An Art of Tensions

CHARLES HATFIELD

Comics raise many questions abour reading and its effects, yet the persistent claims for
the form’s simplicity and transparency make it impossible to address these questions
productively. Criticism, whether formalist or sociocultural in emphasis, will remain ar
an impasse as long as comics are seen this way—that is, as long as they are rhetorically
constructed as “easy.” In fact, comics can be a complex means of communication and
are always characterized by a plurality of messages. They are heterogeneous in form, in-
volving the co-presence and interaction of various codes. To the already daunting (and
controversial) issue of reading, then, we must add several new complexities, if we are to
understand what happens when we read comics.

From a reader’s viewpoint, comics would seem to be radically fragmented and unstable.
['submit that this is their great strength: comic art is composed of several kinds of tension,
in which various ways of reading—various interpretive options and potentialities—
must be played against each other. If this is so, then comics readers must call upon dif-
ferent reading strategies, or interpretive schema, than they would use in their reading of
conventional written text.

The balance of this chapter will engage the fundamental tensions within comics, with
empbhasis on the kinds of judgment (or suspension of judgment) they demand of readers.
I shall concentrate on questions of reader response, in the sense of participation and in-
terpretation, rather than those underlying questions of reading process that properly be-
long to empirical study (for example, eye movement, working memory, or graphophonic
competence). My aim is not to set forth an empirical model of comics reading but rather
to establish the complexity of the form by broadly discussing the kinds of mixed messages
itsends even to the most experienced of readers. This discussion will serve as a prospectus
for the collective task of theorizing reader response in comics in a more general way.

Such theorizing, T will argue, must grapple with four tensions that are fundamental
to the art form: between codes of signification; between the single image and the image-in-
series; between narrative sequence and page surface; and, more broadly, between reading-
as-experience and the text as marterial object. To demonstrate these tensions, I will draw
on a range of examples, including alternative and mainstream, children’s and adults’, and
European and American comics.

Reprinted by permission and adapred from Charles Hatfield, Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature (University Press of
Mississippi, 2005), 36-65.
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AN ART OF TENSIONS
CODE VS. CODE

Definitions of comics commonly (though not universally) depend on the co-presence
and interplay of image and written text. Some critics regard this interplay as a clash of
opposites: the image’s transparency versus the written text’s complexity. McCloud, for
instance, though his own definition deemphasizes words, insists on this contrast: he
speaks of pictures as received information, in contrast to words, whose meanings must
be perceived (49). Such a distinction posits a struggle between passive and active experi-
ence, that is, between inert spectatorship and committed reading. By this argument,
comics depend on a dialectic between what is easily understood and what is less easily
understood; pictures are open, easy, and solicitous, while words are coded, abstract, and
remote.

Yet in comics word and image approach each other: words can be visually inflected,
reading as pictures, while pictures can become as abstract and symbolic as words. In
brief, the written text can function like images, and images like written text. Comics,
like other hybrid texts, collapse the word/image dichotomy: visible language has the po-
tential to be quite elaborate in appearance, forcing recognition of pictorial and material
qualities that can be freighted with meaning (as in, for example, concrete poetry); con-
versely, images can be simplified and codified to function as a language (see Kannenberg,
“Graphic Text” and “Chris Ware”). McCloud himself notes this, arguing for comic art
in which word and image tend toward each other (47-49, 147-51). This recognition

_renders McCloud’s larger argument incoherent, as it belies his earlier distinction be-

tween perceived and received information. The distinction does not hold in any case,
for, as Perry Nodelman points out with regard to picture books, “All visual images,
even the most apparently representational ones, . . . require a knowledge of learned
competencies and cultural assumptions before they can be rightly understood” (17).
Though the image is, as W, J. T. Mitchell says, “the sign that pretends not to be a sign”
(Ieonology, 43), it remains a sign nonetheless, “as bound up with habit and convention
as any text” (64). Pictures are not simply to be received; they must be decoded.

