame establishes no spatial boundary whatso-ever. There is no without and no within on McGuire’s pages. The inset frame is a purely temporal marker. The reader’s spatial perspective is always the same and the view of this single planetary location is fixed. Neither are there any pans or tilts. In the end, McGuire’s inset is a container of a strangely porous variety. It lets space pass through, but it traps time.

Despite Here’s unusual form, McGuire does nonetheless create moments of sequentiality throughout the work, albeit in a different form from the conventional comic. For instance, near the beginning, the artist presents us with an inset from 1989 in which a group of four older adults listens patiently as one of them tells a joke. The joke unfolds over the course of eight successive pages. The correspond-ing inset panel appears in the same place on each of the eight pages. This is logi-cal, as each of the adults remains seated in the same spot within the room. When the punch line is delivered, one man’s laughter turns to coughing. On the ninth consecutive page, the inset explodes to fill the whole frame of the double-page, and we see this man falling over backward in his chair. The room’s full expanse is suddenly visible, and we see he may be close to hitting his head on the television behind him. The inset’s enlargement reveals the dangerous proximity of his fall and the lack of other insets on the page produce an uncommon moment of emotional concern, from his friends and from the reader. Over 50 double-pages later, well 
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after we have forgotten all about this sequence, we return to this exact moment— the man’s chair has toppled over and his legs are still in the air as someone exclaims “Oh my God!!” This format stretches a single moment out over a vast extension. Time is plastic, malleable. Although our point of view is anchored by a concrete set of spatial coordinates, we may seemingly dive into any moment of the past whatsoever. The freedom of this operation approximates, in visual terms that recall Bergson’s philosophy, the way in which the dreamer has, in principle, unrestricted access to what he calls “pure recollection.” Deleuze writes that Bergson’s dreamer 

has access to the “fluid, malleable sheets of past.”7 One thinks of Spinoza, “ ‘We do 

not even know what a body can do’: in its sleep.”8 The experience of reading Here replicates the sensation of our free rein over the past.

Richard McGuire anticipates the idea for Here in an issue of Raw magazine 

from 1989.9 In this graphic novel, released a quarter-century later, he continues to innovate across a canvas that extends hundreds of pages. In what would other-wise be a static comics form, the artist is able to create the sensation motion by varying the location of the inset on the page. For example, through three insets from 1999 appearing on three double-pages in a row, each advancing from left to right, a cat is depicted moving across the house’s living room. There are other notable examples. For instance, later on, in successive pages that contain insets from the year 1402, the narration follows the measurable path of an arrow, which has been shot from the bow of an indigenous hunter. But more often, the pages convey an incompossible simultaneity. One innovative and playful page uses 13 very small insets from different years to trace the evolution of derogatory slang spoken in the room (e.g., 1957, “square”; 1968, “jerk”; 1984, “geek”). Disparate moments collapse into a singular extension; the virtual past contracts into the actual present. The simultaneity of these moments creates interesting effects that 

are their own form of haecceity (see ch. 2). The slang page just discussed also contains an inset frame from 2111 where floodwater rushes into the house from a broken window. The impermanence of slang contrasts with the drastic effects of 

planetary change.10

The thematic threads running throughout the sheets of past contained in Here broach not merely the vast timescale of geological change but also the acceler-ated  effects  of  a  specifically  modern  climate  change.  The  graphic  novel  seems to revel at once in both the trivial and the tragic. The banal and quotidian hover quite closely indeed to the evils of colonial enslavement, the terror of dinosaurs, and future guided tours discussing fantastically antiquated objects such as wrist-watches, physical keys, and leather wallets.

McGuire plays most of all with the notions of inside and outside. The graphic novel’s front cover is the image of a window, depicted from the out-side looking in, and its back cover is an exterior brick wall. Here is centered on a colonial-style house built in 1907, and most of the images depict events occurring on its inside. Uncommon pairings of mood emerge within its walls: pathos with bathos, intense emotion with childish play. On one double-page whose insets span the twentieth century, an argument unfolds in 1992 as a pho-tograph is taken in 1969 as boy in a 1933 does a headstand near the fireplace. 176  Comics Beyond Text and Image

But by indulging deep time, the artist expands our understanding of what a twentieth-century suburban house is and does. He spends time with the sheets of past that came before but that remain hidden in time due to the body’s habitual disinterest. On the same site, for instance, a woman fed a calf from a bucket in 1871; a deer leaped through the woods in 1623; a wolf carried the bloody leg of a deer in its mouth in 1430. What are these antecedents to the modern suburban-ite? Still, the house is not just a colonial-style structure, it is at once a continua-tion in the present of the white colonialist past which endures in another form. “I am such a fan of anything colonial,” says a woman in 1986. A page earlier, her 1986 timeline was interrupted by an Indigenous couple from 1609 who speak 

the language of the Lenni Lenape.11 The woman in 1986 is receiving a visitor to the house who says he is

involved with the study of Native American culture. We have reason to 

believe that your property may potentially be an important site. . . . We may 

find tools. We may find remains that could shed light on diet. . . . Most excit-

ing, of course, would be the discovery of burial sites.

The sight of a dripping ice-cream cone from 1951 on page right further reduces the impact of the scene. Earlier a white boy living in the house in 1953 dresses up in Indigenous clothing, and sets up a teepee by the fireplace. One may per-haps be inclined to think of the home as a place of comfort, but being “here” is also revealed to be a site of connection with commodified appropriation and the legacy of historical violence, its persisting resonance, attendant ideologies, and racist reenactment.

Reading McGuire’s graphic novel is a philosophical exercise of sorts, one that fuses Bergson’s true memory and bodily memory. Its narration is this very fusion; flipping from page to page, we are caught in the tumultuous center of the phi-losopher’s cone model of memory. There is a process of selection at work, but the access to the past is far greater than we habitually imagine it to be. Not only do we navigate the sheets of past, but also we see them clearly demarcated on the page. Here produces in comics form the same effect that Deleuze identifies in 

the use of deep focus by Orson Welles.12 Here is the opposite of Vaughn-James’s projector in that we are plunged not into non-localizable space but rather into highly-localizable space. There are no non-localizable, direct images of time, only direct images of identifiable, if seemingly incompossible, spaces. Deleuze wrote that the past “is preserved in time,” thus “memory is not in us; it is we who move in 

a Being-memory, a world-memory.”13 The past is not inside of us. Instead, it is out-side. But our bodies trap time. We are, as Bergson wrote, all ages simultaneously. The body’s growth is this operation of trapping time, folding it into our organism. This is an operation seen also in the capacity for language and for musical produc-tion. The sheets of past are all around us, as Proust, Bergson, and Deleuze maintain. McGuire shows us what this looks like in corporeal terms. The comics body of Here produces these enduring past relationships that perhaps only the dreaming body can perceive.
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Notes

  1  Bergson [1896]1978, 193; on the cone model see 197, 211. Regarding bodily memory 

and true memory, consider this phrasing: “The bodily memory, made up of the sum of the sensorimotor systems organized by habit, is then a quasi-instantaneous memory to which the true memory of the past serves as base. Since they are not two separate things, since the first is only, as we have said, the pointed end, even moving, inserted by the second in the shifting plane of experience, it is natural that the two functions should lend each other a mutual support” ([1896]1978, 197).

  2  Deleuze 2000, xi.

  3  The comic has been studied by a number of scholars and from multiple perspectives, see 

for example Sengupta 2022; Sobelle 2019; Cook 2017.

  4  Groensteen 2007, 86.

  5 See Groensteen 2007, 86; Peeters 1991, 20, 34; on concealment, Groensteen 2007, 87.

  6  Deleuze 2003, 105.

  7  Deleuze 2003, 56.

  8  Spinoza, quoted and paraphrased, though uncited in Deleuze 2003, 189. See the original 

in Spinoza’s Ethics, III:P2:Schol.

  9  He also contributed a comic with quite a unique page layout to RAW 2.2 in 1990.

 10  That double-page is reproduced in Hillary Chute’s Why Comics? (2017, 26–27) along 

with a few comments about the work (2017, 25).

 11  https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/item/bdr:577065/PDF/ see pages 453 and 460.