Still, responding to comics often depends on recognizing word and image as two
“different” types of sign, whose implications can be played against each other—to gloss,
to illustrate, to contradict or complicate or ironize the other. While the word/image di-
chotomy may be false or oversimple, learned assumptions about these different codes—
written and pictorial—still exerr a strong centripetal pull on the reading experience.
We continue to distinguish between the function of words and the function of images,
despite the fact that comics continually work to destabilize this very distinction. This
tension between codes is fundamental to the art form.

PICTOGRAPHIC LANGUAGE

Comics can exploit the tension between picturing and writing without incorporating
words per se, as the growing body of “mute” or “pantomime” (thar is, wordless) com-
ics attests. Such comics often rely on diagrammatic symbols, such as panels, speed or
vector lines, and ideograms, to gloss or reinforce what’s going on in the pictures. Nor
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ists as Hendrik Dorgathen and Eric Cartier. For example, Cartier’s Flip in Parad;
E.& Mekong King, rold in miniature album format, use pictograms to suggest n_mvomeM
&‘_w_om:mm between the hapless picaro, Flip, and the inhabitants of the various lands he
visits.

‘ In Flip in Paradise, for instance, as the hero haggles over the price of a joint, hj
dialogue devolves into a cluster of visual non sequiturs—as jf Flip is already _ummm:m:: )
ﬁo.mr.ﬁnEdv to the effects of dope. At first the pictograms in the balloons suggest _umm
gaining, with ever-decreasing amouns of money, but as the balloons crowd together the
dialogue’s logic becomes harder and harder to grasp. Later in the same book mamn:zw@:
Flip will teach a parrot some new words—all about killing and cooking the bird—gs

MMMHMM H_Mw&&mvm““w.mm these symbols allow the cartoonist’s work itself to cross national
mc.nv visual “dialogue” may be drawn in a different style than the pictures used to
establish the diegesis: typically, they are less particular, or more generic. Alternare]
they may be of the very same style, just enclosed within balloons like regular dialogue %“
Frangois Avril and Phillipe Petit-Roulet’s Soirs 4o Paris, for example, the story “63 Wca
de a Grange aux Belles” uses elaborate pictograms to capture the conversations taking

>

place ata cockrail party. The partygoers’ dialogue balloons contain 2 range of pictures:

to ._RBmNn.m woman's attractive features: her eyes, breasts, legs, and s0 on); to detailed
swipes om. images by such artists as Gauguin and Matisse, which indicate the topics of
conversation among a group of cultured wallflowers. Such examples suggest thar visual/
verbal tension is not necessarily even a matter of playing words against pictures; it may
be a matter of playing symbols against other symbols, u

Such visual/verbal tension results from the juxtaposition of symbols that function di-
egetically and symbols that fnction non-diegetically—tha is, the mingling of symbols
that “show” and symbols that “tell.” More precisely, we may say thac symbols that show
are symbols thar purport to depict, in a literal way, figures and objects in the imagined
world of the comic, while symbols that tell are those that offer a kind of diacrirical moB-
mentary on the images, or (to use another rough metaphor) a “soundtrack” for the
tmages. In most comics, the symbols that show are fepresentational drawings while the
symbols that tell are words, balloons, and a few familiar icons. (These icons are non-
alphabetic symbols of a sort that many word processors now make available to writers:
arrows, dotted lines, lightbulbs, stars, and so forth.) But the potential exists for comics
creators to push this tension much further, even to incorporate representational draw-
ings as “dialogue” and to blur the difference between alphabetic symbols and picrures.
At its broadest level, then, what we call visual/verbal tension may be characterized as the
clash and collaboration of different codes of signification, whether or not written words
are used. Again, the deployment of such devices assumes a knowing reader.

AN ART OF TENSIONS

SINGLE IMAGE VS. IMAGE-IN-SERIES

Most definitions of comics stress the representation of time, that is, of temporal se-
quence, through multiple images in series. The process of dividing a narrative into such
images—a process that necessarily entails omitting as well as including—can be called
breakdown, a word derived from “breakdowns,” a term of art that refers to the rough
drawings made in the process of planning out a comics story (Harvey, 14-15). The
reverse process, that of reading through such images and inferring connections between
them, has been dubbed (borrowing from gestalt psychology) “closure” by McCloud, in
keeping with the reader-response emphasis of his Understanding Comics. In fact “break-
down” and “closure” are complementary terms, both describing the relationship be-
tween sequence and series: the author’s task is to evoke an imagined sequence by creating
avisual series (a breakdown), whereas the reader’s task is to translate the given series into
a narrative sequence by achieving closure. Again, the reader’s role is crucial, and requires
the invocation of learned competencies; the relationships between pictures are a matter
of convention, not inherent connectedness.

At times this process of connecting, or closure, seems straightforward and unprob-

lematic, as when strong visual repetition and/or verbal cuing make the connections
‘between images immediate, or at least fairly obvious. For instance, Julie Doucet’s
self-referential vignette “The Artist” uses successive panels to capture the methodical,
step-by-step provocation of a striptease. This striptease implicates the spectator in an
unnerving way, for the artist ends by spilling her guts with a knife. The deliberate, in-
cremental advances of the sequence, from one panel to the next, establish a thythm and
an expectation, and eventually this rhythm makes the unthinkable thinkable: the artist
mutilates and literally opens herself before our eyes in calm, measured steps. This vio-
lent, self-destructive climax, accomplished through methodical breakdown, ultimately
exceeds and beggars all expectations.

At other times, closure may require more active effort on the part of the reader, as
demonstrated repeatedly in Jason Lutes’s novel Jar of Fools. A quarter of the way into the
novel, a two-page sequence depicts a day’s work for Esther O’Dea, who serves customers
ata coffee bar called the Saturn Café. In just twenty-four panels Lutes manages to evoke
the tedium and sheer drudgery of seven hours on the job, showing both minute details
and Esther’s overall attitude toward her work. The breakdown of the action is charac-
terized by several bold choices: for instance, Lutes challenges the reader by beginning
from the inside out, with a close-up of Esther preparing a double espresso, rather than
from the outside in, with an establishing shot of the café itself (here being introduced
to readers for the first time). We see a larger image of the café interior only after Esther
hands the eéspresso to a customer, and a shot of the exterior (specifying the location)
only in the middle of the sequence. Thus Lutes frames the entire day from Esther’s
point of view, sticking close to the minutiae of her clockwork routine. The repeated use
of close-ups throughour the sequence reinforces the repetitive yer discontinuous nature
of her work.

After showing the interior of the café, Lutes builds the rest of the sequence around
Esther’s query, Can I help your—a phrase she mechanically repeats throughout the day.
One customer responds to this with a suggestive sneer and a verbal come-on, “In more
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Jason Lutes, Jar of Fools (1997).
Copyright © Jason Lutes. Used
with permission.

repetitive activity and emotional frustration. To follow this sequence, the reader must be
mindful of Lutes’s previously established habits as a storyteller—his approach to panel
bordering, his interpolations of dream and fantasy into mundane reality, and so on—and
take an active part in constructing a flow of events from discontinuous images.