 12 See Deleuze 2003, ch. 5.

 13  Deleuze 2003, 98, remember Bergson’s insistence that memories are not stored in the 

brain. Similarly, Grosz (2018, ch. 6) writes of the insistence by Raymond Ruyer that memory is not in bodies, bodies are in memory.
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14  Tactile Memory

 

Nora Krug, Belonging (2018)

 

If Richard McGuire’s Here (2014) plunges us into pure recollection and the sheets of past, Nora Krug’s Belonging (2018) has us confront memory in a much more tangible—concrete and historical—sense. This is a tactile memory, first forged and later recalled through sense data. The graphic memoir, whose subtitle is A German Reckons with History and Home, is a catalog of the journey Krug undertakes to learn more about her family history. At the beginning of the book, she shares an anecdote that is instructive. Having recently arrived from Berlin to New York City in order to study, an older woman asks Krug where she is from. “I’m from Germany,” Nora answers. When she asks her interlocutor about Germany, the older woman shares the story of how she was saved from the gas chambers 16 times by a female guard who “exhibited merciless violence” toward others but seemed to have “a secret crush on her.” Krug states she did not know how to react to hearing this story, and the reader comes to understand that she wants to interrogate—perhaps also confront—her fam-

ily’s level of complicity with the historical atrocities of the Shoah.1

When compared with the scale of mass genocide, notions of interpersonal belonging that arise during study abroad are unquestionably trivial. Seeing the world through the prism of nationalism is flawed, and just as flawed is associating a nation with one language. The early parts of the book find Krug sharing that she is not Jewish and that she grew up not knowing what Yiddish was. What, then, will readers think when—describing her visit to a group of German and Austrian Jew-ish immigrants who have been meeting in New York since 1943—she states that she wants “to be loved by them like a granddaughter”? Krug asks an 89-year-old woman present there, “What does it mean to be German?” and is surprised when the answer is “I don’t know.” Readers learn that Krug’s husband comes from “a fam-ily of assimilated German Jews,” which prompts some awkward memories—for example, her father’s comment that his daughter’s marrying “a Jewish man meant ‘not quite making amends, but mending my relationship to Judaism’.” Regarding the relationship of Krug’s family to Judaism, readers learn quite a bit that is hard to stomach as the memoir moves on. The issues explored are at so alarmingly simple, or perhaps they are incredibly complex—it may all depend on your point of view. But the artistic form of the comic is itself another kind of content. What stands out most is that the book’s visual aesthetics do something that Krug’s fusion of trivial and tragic information cannot do alone through its textual expression.
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It is the choice of comics form for this memoir—the addition of image to  text—that allows Belonging to remain somewhat balanced as it teeters on the edge of historical documents and personal journeys. One of the frequently commented-on aspects of the underground and alternative traditions has been that comics artists lean into disagreeable self-presentation, highlighting and even magnifying their flaws. The notion of historical complicity is hardly the same thing as a personal flaw. But if readers are going to finish a difficult story, it helps to establish some sort of tonal balance. Neither immense personal suffering nor what Krug calls “our collective guilt” can be reduced to a quip, but comics artists sometimes find ways 

to lighten the mood even when telling the darkest stories.2 I would not say there is any humor in Belonging to speak of; however, Krug’s collage aesthetics does measurably lighten the mood.

Belonging consists not merely of interesting drawings and page layouts, but also samples of tactile, material culture. There are quirky illustrations, for exam-ple, of homemade cakes, a fake-wood-paneled station wagon, or a cricket. Krug incorporates a slew of historical black-and-white photographs, from photographs of her family to postcard images of a town in occupied Belgium, and an occa-sional color image—a Braumeister beer bottle, from Milwaukee, WI, for instance, as she looks toward German culture in the Midwest. Krug mostly prefers the whole-page layout and the collage look of a scrapbook, but there are also comics sequences throughout. These are hand-drawn, multi-color panels with a flattened perspective, whose layout can often remind readers of the broadsheet tradition. For instance, early on, Krug visits Italy with her family as a child and mentions the burial of German WWII soldiers there; later, she uses panel sequences to reflect on widespread anti-Semitic tales that use the poisonous mushrooms as a metaphor for Jewish people; still later she uses comics to narrate certain events in her grandfather Willi’s life. On most pages she uses a layered aesthetic to add her own words and pictures to images of recovered documents and tangible items. Near the beginning and end of Belonging there are full pages that photographi-cally reproduce the image and texture of a file folder. This is meant to signal the memoir as a collection of disparate elements rather than a polished piece. There are many photographic images of items that evoke the sense of touch—here and there, an edelweiss flower reappears, looking as if it has been crushed between the pages of a book for safekeeping. Children’s toys, brooches and children’s books, and a soldier’s calendar, all things she has found for sale online in her self-selected role as “memory archivist.” Images of the Nazi swastika and Hitler also make frequent appearances. The collage approach strengthens the collec-tions connections with the everyday, and one thinks of Hannah Arendt’s remarks on “the banality of evil.”

Reading comics is a tactile experience, as Ian Hague asserts in his book Com-ics and the Senses. One must consider “texture, material composition, hardness, flexibility, weight and temperature” as well as practices of reading, for example 

turning the pages of print material.3 Though Hague also expresses an interest in understanding “touch as a visual phenomenon in comics” in the early paragraphs 

of Chapter 4, he quickly declares this approach to be less desirable than looking 180  Comics Beyond Text and Image

directly at tactility.4 Nora Krug’s visual work, in particular, however, seems to me to be the best expression of touch as a visual phenomenon in comics.

An interesting double-page comes as Krug visits her “great-grandparents’ farm-house” in a town outside of Külsheim, in the section of the book the artist labels “13. Peeling Wallpaper.” The left-hand page includes this handwritten text on a piece of cut paper, which has been seemingly pasted over the page illustration: “Standing here, I feel like a half-empty room with infinite layers of wallpaper, each one exposing what was there before.” Peeling wallpaper works well as a visual and tactile metaphor for the intervention Krug makes in Belonging because it can explain both her collage aesthetics and the work’s themes of violent ideology and collective guilt. The layering of ideological falsehood over historical truth can often seem a mental process, but conveying this through the visual language of touch serves as a reminder that ideology is at once material and embodied. On the right-hand page she includes photographs of the backs of wooden figures of the characters of Walt Disney, whose movies were banned in 1941. Krug’s specific focus is on the unexpected truth that these were made by her father and not by her uncle. But this overturning of such a trivial family narrative comes after a series of damning revelations, including the fact that Krug’s grandfather Willi was among the 15% of all Germans who joined the Nazi party. She reproduces documentation in the original German with translations as needed, exposing layer upon layer of truth. He labeled himself a “Mitläufer” [follower] in the official postwar paperwork we see for ourselves on the page, but Krug also includes further speculation from which readers may assume he downplayed his belief, self-interest, and involve-ment in Nazism.

Touch as a visual phenomenon is also a good way to approach Krug’s illustra-tions for the graphic edition of Timothy Snyder’s book On Tyranny (2021). Their collaboration on that edition makes perfect sense because the central themes of Belonging are also at the core of Snyder’s book—the complicated solidarity of transnational citizens, the dangers of emerging fascist states, and the lessons offered by the historical example of twentieth-century Germany. On Tyranny takes as its subtitle the phrase Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century, and looks primarily toward the future. This is not merely a project of recovery, a coming-to-terms with the past, but instead a warning, even a primer on how to not be a “Mitläufer.” The book’s visual aesthetic looks very much like Belonging, with whole-page layouts, multi-color drawings, comics sequences, and frequent images of tactile items.

The left-hand illustration by Krug that occurs just before lesson number 8 of On Tyranny—which is to “Stand Out,” or rather, refuse to be a follower—combines photography, drawing, and a cut-paper skull. The text by Snyder asserts the role of “the regular German police” in carrying out genocide against European Jews and points out that the view of the Holocaust as “mechanized impersonal death” hides 

the attitudes and actions of everyday people.5 Krug here uses a layout strategy that is also quite common in Belonging, which is to say that she positions text toward both page margins and retains the center for images. The banal photograph at the top is linked to the cut-paper skull at the bottom of the page by her line drawing of the man’s body. Reading down the page visually, one begins with an everyday gardening image and ends with a symbol of death. This use of death imagery is 
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reinforced by the superimposition of text over the skull linking “murderous con-viction”  to  “just  [being]  afraid  to  stand  out.” The  use  of  drawing  as  a  way  of connecting both image regions on the page is powerful. The gardener’s body is elongated and thus distorted visually as it extends downward. What is being dis-torted is human morality. The point where the boots stand on the skull of the dead marks the moment where the virtuality of everyday conformism is revealed as actual evil.