At times achieving closure can be quite difficult, as when images seem radically dis-
jointed and verbal cues are scant. For example, Art Spiegelman’s wordless “drawn over
two weeks while on the phone” (Rzw 1) presents a series of disconnected panels with
recurrent character types and situations but no narrative per se. Generic conventions—
nods to film noir, for instance—are repeatedly invoked but without a linear rationale;
motific repetition suggests at best a vague connection between otherwise disjunct pan-
els. Certain characters and symbols are repeated: geometric symbols, for instance, which
serve as pictographic dialogue, as decorative effects, and, in a droll reversal, even as
characters. But the sought-for unity of the piece, finally, rests on the reader’s recogni-
tion of the author’s formal playfulness rather than on any coherent narrative. It takes
much knowledge and careful attention to read Spiegelman’s series as a sequence. The
tension between single image and image-in-series is bound up with other formal issues,
and therefore hard to codify. McCloud’s Understanding Comics remains the strongest
theoretical treatment (in English, that is) of comics sequencing; yet McCloud, perhaps
because he does not consider visual/verbal interplay crucial to the form, neglects just
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how much the interaction of image and word can inform, indeed enable, the reading
of sequences. Verbal cues do help to bridge the gaps within a sequence, as seen in com-
mon transitional captions such as “Later” or “Meanwhile” (devices that have fallen from
favor as readers become more versed in reading comics, just as title cards, fades, irises,
and other such transitional devices fel] from favor in cinema). In fact verbal continuity
can impose structure on even the most radically disjointed series. Witness, for instance,
Spiegelman’s oft-reprinted “Ace Hole, Midget Detective,” in which the hero’s nonstop
narration (a spoof of hard-boiled fiction) serves to structure an otherwise nonlinear bar.
rage of non sequiturs, visual gags, and stylistic swipes.

To some extent, then, the process of transitioning, or closure, depends not only on
the interplay between successive images but also on the interplay of different codes of
signification: the verbal as well as the visual. In other words, how readers attempt to
resolve one tension may depend on how they resolve another. Verbal/visual interplay
often muddies the pristine categories of transition that McCloud tries to establish in
Qx&«é&:&.@ Comics (moment to moment, action to action, scene to scene, and so
on). Words can smooth over transitions and unobtrusively establish a dramatic continy.
ity that belies the discontinuity of the images. Two contrasting examples from Harvey
Pekar’s American Splendor, both scripted by Pekar and illustrated by Robert Crumb,
illustrate this point:

In “The Harvey Pekar Name Story” (1977), the visuals pace and punctuate a verbal
monologue, and the successive images are near-identical, so much so that a reader who
held the book at arm’s length and squinted would be hard-pressed to see any variation,
(Lutes uses a similar strategy in the above example from Jar of Fools, but Pekar and
Crumb use fewer variations and push the repetition much farther.) The story concerns
the relationship between name and identity, and the near-sameness of the drawings
both reinforces and subverts the speaker’s preoccupation with self-definition, Here a
man named “Harvey Pekar” (not to be confused with the author) addresses the reader in
forty-eight equal-sized panels over four pages. His concern? His name—which, though
unusual, turns out not to be unique, as he discovers by looking through the phone book,
where he finds not one but two other “Harvey Pekar” listings. The deaths of these two
other Pekars (Harvey Sr. and Harvey Jr., father and son) restore the narrator’s sense of
uniqueness, until a third Harvey Pekar appears in the directory, prompting the age-old
question, “What’s in a name?” On a more personal level, the narrator is left asking
himself, and us, “Who is Harvey Pekar?”—a question he can answer only with silence,
in the final, wordless panel.