There is directness in On Tyranny that Belonging necessarily lacks by compari-son. It is a polished guide to resisting fascism, after all, rather than the chronicle of an unfolding personal journey. But conversely, there is something lacking in On Tyranny that Belonging possesses. Krug’s graphic memoir is conceived as a richly documented and purposely layered archive that exposes and progressively reveals a certain amount of the past, a certain amount of historical truth. She uses touch as a visual phenomenon because this is our point of entry into memory and because it gives her lessons more weight. But the emphasis on tactility in Belonging also suggests a clinging of sorts. Nowhere is this clearer than in the eight numbered pages scattered throughout the book and titled “From the notebook of a homesick émigré: Things German.” These are textured illustrations that almost seem to be photographs depicting items like: No. 4, the Leitz binder; No. 5, the hot water bottle; or No. 6, dark bread. These tactile items are linked to the version of Nora Krug who, studying abroad in New York, wants to be able to hold in her hands something German that seems unconnected with either massacre or complicity. But the problem may be that such neutrality is not fully possible in the memoir she has constructed. How does one consider No. 7, an ox gallbladder soap, without also thinking of murdered Jewish bodies? The metaphor of destruction and repair is palpable even in these brief pictorial digressions. No. 1, Hansaplast, is a reliable, if “most tenacious” bandage that “hurts when you tear it off to look at your scar.” No. 8, Uhu, a bone-glue-free adhesive, is used “to fix wallpaper and objects that have been glued together many times before.” The last words of Belonging are also the final remarks on this adhesive: “Even though Uhu is the strongest glue available, it cannot cover up the crack.” The tactile elements of the memoir leave readers thinking of both social bodies and individual bodies, broken and irrevocably disap-pearing from this Earth. In a way, they come to overshadow the personal narrative suggested by Krug’s title.

Notes

 1  Krug’s graphic memoir has been studied from a number of perspectives, see e.g. Clewell 

2020; Martínez-Alfaro 2025; Friant-Kessler 2022.

 2 Readers can turn to Chute’s Why Comics for a comprehensive look at underground/

alternative and autobio comics. Beyond Art Spiegelman’s Maus (see ch. 1), for example, 

another example of the treatment of difficult subject matter in comics form would be 

Phoebe Gloeckner’s A Child’s Life and Other Stories.

 3  Hague 2014, 98.

 4  Hague 2014, 92.

 5  Snyder writes on the left-hand page that this idea “was a convenient way for Germans to 

remember the Holocaust, since they could claim that few of them had known exactly what 

had happened behind those gates” (Snyder 2021, 12).
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15  The Skin of Comics

Marc-Antoine Mathieu,  

Le Processus (1993)

 

To  see  how  text–image  combinations  are  insufficient  to  explain  how  narration plays with the visual and material borders of the comics form, we might turn to Marc-Antoine Mathieu’s Acquefacques comics series. Beginning with L’Origine

[The origin] (1990), the Acquefacques series has received much attention for its high levels of innovation. The printed volumes have been likely to play with the materiality of the book in ways that prove costly for publishers, a quality that 

may have slowed the translation of the artist’s work into English.1 Not only does Mathieu insist on the materiality of the book-as-object, but he also incorporates this materiality into the story worlds of his experimental comics as plot elements.

Le Début de la fin [The beginning of the end] (1995) has two front covers. What should be the back cover is in fact the front cover of another comics narrative titled La Fin du début [The end of the beginning]. The two stories meet in the middle of 

the book on the Chapter 5 title page. One protagonist enters a mirror as his corre-sponding double exits from it. Here the vector of reading is reversed and the reader has to rotate the book 180 degrees to continue. The later pages of La 2,333e dimen-

sion  [The  2,333th  dimension]  (2004)  are  composed  using  the  blue-and-red  3D effect. A pair of blue-and-red lensed 3D glasses are included with the comic, and 

readers will put them on in Chapter 6 when they note a change in page aesthetics. At the same time in the story, Acquefacques himself also dons his own 3D glasses. As another character advises him to match the blue lens with his right eye, that character’s hand reaches out toward Acquefacques and toward us, as if the reader shares the protagonist’s spatial position. With Le Décalage [The shift] (2013), it is as if Mathieu has taken the idea of a printing error too far. Page 7 substitutes for the front cover of the hardback book; logically enough, page 6 substitutes for the back cover. The inside covers and the front- and end pages are also paginated content from the narrative world of the comic. Readers preferring to begin on page 1 must thus start near the end of the book-as-object and read around the hardcover to continue the story. In addition, pages 41 through 46 of the comic are mere stubs. They have been designed to resemble the fragments remaining after pages have 

been purposely torn out from a book.2

It is hard to imagine a more unique collection of comics bodies. The need to rotate the book along its axis, read all the way around its hardback exterior, and inspect it using designated glasses, all of these indulgences assert Mathieu’s comics 
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as bodily curiosities. It is fair to ask whether readers will lose themselves in the story when they are constantly being reminded of their physical interface with the material book in front of them? But since the artist folds this materiality into the plots of the comics, his insistence on the tactile dimension of the reader’s world reinforces a connection with the story rather than interrupting it. As these tactile examples convey, Mathieu is concerned with boundaries, and he is aware that the boundaries that separate are also the boundaries that permit connection. It is as Maurice Merleau-Ponty suggests throughout his works of philosophy that the hand 

that touches is also the hand that is touched.3 Mathieu emphasizes that there is a plane of connection between the world of the character and the world of the reader and creator. This is the skin of the comics body.

In Le Processus [The process] (1993), the artist’s fascination for visual and tac-tile boundaries is once again what unites the reader of the comic and the character 

Julius Corentin Acquefacques.4 The storyline plays with time and doubling. All 

occurs as if this is a time travel narrative. In Chapter 1, the protagonist wakes up in his cubicle-size apartment, and moments later sees his double wake up in the same bed where he had recently been sleeping. First, Acquefacques 1 (A1) travels by bicycle taxi on a series of ropes to “l’usine á rêves” [the dream factory], and then, moments later, Acquefacques 2 (A2) does the same. Once there, A1 is strapped to a table by the assistants of Doctor Koff, who has provided a diagnosis for the reader. The patient suffers from “le syndrome du plafond” [ceiling syndrome]. His explanation is clinical:

Au vu du dossier, il apparaît en effet que le malade voit des choses au-delà du 

plafond . . . hallucinations, délires . . . bref: les manifestations typiques d’un 

moi pris en otage par l’inconscient qui s’exprime á l’état de veille [In light of 

the file, it appears in effect that the patient sees things beyond the ceiling . . . 

hallucinations, delusions . . . in short: the typical manifestations of an ego 

taken hostage by the unconscious expressing itself in the waking state]

A1 is hooked up to a machine via tubes and positioned under a large spiraling lamp. He is, they proclaim, lost in a dream, and at risk of “plonger dans un réveil 

paradoxal” [plunging into a paradoxical awakening].5 On two circular screens of the machine that resemble eyes, those present are able to follow A2’s journeys. We look on, over the shoulders of Dr. Koff and his assistants, as the protagonist’s dream-self ventures out of the story grid itself and steps barefoot, thus gingerly, along the narrow extension of its borders. He climbs out of his room to walk the grid that separates and connects all of the comic’s panels.

Is “ceiling syndrome” an illness, as the Dream Factory’s Dr. Koff believes it is, or is it another way of seeing reality altogether? A2’s struggles—for example, to climb out of the limited reality he inhabits as an invented comics character—ren-der visible the sort of tragic plot elements that characterize the literary production of such authors as Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, Luigi Pirandello, Miguel de Unamuno, and perhaps also Italo Calvino. One remembers the question posed by Elizabeth Grosz: “Can depths, the interior, the subjective, and the private instead 
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be seen in terms of surfaces, bodies, and material relations?”6 Of course they can. It is merely a matter of having the proper perspective. Les Processus literalizes this question of perspective. The comics panel is deep, but the comics gutter holds the promise of a Groszian surface. J. C. Acquefacques number 2 is like a modern Sisyphus, in that his dramatic arc is also pitched figuratively along a vertically ascending line. But in place of the figure of the mountain that must be climbed, in this metaphor, there is now a pit. Mathieu’s protagonist does not push the stone up to the pinnacle of the mountain. Instead, he seeks to climb up out of the false depth of representation to reach the true flatness of the surface. In this endeavor, he fails repeatedly. In the end, somewhat tragically, he makes the decision to step back into the comfort of his two-dimensional comics page.

In one of the most powerful and disorienting sequences of the comic, Acque-facques has been wandering atop a seemingly endless expanse of comics grid. Suddenly, he finds himself pulled into a vortex. The flat panel grid of the comics page twists and tilts, becoming a spiral. This spiral acts like a kind of drain and flushes him downward, in and through its very center. Here is the unconventional and costly heart of Le Processus. Mathieu’s page (right-hand number 37; left-hand number 38) is not only designed in a spiral form visually but also employs a tactile effect, a spiral cut-out, whose 1-cm center is affixed physically, via some sort of printer’s glue, to the next page of the comic (right-hand number 39). The circumvo-lutions of the paper spiral form twist in the air as the reader turns from one page to another. Digested by the vortex, Acquefacques 2 lands in “un espace tridimension-nel dont le cœur arbitrait une étrange mise en scène” [a three-dimensional space 

from whose center a strange organizational principle was being produced].7

The six-page sequence that follows is a sort of dream within a dream. Or rather, a dream, within a dream, within a dream—readers must remember that A1 is himself a “prisoner of dreams” (dream 1), who, in Le Processus, is dreaming the journeys of his other self, A2 (dream 2), and that A2 has now passed from one dream through the vortex into another world altogether where he becomes A3 (dream 3). Mathieu renders the subjective feeling of how it must feel to undergo this process in aesthetic terms. The bodily shock of this transformative journey is represented on the page by a shift from pure comics form to a mixed-media composition. Mathieu’s comics drawings are now fused on the page with the black-and-white photographs of Jean-François Rabillon, who is credited on the comic’s title page.

Still stylized as a two-dimensional comics character, A2 wanders across a pho-tographed 3D landscape. The first photographic image is of a spiraling desert land-scape dotted at regular intervals by what appear to be giant heads sculpted out of sand. The sand statues are of Acquefacques and they replicate his characteristic hat, glasses, and facial features. The 2D character panics, “Face á l’inconnu, nous sommes tous un peu pleutres” [Faced with the unknown, we are all a bit cow-

ardly].8 He runs away from the spiraling movements of his 3D likenesses sculpted in sand, and he trips over draft pages of the very comic we are reading. “Flûte!” [Darn it!], he exclaims, as he steps onto a page labeled 31 in the artist’s hand-drawn 

numbering.9 Readers can turn back a few pages, to the library sequence before the vortex, and verify indeed that an additional representation of Acquefacques 186  Comics Beyond Text and Image

appears in the page margin saying this very phrase (“Flûte!” [Darn it!]). Readers may not have understood, at the time, that this was actually A3 intruding into a page sequence involving A2. A more dangerous if similar moment occurs when A3 clings to the page surface he encounters in the vortex world as his leg dangles 

into one of the previous page panels.10 Here too, readers can turn back a few pages to verify. In the vortex sequence, A3 reflects on the dangers of this moment: “Je venais de tomber dans mon propre passé. Fort heureusement je connaissais bien les risques inhérents aux paradoxes temporels, et j’eus le bon réflexe de ne pas m’attarder” [I had just fallen into my own past. Fortunately, I was well aware of the 

risks inherent in temporal paradoxes and I had the good instinct not to linger].11 The notion of plurivectoral reading highlighted by comics theorist Thierry Groensteen is perhaps nowhere as relevant for advancing the plot of a comic.

Acquefacques wanders amongst the pages of his own comics story world strewn across the vortex landscape and experiences a feeling of not belonging. He has been grappling with the significance of the experience (“destin ou fatalité?” [destiny or fate?], panel 1) but has his self-doubt reassured by something he sees: “je trouvai une case qui me parut familière” [I found a panel that seemed familiar to me]. In panel 2, he steps back onto the surface of the comics grid, in panel 3 he walks to 

the room where the clock shows the time 3:14,12 and in panels 4 and 5 he descends back down the ladder rungs and into his bed. This slow and intentional sequence is deliberately paced through what are either moment-to-moment or action-to-action transitions. Read in the context of the entire comic, the aesthetic shift carried out between the top and bottom rows of panels the page carries with it contradictory feelings. In the return from mixed-media composition and photographic represen-tation to the singular iconicity of comics there is both tragedy and relief.

Le Processus is, at its core, the story of a yearning. Acquefacques bears no shortage of resemblance to the title characters of Cervantes or Pirandello. Yet the coordinates for Mathieu’s narrative are specific to the visual medium of comics. All is an interplay between notions of depth and surface, terms whose literal and figurative meanings are swapped and inverted throughout the hero’s journey. Our modern Sisyphus has reached the surface, only to be swallowed by depth. In the tri-dimensional space of the vortex sequence depth is rendered as cold, estrang-ing, unfamiliar, and thus empty. Acquefacques has succeeded in climbing out of the page only to now want to return to the warm depth of his “case” [panel]. In a similar way, Mathieu’s comics readers crave the affective warmth of the flat page. The surface—the skin of the comics medium—is itself charged with another kind of depth, with interiority and the subjective.

Notes

  1  The English translation Dead Memory (2003) by Dark Horse is not part of the Acque-

facques series and does not include any of the material innovations that would prompt 

prohibitive costs. See Fraser 2019, 115–24 for a discussion of that comic’s themes and graphic narrative.

  2  Actually, the three fragments are of differing dimensions, and their exposed graphic ele-

ments and text line up enough to be comprehensible to the reader.
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  3  This idea, which has been referred to as touching-touched reversibility, is explored per-

haps most fully in The Visible and the Invisible, but appears also in The Phenomenology of Perception.

  4  At the time of writing, Mathieu enjoys a limited English-language readership given 

that many of these titles still await translation. English readers are directed in particular 

to the book chapter by André Suhr (2010), regarding architecture and the urban in the Acquefacques series.

  5  In order: Mathieu 1993, 20 (explanation), 22 (lamp), 27 (lost in a dream).

  6  Grosz 1994, 160.

  7  Mathieu 1993, 39.

  8  Mathieu 1993, 40.

  9  There is actually a disconnect between the page numbering as a graphic element used 

by the artist and the printed page numbering used by the publisher. For example, when Acquefacques steps on page 31, the page he steps on carries the printer number 33, as well as the artist’s number.

 10  Matthieu 1993, 42, referencing artist-numbered page 32.

 11  Matthieu 1993, 42.

 12  See also Matthieu 1993, 8.
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16  Puzzling Pieces Together

Chris Ware, Building Stories: Vortex of Anamnesis (2021)

 

This example takes the adage that readers actively construct the story of a comic 

and make it literal. On the box of Chris Ware’s Building Stories (2021) jigsaw 

puzzle—not the original Building Stories  (2012)  comics  box—one  finds  the instructions that follow:

The above-pictured VORTEX of ANAMNESIS may be recreated in a leg-

ible ~19” x 24” format by any eligible hominid otherwise unencumbered 

by limitations of -EMPLOYMENT -FAMILY -LOVE which simulates, 

in  picto-fictional  empathetic  doodles,  the  POETIC  ANGUISH  of human 

retrospection, reflection & regret as it is currently understood in the early 

twenty-first century. (original emphasis, capitalized words are printed in blue 

ink, words italicized here are originally in bold)

What is a Vortex of Anamnesis? Anamnesis seems to have two meanings, one from medicine and one from philosophy. It can mean: 1) a patient’s accounting of a medical history, consisting of a narration of the course of any complaints or illnesses, or 2) memories of a previous existence, which are remembered, and presumably narrated to oneself or others. As has been frequently observed, the title of Building Stories can refer to subjectivity itself, understood as a process of narrative construction, as well as to a collection of stories that takes place in buildings. The Vortex of Anamnesis in this sense is aligned with the way Ware’s overall comics project links introspection, illness, disability, and 

depression with architecture and urbanism.1 The “poetic anguish” (above) of inner experience in the puzzle itself is thus true to form. Both the images and the instructional text printed on the box help to induce in the puzzler the state of mind of the human protagonist. This may be a state open to fun experiences. But this also entails viewing a presumably fun activity through the distorted prism of perplexity. This creates sympathy between the puzzler and Ware’s protagonist. Both seek a definitive resolution of sorts. By piecing together the Vortex of Anamnesis, the puzzler acts out the mental work of a comics protago-nist who is sorting through, revisiting, perhaps re-organizing her memories and their significance. Materiality is here the pathway to the subjectivity of another.
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It requires more time to take in Ware’s newest Building Stories adden-dum than it does a more mundane species of puzzle box. It is all a bit 

comics-meets-architecture-meets-design. The packaging is part of the product.2 Here the storytelling begins with the puzzle box itself, just as the narration in the medium of print comics begins with the paratextual elements of the book. The Building Stories (2021) puzzle box is curved on one side. Consequently, it takes the form of a drawer that slides out from an elegant casing. A small, bright blue fabric pull tag in the center of the drawer functions artfully as a functional handle. But the box also has a vertical orientation. Place it on its side and it assumes the shape of a 3-D comics building. Now that the box is standing upright, one notices four towering stories of darkened windows that align more or less with the curved part of the surface. In a top-floor window to one side of the curve, one can see a figure seated on a couch, from whom a trail of bubbles floats up to the top-facing surface of the box.