Like Doucet’s “The Artist,” “The Harvey Pekar Name Story” relies on minute changes
from panel to panel to convey a carefully timed sequence. Yet Pekar and Crumb take
an even more deliberate approach, calling for a constant subject and point of view with
only the minutest changes in gesture and nuance. Pekar’s breakdowns invoke the
rthythms of verbal storytelling or stand-up comedy, with occasional silent panels for
pause and empbhasis; the relationship between the speaker and the reader is everything,
as the former confronts the latter in a frustrated attempt at self-affirmation. This at-
tempt is fraught with irony: the consistent, even monotonous, point of view in every
panel supplies the very appearance of stability that the narrator craves, but the serial
repetition of his likeness (subtly varied by Crumb) erodes our sense of his uniqueness.
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’ d its themes depend on the unvarying vsuals, which force us
NOMMMMMMHW H_M MHMM%NW&S% in all his W&Emﬁn& individuality even as they help us
no:Hnm:MMMmMM WMMMW MMMDOHWWWTW “Hypothetical Quandary” (1984) merges words mD.&
mn:““mnm more vmwsﬁdmn&_& and asks more of the reader in .72. quest for closure. xw:m
4 is inward-looking and nakedly autobiographical, focusing on Eo:mr.m rather t an
MMV_M.%WQ&Q& in a bolder, brushed style, “Quandary” finds Harvey carrying on MM %W-
logue with himself as he drives, then walks, to m._u.meQ to v:.v\ vnm.m&” wmﬂi wou ! e
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ﬁwn American Splendor film in 2003) occupies Harvey through his Q.::M m_v to wrm _uwww
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occur in thought balloons, and the dark, lushly nﬁmﬂ:ma images position him within
fully realized world rather than vis-a-vis the reader in a full-on .Bosowomc@. S
Propelled as much by Pekar’s text as by the subtle authority of OEB. s pictu : ;
“Hypothetical Quandary” moves Harvey (and the Rm&m&.oén a great %mmmbnwmv Mm e-
scoping his Sunday morning expedition into three pages. Like &n above M.xm:.sm e M”B
Lutes’s Jar of Fools, this story relies on words as well as common visual n.ﬂ_ﬁmE or its pac HW
Driving, walking, buying bread, walking mmm5|m.: of these happen while ; M.?.mv\ sint
nal dialogue carries on without interruption, until the _m._.wn two panels find him Mwéw_:m
the bread’s fresh smell, his quandary forgotten. The continuity of the <nnvm._.8xm MmEmnm
the discontinuity of the visual: Pekar’s ongoing words, exploring .m= Hrn. Qﬁmﬂ mm turns
of Harvey’s thinking, elide the gaps in the visual sequence, _H.Bl_csm this stylize wonuw-
tion of his world seem naturalistic and unforced. Whereas “The Harvey w.nw»ﬂ ame
Story” weds the author’s text to deliberately repetitive breakdowns and a Ssmwa, M_Scn
composition, “Hypothetical Quandary” uses text to carry the Rm@nn from one ocale to
the next without ever losing continuity of thought. These contrasting man.ﬁu_nm mﬂ:z M@
the possibility that breakdown may depend on mixing the <Qv.& and .ﬂrn S.E&.. Thus the
two tensions named so far, code vs. code and single image vs. image-in-series, interact to

) . .
. i iciti ive efforts at resolution.
create a yet more complex tension, soliciting the reader’s active

SEQUENCE VS. SURFACE

In most cases, the successive images in a comic are laid out nommmcocm_.v\ on a ._mnmmn
surface or surfaces (that is, a page or pages). Each surface organizes the images into a
constellation of discrete units, or “panels.” A single image within such a cluster typically
functions in two ways at once: as a “moment” in an rd.mmm:n& sequence A.um events, ND& mm
a graphic element in an atemporal design. Some comics creators nommn_ocm_v\ play wit

this design aspect, commonly called page layout, while o.nrnm remain more no:mn_ﬁu:m
of the individual image-as-moment. Most longform comics maintain a Em-m.um.imw M-
tween these different functions, encouraging a :mm.a-&ac:m:mocm mmmhmvmcm_o: \M H\wm
single image as both momentum-sequence and design n.rudms.ﬁ. The “page” (or wr ne M
as French scholars have it. a term denorine the roral desien unit rather than the phvsic
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page on which it is printed) functions both as sequence and as object, to be seen and
read in both linear and nonlinear, holistic fashion.