My inclination is to appreciate Building Stories (2021) at three levels. First, there is the immediate use value of the object. It is a 1000-piece, 19” x 24” puzzle, plain and simple. The challenges come whether you are a comics fan or merely a puzzle fan. For starters, there was a pesky piece remaining at the end, one that did 

not fit with any of the others (see Figure 16.1). But more importantly, there was a bonus puzzle (~3” x 19”) mixed in with the one depicted on the box. This extra puzzle was not pictured anywhere on the packaging. I suppose those who work from the outside might complain even more about the fact that there are a number of extra edge pieces to sort through. Second, there is the puzzle’s place in a larger artistic project. It works like a comic in its own way. It is a “corollary” that adds to the previous effort of Building Stories (2012) by continuing to tell a story about its protagonist—though one must still consider whether the protagonist is a human or a building itself, or perhaps even a bee. . . . It has panels and images in sequence, amongst which the puzzle establishes its own relationships. It also contains singu-lar images whose composition is itself perhaps meant to narrate or probe deeper into a contemplative consciousness. Like the Building Stories (2012) box, which was full of larger or smaller comics items, the Building Stories (2021) puzzle is a tactile composite comics body. The comics gutters exist not just on the page but between objects (here the two different puzzle “texts”), prompting the reader’s active construction in the storytelling.

There are two individual pieces in particular—one red and one blue—that add a great depth to the puzzle. They are actual puzzle pieces in our material world, and yet their strange shapes also evoke the quality of puzzle-piece-ness. They seem at once to be mental representations of a puzzle piece, expressions of what a puzzle piece might look like in a dream. These fit into two specific locations in what you might consider to be the last panel frames of the extra puzzle. But they are also diegetic puzzle pieces. They exist inside the narrative world presented through the face of the puzzle. Red and blue, the two of them can be spotted in several panels of the bonus puzzle once it is completed. They form part of the puzzle that the 

protagonist is putting together on a wooden table (see Figure 16.1, bottom right). A subtle indication from Ware, perhaps, that we are all in puzzles of our own, 190  Comics Beyond Text and Image
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Figure 16.1 Chris  Ware’s Building Stories jigsaw puzzle (Tokyo: Presspop Inc., 2021), 

showing individual pieces of the puzzle, including the extra piece (bottom left), 

the red and blue puzzle pieces (bottom right), and the puzzle-within-a-puzzle 

image, where the red and blue pieces fit (top). Copyright © Chris Ware. Cour-

tesy of Chris Ware and Presspop, Inc.

 

piecing together our lives. In fact, this very idea is inscribed on the packaging, which mentions the “puzzling out of one’s inner voice” (2021, quoted earlier).

Third, there are the rich formal relationships that, in truth, constitute the artistic project’s intended intervention. As in the best artistic works, the medium is the message. This point requires delving into the specifics. Puzzlers see Ware’s adult human character in the puzzle walking the neighborhood, shopping for groceries, washing dishes, lying awake and restless in bed. Or perhaps she just remembers, regrets, or contemplates the elusive significance of what she has done with her life so far. In his study of the earlier Building Stories (2012) box, Thierry Groensteen 

calls this adult human “the florist,” since she is never named.3 There is also the florist’s daughter, whose name is revealed to be Lucy in Ware’s earlier work, but who is nameless here. One corner panel of the main puzzle contains the image of an urban four-story building, outside of which the florist can be seen walking alone. The opposite corner panel contains the image of a more suburban two-story house, where the florist can be seen returning home, holding her young daughter’s hand. Both corner panels share a small portion of their borders with the central panel of the puzzle.
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This largest panel of the puzzle (2021) is also the largest panel included in any comics component from the original Building Stories (2012) box. There is a paved road in the middle of the panel, with sidewalks on either side, trees lining the sidewalks, and houses with sizeable front yards. The road stretches into the image toward the vanishing point, at which point it ends in a speck of sky visible just under the tree line. The trees are tall with strong trunks and gently curved branches that please the eye. This composition thus invites readers into a tranquil image of suburban greenery. The absence of human figures lends the image an aura of calm contemplation. It takes on the status of a visual metaphor. This seems to me to be as close as a quotidian scene can get to evoking eternity.

Time is perhaps just as blurred in the puzzle as it was in the original. Connec-tions between the events and spaces depicted are unclear, much as they were in Building Stories (2012), but perhaps more so for being reconciled in a single puz-zle plane. The images, feelings, and memories of the puzzle present themselves to consciousness in a disordered fashion. There is an emotional distance expressed through the structure of the work. Repeated images of rows of fruits and vegetables at the supermarket become metaphors for the way that immediacy keeps deeper contemplation just out of reach. Still, the object-world itself—which character and puzzler alike are piecing together—has a striking clarity. Some of the objects are anchored in certain panel sequences of the puzzle, but leap out of sequence and are captured against an all-white background, thus suggesting a direct thought image— a red and a white flower in water in a glass jar, for example. There is also an empty blue-lined notebook, spread open with a pen resting on the right-hand page. In the puzzle, material objects like this one may appear outside of space or time, outside of immediate consequence, but their outlines are crisp. Against the all-white back-ground, intended, perhaps, to mimic the white background or open hyperframe of the standard comics page, the empty notebook acquires a certain symbolic force: introspection and retrospection, thought or its absence, all of this hangs in the bal-ance. One is reminded of the doubts that plague the protagonist when she enrolls in a local writing course in Building Stories (2012).

The materiality of the puzzle cut also hems close to certain objects as a way of asserting the ontological matter of the thing’s existence—rather than or at the expense of its consequences for thought. For instance, a circular drain, a US coin (a quarter), and the centers of flowers are cut neatly into circles or ovals that match their exact dimensions. One cutout matches exactly the shape of a jar and, another, the shape of a plate of food. Some of the most quizzical puzzle cuts match closely the shapes of the human figures represented. Near one corner, the images of the florist and daughter characters lay adjacent to one another, pairing together with their hands clasping just at the border of the puzzle piece cut that separates them 

(Figure 16.2). This puzzle seems cut from consciousness rather than the regular-ized stamp of industry.

How does one read the puzzle in the context of the larger assemblage from which it draws its images? Thierry Groensteen’s analysis of the original Building Stories (2012) uses an alphabetic system to code each of the 14 comics components 

contained in the box (A, B, C, D, E, F, G, H, I, J, K, L, M, N).4 To this we can now 192  Comics Beyond Text and Image

[image: ]

 

Figure 16.2 Chris  Ware’s Building Stories jigsaw puzzle (Tokyo: Presspop Inc., 2021), 

showing individual pieces of the puzzle, including a circular drain, a US coin 

(a quarter), and the centers of flowers (at left); the shape of a jar and the shape 

of a plate of food (center); the adjacent “florist” and daughter characters whose 

hands clasp at the piece border (at right). Copyright © Chris Ware. Courtesy of 

Chris Ware and Presspop, Inc.

 

add at least two more items. There is also O, the ~19” x 24” main puzzle; P, the  ~3” x 19” bonus puzzle—not to mention also Q, the diegetic panels on the exterior of the puzzle box itself; and R, the panels lining the exterior of the pull-out drawer. The existence of the puzzle as a comics text in its own right forces our attention on what, for the theorist, is the fundamental property of comics art: he defines iconic solidarity as “interdependent images that . . . present the double characteristic of being separated . . . and which are plastically and semantically over-determined by 

the fact of their coexistence in presentia.”5 The new item O—which is the main, but certainly not the only, contribution of the puzzle—is made up of recycled images from a number of other previous segments. For example, the image of the blue-lined notebook comes from item E, as the florist grapples with the anxieties connected with a writing class she is taking. The central, large image of a green neighborhood scene complete with tree-lined sidewalks comes from item G, as the human protagonist processes her relationship and her move to the suburbs. The image of her walking up the front steps in the snow, which is adjacent to the dark panel where she is now inside her apartment, visible in one of two windows facing 
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the street, comes from item L. Images of the grocery store come from item H. The question arises, why these images and not others? But then again, using different images from Building Stories to create the main puzzle may very well have led to a similar effect—the events narrated from the florist’s life in Building Stories (2012) are themselves quite quotidian, and all share in producing a certain set of inner feelings.

Still, this relatively haphazard selection of the images does not stop them from functioning together to produce an overall effect. Following the fundamental prop-erty of iconic solidarity as outlined in The System of Comics, any given panel has a relationship with any other panel in the comics work, whether they are separated by a panel border, by an entire row of images, by a page, or by 20 pages. By draw-ing from such diverse components of Building Stories (2012), the Building Stories (2021) puzzle reassembles distant images, panels, or sequences into a new surface where potential panel relationships are made actual. It is of note that this recycling, however, does not always preserve the original page layout. For instance, in the hardcover book Building Stories (2012), which Groensteen labels item E, there is a sequence where the protagonist prepares a plate of spaghetti for herself and later stacks dirty dishes in the sink. Three panels from this sequence are in the same row in E, but in the puzzle, this linearity is disrupted, as one panel is pushed to a different row from the other two. Moreover, they are placed in direct relation-ship with other panels from the same diegetic space—the kitchen—that appear 38 pages prior in item E. This illustrates how time is being reconstituted in the puzzle, memory is being reshaped through a new anamnesis. Instead of being permanently fixed, memory is malleable.

Whatever the genesis of the idea for the puzzle, its selection as a continuation or response to Building Stories suits perfectly the narrative of the comics project. Tak-ing both Building Stories (2012) and Building Stories (2021) as complex comics stories in their own right, there is an interesting reading effect established with this puzzle-sequel. It is as if a linear reading process has emerged in the sequential rela-tionship of the former to the latter. The puzzles together—main and bonus—serve very much as the punctuating beats of a linear strip. They deepen the significance of selected events and images from their predecessor and put them into new—per-haps more clear, perhaps only more muddled—relationships. Readers must decide for themselves.

I  mentioned  earlier  that  the  florist  and  puzzler  alike  are  seeking  a  resolu-tion of sorts. Our material manipulation of the puzzle pieces parallels her own self-questioning and sifting through memories. As we reach the end of the bonus puzzle (~3” x 19”), we reach the end of this installment in the Building Stories (2012) narrative. Read left to right, the florist goes shopping. It appears to be dur-ing the pandemic, as she is wearing a mask at the supermarket’s self-checkout. She returns home, perhaps to continue working on her own puzzle. The puzzle of her life. A puzzle within our puzzle. The central image of the puzzle she is work-

ing on (in item P, see Figure 16.1, top) is none other than the image of suburban greenery (from item G from the original box, and now also the central image of item O, the main puzzle). In its original appearance in item G, the word “god” was 194  Comics Beyond Text and Image

superimposed over the image—a punctuating part of the character’s internal dia-logue, perhaps a mixture of anxious reflection and depressive dissatisfaction with life. Here that word is absent from both item O and from the puzzle she works on in item P. This absence of this anxious exclamation suggests a calming of her inner dialogue. What remains in the scene of suburban greenery is merely its symbolic, and arguably, transcendent quality. In the puzzle’s recycling, textual modification, and internal repetition of this image there is a small hint of resolution, of future inner peace. The florist seems, at first, to be closer than ever to some sort of closure.

At the same time, this sense of peace and this idea of closure may be more for us than for Ware’s human protagonist. In the last panel, the florist is depicted standing still, somewhat awkwardly, seemingly perplexed. She has not even put down her bag of fruit from the store. While our puzzle is now complete, hers lies unfinished on the table. This is a work by Chris Ware after all, and doubts, torment, and puz-zling remain. Perhaps the fact that we have finished our puzzle only underscores the irony that she has not been able to finish hers. We have accomplished in the tactile, material world something whose completion continues to prove elusive in the world of inner subjectivity. In the center image of our main puzzle (item O) the vanishing point of the green suburban scene is neatly emphasized through another one of the circular-cut puzzle pieces. The circle represents a focal point for inner consciousness. As we inch ever-closer toward this vanishing point, it continues to recede, a symbol of how much more road we have to travel. The message may be that the art and practice of building stories, of constructing narratives, never reach a definitive conclusion.

Notes

 1 See Worden 2010; Godbey 2010; Freedman 2015; Ghosal 2015; Comer 2016; Groen-

steen 2017. Readers new to Ware can catch up by exploring the artist’s extensive and 

illustration-rich Rizzoli publication titled Monograph (2017), itself a reflection on where 

Ware has come from and where he is headed.

 2 It is hard not to think about similarly ambitious design projects in the world of  

comics—for instance, Chip Kidd’s innovative suitcase-shape, complete with extendable 

handles, designed for comics artist Ben Katchor’s hardcover collection titled The Card-

board Valise (2011; see Fraser 2023; Kidd is thanked on the inside cover of Building 

Stories 2012).

 3  Groensteen 2017, 165.

 4 See Groensteen 2017, 220n4.

 5  Groensteen 2007, 18.
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Conclusion

 

This book has charted a course through the current moment of global comics and graphic novel by adapting insights from Spinoza’s work as well as their resonance in more recent philosophy to an aesthetic mode of comics criticism.

The artist’s snapshots that make up the latter part of the book show us comics bodies in motion. We observed the striking connections in these works between comics form and a creator’s chosen theme. The movements of Alison Bechdel’s 

autobiographical comics bodies in The Secret to Superhuman Strength (2021) were 

alternately frenetic and purposeful, just as were her thoughts (ch. 4). Eric Drook-

er’s Flood! (1992) imagined the modern city as the site of propulsive vectors and 

forces that either replenish or else diminish the vital forces of urban life (ch. 5). We 

saw comics bodies resonate with the human bodies of readers. In Ocultos (2020, 

2024) by Laura Pérez (ch. 6) and Apsara Engine (2020) by Bishakh Som (ch. 7), the comics form structures the flow of reading and complements, if it does not induce in readers the affective states corresponding to bodily tension, suspense, and shock. The visual and compositional aspects of comics were also presented as an inherent part of comics narration, as readers could experience in the cases 

of texture, in My Favorite Thing Is Monsters (2018) by Emil Ferris (ch. 8); of 

color, in The City of Belgium (2021) by Brecht Evens (ch. 9); and of line, in Hot 

Comb (2020) by Ebony Flowers (ch. 10). Comics bodies can digest other comics 

bodies, as we saw in Terms and Conditions (2017) by R. Sikoryak (ch. 11). Later snapshots centered on the relationship between body and mind. Their rupture is the 

central theme of the rediscovered and rereleased comic The Projector (1971) by 

Martin Vaughn-James (ch. 12). On the other hand, Richard McGuire’s Here (2014), explored the coherence that persists even in seemingly disembodied recollection 

(ch. 13). Nora Krug’s Belonging (2018) approached memory as always embodied through emphasizing its intimate connection with tactile objects and representation 

(ch. 14). The last two artist snapshots took on the everyday materiality of com-ics in two examples where this quality was stretched to its limits. Marc-Antoine 

Mathieu’s Le Processus (1993) and Chris Ware’s Building Stories comics puzzle 

(2021) exaggerated splendidly the tactile dimension of comics in ways that empha-

sized the act of reading as an embodied encounter (chs. 15, 16). In those examples, the extensive space of produced and inhabited by the comics body reached out toward the human body, in a way, enveloping the space of the reader.
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There is one final image to discuss by way of conclusion. Actually, it is an exam-ple that plays with the very notion of conclusion and that will allow us to revisit some of the lessons of the book’s early theoretical chapters. This will also entail a return to Spinoza’s Ethics.