This tension has been described in various ways. For instance, French scholar Pierre
Fresnault-Deruelle, in a seminal essay, proposed the terms “linear” and “tabular” to de-
note the sequential and nonsequential functions respectively (“Du linéare au tabulaire”,

see also Peeters, 39-40). “Tabular” perhaps conjures the traditional Western comics
layout of a boxlike or gridlike enclosure, rather like 1 mathematical table, within which
each panel acts as a discrete cell; potentially, though, it applies to any comics page, even
one that abandons such rectilinear design. More generally, we can say that the single
image functions as both a point on an imagined timeline—a self-contained moment
substituting for the moment before it, and anticipating the moment to come—and an
element of global page design. In other words, there is a tension between the concept
of “breaking down” a story into constituent images and the concept of laying out those
images together on an unbroken surface. This tension lies at the heart of comics de.
sign—and poses yet another challenge to the reader. :

This tension can be illustrated through two contrasting examples from Waiting,” a
series of single-page alternative comic book stories scripted by Linda Perkins and drawn
by Dean Haspiel. The first in the series (from Keyhole 1, June 1996) uses a conventional
design conceit, often called the “nine-panel grid” by comics readers, to suggest the re-
petitive, unvarying nature of a waitress’s work. The strictly gridlike (3-by-3) configura-
tion of the page imparts a constant, unyielding rhythm to the piece, one well suited to
the patterns of repetition shown in the compositions. Of all the panels, only the middle
one in each tier shows significant variation, as it depicts the face of yet another customer
asking the same question (a question already answered in the menu). Panel four, show-
ing the waitress outside (presumably outside the restaurant), implies seasonal variation
through the use of snow;, though, curiously, the waitress’s outfic has not changed to suit
the weather. The drastic elision of intervening time, and the static repetition of visual
motifs—of exact images, in fact—emphasizes the numbing sameness of the waitress’s
work routine (not unlike the mood of the café scene in Jar of Fools). This routine is en-
livened only by the comic grotesquerie of the customers. Here a rigid layour reinforces
the air of tedium, frustration, and stasis (that is, of waiting, in two senses) conveyed in
the repeated compositions.

If the first “Waiting” story conveys a sense of the tedium and repetition involved in
waiting tables, the third (from Keyhole 3, January 1997) conveys a hectic, almost fran-
tic impression of the hard work involved. Its more inventive and complicated layout
reinforces the busyness and overwhelming sense of customer demand called for in the
scenario: here the waitress is working very hard indeed, responding gamely to the simul-
taneous requests and comments of a large dining party. Perkins and Haspiel exploir the
tension between page ( planche) and panel to emphasize the stressful, even frenzied, qual-
ity of the dinner from the waitress’s point of view.

The first three panels are page-wide oblongs, crowded with detail, which convey the
entire dinner in synoptic fashion. Common questions and banal observations appear in
tail-less word balloons, as if hovering over the party: Where is the bathroom?, This would
be wa\wwx\mmﬁw\&% to bring Mom, and so on. A man’s request for a wine glass in the first
panel leads to his cry for assistance in the second: “Hey!!! I spilled my drink!” (The
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waitress, intent on taking another customer’s order, responds by handing him a towel,
without even turning to look.) In the third panel, the waitress balances several steaming
coffee cups on her arm while the customers look on in the background, barely visible
over the cups. A full-figure image of the embattled waitress overlaps these three panels,
linking them, her six arms spread Kali-like (roughly speaking) to imply her haste ang
efficiency. Each hand holds a common tool: a menu, a peppermill, and so on. This fy]]
shot of the waitress not only provides an irreverent bit of visual parody but also serves o
unite these horizontal panels in a single graphic conceit without arresting the sequence
of events depicted. What's more, we are able to see the events from multiple perspectives
at once, for the first panel appears to show the dinner party from the waitress’s view-
point, while the second and third depict the waitress herself, in medium and close-up
shots respectively. Her overlapping figure in these three panels frustrates any sense of
linearity, allowing for an impossible and provocative at-onceness,