Brazilian brothers Fábio Moon and Gabriel Bá collaborated to produce Daytrip-per (2010), which was released as one collected volume after serialization with DC’s Vertigo imprint. There are literary aspirations in the play here, and it is not too hard to think of the comic as a creative retelling of the novel Memórias póstumas de Brás Cubas [Posthumous Memories of Brás Cubas] (1881) by Brazilian author Machado de Assis. The main character of Daytripper, also named Brás [de Olivas Domingos], dies at the end of each chapter, only to continue to live in the next. As David William Foster wrote,

all ten of the freestanding chapters of Daytripper end with Brás’s own death, 

usually in a surprising, accidental, and violent fashion in circumstances 

beyond his control. . . . And yet these are not metaphorical deaths: their gen-

erally violent and unexpected nature gives them material finality.1

As I have explored in greater detail elsewhere, the deaths narrated in Daytripper

are not organized chronologically.2 In this sense, at least, the comic does not seek to dramatize life after death (whether heaven, the transmigration of souls, gilgul, reincarnation). Instead, by remaining focused on this terrestrial world, it draws from eschatology to pose a question concerning the nature of embodiment. By routinizing and banalizing the death of its protagonist, Daytripper becomes instead 

a comic concerned with life.3

At the end of the first chapter of the comic, Brás dies on his birthday at the age of 32. This is just one of his ten deaths, of course. He is shot at a bar during 

the course of “a robbery gone bad in downtown São Paulo,” Brazil.4 This occurs on a left-hand page, and it is the subsequent right-hand page that is of interest. One can see Gabriel Bá’s signed image credit in the lower right just below the outcropping of rock. This right-hand page was originally the cover of the second installment of the uncollected individual comics release. In the collected graphic novel, however, it abuts the last page of the first installment to form an intriguing double-page (pp. 32–33). Flipping to the next left-hand page, readers encounter a muted gray scale filler design, and the second installment then begins in earnest on the next right-hand page (pp. 34–35). This physical location of the cover art within the graphic novel, together with the fact that the large-font series title Day-tripper has been removed from the image, is quite curious. This placement within the extension of the comics body means that the cover art is closer to the end of the first installment than it is to the beginning of the second installment’s narrative action. What was previously cover art now reads as a direct continuation of the first installment’s narrative. One finishes with Brás’s death on the left-hand page and immediately continues to read across the book fold to what was formally the second installment’s cover. Thus, it functions as an extra beat in the course of read-ing, something like the aftershock of the death by shooting just witnessed. This 198  Comics Beyond Text and Image

aspect of the collected Daytripper’s layout may or may not have been intentional, of course. But that question is immaterial. Because the comics landscape is an iconic cartography, certain effects that may have been unintentional now have nar-

rative consequences—remember the notion of iconic variance carried out in ch. 2’s discussion of Ana Penyas (Todo bajo el sol).

Of particular interest are the graphic relationships between the left-hand and right-hand pages just discussed. There are two discernable zones, but these connect and even overlap at the horizon line that divides the top (zone A) from the bottom (zone B). Overall, this wordless page presents readers with many visual contrasts. Perhaps one first notes there is a contrast of color. Zone A is in blue hues; zone B is in yellow orange. These colors are coded to reflect another elemental contrast, between water and earth. The choice of blue for the top zone is a natural choice for representing water, but of course, because it occurs in the reading directly after the storyline’s violent death, the color also possibly connotes heaven. The contrasts between the figures represented in the two zones pertain to their differing orien-tation (horizontal/vertical), direction (facing readers/away from readers), number (single person/two people), and kinetic energy (in motion/in static poses). These numerous pictorial and compositional contrasts together create a curious effect that is more than decorative. That is, to use Deleuze’s phrasing, we do not ask what this page means, but rather what it does, what relations it produces with other pages.

It is necessary to note that, in truth, many of the covers that Gabriel Bá draws for the series will produce similar effects. In the specific example that interests us here, we might also identify a quality that may be generalized across the work. The cover art of the comic’s third installment contrasts a lonely man seated in a chair indoors at the top of the page in cold colors (grey-blue) with a warm-colored image of a large group of people reflected in a puddle in the bottom half of the page (again, yellow-orange). Rather than divide the page into two zones, the fourth installment’s cover art opts for an image-inside-image design. Readers see the large head and torso of an older man with gray hair and, layered over his torso, the distinct image 

of a middle-aged man with brown hair, holding a child.5 Throughout, there is the suggestion that body and mind, thought and extension, are separate but wrapped up in one another. There is usually a corporeal present paired with an underdetermined mental image—a present desire, a past memory, or perhaps an idea with its own weight. Bá’s oneiric and quite philosophical covers are the perfect complement to the storyline of Daytripper, which repeatedly poses the question of whether there is, in the body (mixed with the body, expressed through embodiment), something more than matter.

The way that contrasts are expressed through the layout, color, composition, and perspective of the double-page bridging the first and second installments has an impact through the visual narration of the comic. The idea that readers are see-ing at once two separate realities ties in with the primary theme of the work, which repeatedly poses—but does not answer—the question of what happens after death. This question is framed in terms of the relationship between body and mind, body and consciousness, or perhaps even body and soul. It is one that can only be posed through representation of the body. This is the general productive principle of the 
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comics page. As signaled in ch. 3’s discussion of Seth (Clyde Fans), even flights of fancy and stream-of-consciousness narratives are never far from corporeality in comics. The mind can never fully release the body in comics as it might seem to do in prose. It is the nature of the comics medium to express consciousness through embodiment—or to return to Spinoza’s terms—thought with extension. We saw 

in ch. 1’s discussion of Ben Katchor ( Cheap Novelties) that even the complexities of free indirect discourse are conditioned if not actually determined by the comics body, and in that chapter’s look at Nick Drnaso ( Acting Class) we identified a way in which such narrative complexity can exist purely in the image zone of comics. There should be nothing strange in these characterizations from a philosophical perspective: remember as per Spinoza and Deleuze’s Spinozan thinking that noth-

ing happens to the body that does not also happen to the mind, and vice versa.6

We said earlier that the former cover page of the second installment by Bá is not merely decorative but productive at the level of narrative. Its two distinguishable image zones can be explained through their relation to plot, theme, and symbolism—in short, the narration of the comic. First, plot. In the second installment, Brás does indeed go swimming underwater off the coast of the Brazilian city of Salvador. In addition, that chapter focuses on the adventures of Brás and his friend Jorge, and it opens with the two of them enjoying the sunset during a canyon hike. At this level, the images function as anticipations of the story’s action. But these two images are not simple reproductions of future panels readers will see; instead, they are tangen-tial to that future action and they present a number of compositional differences— of which those with the most impact seem to be the perspective, orientation, and movement of the characters noted earlier. Second, theme and symbolism. Taken out of the context of the second installment’s plot and placed in this earlier posi-tion, this page’s images juxtapose the terms of its central theme: shared adventure versus individual journey. One recalls the platitude that death is a journey one takes alone. The contrast of Brás and Jorge, together in zone B, with Brás, alone in zone A, suggests the individual’s confrontation of mortality, as contrasted with a shared and embodied social life. That zone A-Brás moves while zone B-Brás remains still suggests the character’s departure from this world as a split within the self. These two zones contain plot-adjacent images that now have the sufficient autonomy to function as thematic and symbolic images on their own terms—that is, outside of narrative action, plot, or event. Here it may not be out of order to consider them as complements to Deleuze’s understanding of the time-image in cinema. Though unable to break free entirely from the sequential language of the comic, these images have been unmoored, freed from the sensory–motor relations that, in principle, govern the comics form, to produce something greater. The presence of a chapter title printed on the page might have forestalled this interpretation, but these image zones produce an idea nonetheless. It is relevant that in order to produce this idea—just as Deleuze would have it in the visual medium of film—these image zones use the language of embodiment and extension to express thought.

One must consider the right-hand, former cover page in direct relationship to the previous, left-hand page—both of which are visible in praesentia as Thierry Groensteen would say—thus, as the after-beat to a death. Read in close relationship 200  Comics Beyond Text and Image

to the preceding left-hand page, its two zones serve as subjective, interior images, thoughts, or memories that might be running through the cinematograph of Brás’s mind during the last moments of his life. Atop the right-hand page, he swims toward the unknown, all the while thinking back to adventures with his friend—the mind reflects on the body as its ties to material are weakened. But the very exist-ence of these images signals that Brás’s life has not yet come to an end. If thought continues it is because the body still lives. One thinks of Spinoza’s phrasing in the last section of the Ethics, “The mind can neither imagine anything, nor recollect 

past things, except while the body endures.”7

Here we can break away from page analysis to consider why Spinoza’s ideas might  have  been  considered  to  be  heretical  in  the  first  place—perhaps  by  the Sephardic Jewish community of Amsterdam, and perhaps by the circles of Calvin-

ist orthodoxy active in that liberal city of the Dutch Republic.8 The question of death is central. If the body–mind is a mere mode of substance, what happens upon 

death? What of the afterlife? What of the soul?9 Note that Spinoza was excom-municated in 1656, thus before the 1660s when he began work on the Ethics, on his Short Treatise, and well before his Theological-Political Treatise, which came much later. Actually, as even biographer Steven Nadler admits, we do not know the specific reason why Spinoza was “excommunicated with such extreme prejudice” 

in his day.10 But Nadler speculates that the reason has to do with the ideas he would have been discussing prior to any systematic written documentation: “Spinoza basically denies that the human soul is immortal in the sense of enjoying a life after death. . . . He believes that the personal soul-if there is such a thing-perishes with 

the body.”11 For Spinoza, the divine is synonymous with nature; natural laws are divine laws, and vice-versa. The very idea may seem heretical for religious tradi-tion. But all the same, Spinoza’s Ethics avoids any simple or reductive material-

ism.12 He writes, “The human mind cannot be absolutely destroyed with the body, 

but something of it remains which is eternal.”13

All of Gabriel Bá’s philosophical covers appearing throughout the collected volume are now after-images, which can be understood as encouraging the reader’s contemplation of the flickering light of consciousness entwined with an embodiment. Doubt remains as to what happens after death in Daytripper. Since Spinoza has it that individuated consciousness dies with the body, the “something” of the mind that he says remains after the destruction of the body is not a personal soul but rather something else entirely. Spinoza wrote that we are modes. Bodies are  modes.  Minds  are  modes.  body–minds  are  modes.  Modes  of  what?  Of 

substance. Modes are expressions and affections of the attributes of substance.14 Gilles Deleuze puts it this way: “The body is a mode of extension; the mind, a 

mode of thinking.”15 Elizabeth Grosz characterizes Spinoza’s thinking by saying 

“To every mode of extension there exists a mode of thought.”16 It stands to reason that with the destruction of the bodily mode there is an accompanying destruction of the mode of thought that corresponds to it. The end of corporeality is also the end of individuated thought—though not, of course, the end of the substance that has animated that mode.

Conclusion 201

Moon and Bá’s graphic novel shares with Spinoza’s philosophy an emphasis that goes against the kind of conceptual division implicit in seemingly transcenden-tal matters. Common to both works is an affirmation of life. This life is an embod-ied life, structured by natural laws and a number of “affections of the body by 

which the body’s power of acting is increased or diminished, aided or restrained.”17 In this affirmation there is an indeterminacy that redirects our attention from ques-tions of eschatology to matters of this life. It is this world, our own world—made up of (perhaps more than merely) material forces—that is still unknown to us. In the seventeenth century, Spinoza wrote, “no one has yet determined what the body can do”; in the twentieth century, Deleuze and Guattari repeated his insight as a refrain, “we still do not know what the body can do.” Grosz followed suit, writing, “we still don’t know what the body is, or what it is capable of doing, what its limits 

or its capacities are.”18 For Spinoza, the use of the body corresponds with human 

flourishing, as he continues to elaborate in part V of the Ethics.19

What we have to gain by encountering a comics body with an open mind and a sense of wonder is an understanding that goes beyond textual narration, an understanding that is at once more dynamic and more embodied. Spinoza is clear in section IV of the Ethics, when he writes that “all things which bring joy 

are good.”20 We must remember from the introduction to the present book that 

sense of wonder attributed by Deleuze to Spinoza’s philosophy.21 A collective social wonder regarding the comics form is evident in the increasingly popular and critical reception of comics and graphic novels. Comics are an art form that directly engages the senses—all of them, if we extend Ian Hague’s reading from Comics and the Senses—through the extended space of visual narration. Thought and extension are the attributes by which we come to know the substance of the comics body. The comics page is the visual site of a sort of corporeal thinking whose value goes beyond entertainment, consumerist enjoyment, and pedagogical application to impart a philosophy of movement, of affection, and of life. We have first and foremost a living and affective relationship with comics. Whatever kind of comics scholarship we may practice, the vitalist spirit of our connection with the medium is always relevant. A reminder from Deleuze: let our critical and destructive readings arise first and foremost “from affirmation, from joy, from a cult of affirmation and 

joy, from the exigency of life against those who would mutilate and mortify life.”22

By exploring what comics bodies can do in detailed and varied ways, this book has aimed to be a tribute to the joy that comics bring. This joy is not a reduction of the form, but an appreciation of the movements and thoughts produced through visual poses and perspectives. As a philosophical and affective aesthetics, this book has attempted to open our thinking up rather than close it down. To suggest—as Grosz might in her continuation of Bergson’s and Deleuze’s philosophies—what is virtual in the medium rather than what is merely possible. This is the virtual as something other than the real but within it, something in reality as of yet impossible, or incompossible. The creation of the new rather than a mere reshuffling of the past.

I close by returning to the “risky wager” that Grosz expressed in Architecture from the Outside: “that all the effects of depth, of interiority, of the inside, all the effects of consciousness (and the unconscious), can be thought in terms of corporeal 202  Comics Beyond Text and Image

surfaces, in terms of the rotations, convolutions, inflections, and torsions of the 

body itself.”23 The corporeal surfaces of comics and graphic novels can be thought of in just this way. Thus, comics studies is not just an area of disciplinary investi-gation, at once it invites philosophical thinking and brings embodied enjoyment.

Notes

  1  Foster 2016, 109.

  2 See Fraser 2019, 209–16.

  3  For the purposes of this conclusion, I leave aside those issues which complicate this pic-

ture, as discussed by Foster (2016) in his tenth chapter (which I do not believe obviate the present analysis).

  4  Moon and Bá 2011, 32.

  5  These two images are 2010, 57 and 81.

  6 Spinoza, Ethics, III:P2:Schol. and II:P13:Schol.; see also Deleuze 1988, 18.

  7 Spinoza, Ethics V:P21.

  8  This is one common understanding of Spinoza, but note that it is challenged by Pop-

kin 2002.

  9  Contrary to some erroneous but popular beliefs, both Judaism and Christianity posited 

a world beyond this one. See, for example, Neil Gillman’s book The Death of Death: 

Resurrection and Immortality in Jewish Thought (2015), whose anthropological under-current allows readers to appreciate the nuance and drift of Jewish belief from the Pen-tateuch to the present.

 10  Nadler 1999, 151; see also 139–41, 144–45, 154, on Spinoza’s expulsion from the Jew-

ish community; and chapter 4 of Ian Buruma’s Spinoza (2024).

 11  Nadler 1999, 155. As Nadler’s account emphasizes, the charge of atheism was ban-

died about during Spinoza’s time, and it is perhaps logical for some readers to have approached his thought in this way.

 12  Readers can turn to section V of the Ethics for Spinoza’s nuance related to mind, body, 

intellectual knowledge of God, and eternity. Such discussion is beyond our interest here, however.

 13 Spinoza, Ethics V:P23.

 14 Spinoza, Ethics I:P35:Cor. Remember from the introduction’s notes that Deleuze goes 

so far as to write that “substance and modes are in immanence” in Pure Immanence

(2001, 26).

 15  Deleuze 1988, 86.

 16  Grosz 1994, 11.

 17 Spinoza, Ethics, III:D3.

 18  Grosz 2001, 27.

 19  “The more an image is joined with other images, the more often it flourishes,” Spinoza, 

Ethics V:P13.

 20 Spinoza, Ethics IV:XXX.

 21 Spinoza, Ethics III:Definition of the Affects:IV; III:P52:Schol.

 22  Deleuze 2004, 144.

 23  Grosz 2001, 32. This idea was already expressed in other words in her Volatile Bodies, 

as cited previously.
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Taylor &Francis

Taylor & Francis Group

http//taylorandfrancis.com
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