The last three panels on the page, forming the bottom tier, are stunted verticals of
equal size, much smaller than the images above. They depict a briefer sequence of events:
a final exchange between the waitress and the man paying the bill. In reply to the skimpy
tip (just $5 for a bill of $295), the waitress asks the man, “Was there something wrong
with the service?” His response is simple and unequivocal, though seemingly irrelevant:
“Yes. My wife burned my toast this morning.” His grotesque, comically exaggerated
features contrast with the idealized close-up of the waitress immediately above, lending
a spiteful certainty to his accusation. Here there are no outsized images to violate or
overlap the bordered panels; only three simple images in a deliberate rthythm, reminis-
cent of the gridlike regularity in the first “Waiting” story. Whereas the top three panels
convey the almost desperate efficiency of the waitress’s efforts, and show her earning
what by rights ought to be a generous tip, the last three show her comeuppance, as mas-
culine spite holds her responsible, by proxy, for another woman’s failure to please. It is
largely through the ingenious layout of the page that Perkins and Haspiel underscore
the unfairness of the man’s response.

The page divides into two design units—the three horizontal panels and the three
verticals—to contrast the waitress’s efforts with her scant reward. In the top three pan-
els, the temporal sequence is confused, even collapsed, by the full figure of the waitress,
an overlapping design element that functions tabularly to stress the frantic nature of her
activity. The overlapping of images suggests the overwhelming demands of her work.
In the bottom three, the uniform, unbroken panels, shorn of any elaborate design ele-
ments, establish a rhythm that leads to the strip’s bitter punch line.

Uniting these two design units, the final image of the man’s face stares at the reader as
if seen from the waitress’s point of view, a visual echo of the story’s first panel (in which
the man turns to get her attention). Moreover, the final close-up of the man contrasts
with the close-up of the waitress directly above: she looks left, intent on her work, while
he seems to be moving right, as if to leave; her face, an unblemished white, contrasts
with his darker, more detailed features. Yet the two are linked by a strong vertical down
the right-hand side of the page: in a tabular reading, the last cell relates directly to the
cell above it, while in a linear reading it supplies the climax for the entire six-panel story.
Linearly, the incident progresses from dinner, through dessert, to the final payoff, while,
tabularly, the figures of the waitress and the man vie for position on the page. The Kali-
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Linda Perkins and Dean Haspiel, "Waiting,” Keyhole 3 (1997). Copyright © Dean Haspiel and Linda Perkins.
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like waitress clearly dominates the surface, yet the man moves from right to center to
right again, in an attempr to (re)assert his dominance. The layout of the entire page
stresses the complete figure of the waitress, on the upper left, and the opposed close-ups
of waitress and man, on the lower right. The fact that each panel functions both a5 5
discrete part and within the larger context of the layout generates the tension that makeg
this vignette so effective.

From a reader’s point of view, then, there is always the potential to choose: between
seeing the single image as a moment in sequence and seeing it in more holistic fashion,
as a design element that contributes to the overall balance (or in some cases the mean-
ingful /mbalance) of the layout. The latter way of seeing privileges the dimensions of the
total page/planchelsurface, yet still invokes the meaning of the overall narrative sequence
to explain why the page might be formatted as it is. Broadly, we may say that comics
exploit format as a signifier in itself; more specifically, that comics involve a tension be-
tween the experience of reading in sequence and the format or shape of the object being
read. In other words, the art of comics entails a tense relationship between perceived
time and perceived space.

TEXT AS EXPERIENCE VS. TEXT AS OBJECT

At a higher level of generalization, the tension sequence vs. surface is but one example of
a larger relationship between (a) experience over time and (b) the dimensions of comics
as material objects. The latter aspect, comics’ materiality, includes not only the design
or layout of the page but also the physical makeup of the text, including its size, shape,
binding, paper, and printing. Like traditional books, but perhaps more obviously, long-
form comics can exploit both design and material qualities to communicate or under-
score the meaning(s) available in the text. Indeed, many comics make it impossible to
distinguish between text per se and secondary aspects such as design and the physical
package, because they continually invoke said aspects to influence the reader’s participa-
tion in meaning-making.

Material considerations influence not only the total design and packaging of a pub-
lication but also matters of style and technique. The delineation of images, for instance,
is always affected by the materiality of the text, for, as Eisner observes, comic art is nec-
essarily rendered “in response to the method of its reproduction” (Comics & Sequential
Art, 153). In fact style in comics is often profoundly influenced by technological and
economic means, and many cartoonists develop highly self-conscious relationships with
those means, relationships that, from a reader’s point of view, can become fraught with
significance. For instance, the European Ligne Claire (Clear Line) tradition of cartoon-
ing, popularized in the much-loved Zinzn series by Belgian master Hergé, privileges
smooth, continuous linework, simplified contours and bright, solid colors, while avoid-
ing frayed lines, exploded forms, and expressionistic rendering. A style of drawing linked
with the flat color of 7intin and similar series, the Klzre Lijn (so labeled by the Dutch
cartoonist Joost Swarte) is marked by its traditional association with children’s comics,
yet has grown to embrace or at least influence a whole school of alternative cartoonists
who work for adults as well as, or instead of, children. These cartoonists often treat its
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associations ironically, as if to question Herge’s ideal union of style and subject (among
many others: Swarte, Ever Meulen, Daniel Torres, the late Yves Chaland, and, in perhaps
less obvious but still significant ways, Jacques Tardi, Vittorio Giardino, and the United
States’ Jason Lutes). In the work of such cartoonists as Swarte and Torres, the Clear Line
carries an obvious ideological as well as stylistic burden: their comics not only parody
racist stereotypes redolent of 7intin’s late-colonial ethos but also reveal a fascination
with blurring the distinction between organic and inorganic form, a tendency perfectly
realized in Swarte’s cool, ironic work for both children and adults.

Often the Clear Line seems to deny the materiality of the comics page, relying on
precise linework and flat colors to create pristine and detailed settings into which sim-
ply drawn characters are inserted. Though the settings are often much more complex
than the characters, the two are equated through an unerring evenness of line: like the
characters, the settings tend to be without shadow, except in the most diagrammatic
sense, and also relatively textureless. The resultant tendency toward flatness produces
what McCloud calls a “democracy of form,” in which each shape has the same clarity
and value, conferring the same authority on cartoon figures as it does on meticulous
scenic detail (190). This tendency can of course be undercur, as in Swarte’s strip “Torn
Together” (Samen gescheurd in Dutch), which spoofs the democracy of forms and calls
attention to the materiality of the page. Beginning with a panel whose upper left corner
has deliberately been torn off, “Torn Together” goes on to depict a contretemps in which
one man tears off the lapels of another’s jacket, then tears off his ear, to which the other
responds by tearing out the first man’s right arm. (The dripping blood looks particularly
incongruous in the Klare Lijn.) The second man proceeds to stuff the disembodied arm
and ear into a vase to create a decoration, which he waters like a plant. This is an espe-
cially clear example of Swarte’s interest in the confusion of living and unliving form: the
flat coloring and pristine linework create an Herge-like scenario that ironically equates
the tearing of paper with the tearing of people’s bodies. The style is inextricably part of,
and prerequisite to, the story’s meaning.

In contrast to the Clear Line are more expressionistic styles that revel in the texture
of the page, insisting on the materiality of the print medium. Gary Panter, for instance,
hailed as “the Father of Punk Comics,” has pioneered a raw, “ratty-line” approach at
odds with the pristine illusionism of the clear line. Panter himself views his work in
terms of “marks” rather than lines, a distinction that privileges expressiveness over clar-
ity or precision (Groth and Fiore, 231-32). In contrast to the school of Hérge, which
epitomizes the use of line as a means of definition and verisimilitude, Panter’s mark-
Bm_a.zm emphasizes texture as a means of immediate, visceral expression. He privileges
the raw gestural qualities of a drawing, as a record of physical activity, over its iconic or
referential function. Panter’s work—notably his occasional series Jimébo, which follows
a punk everyman through various bizarre and fragmented episodes (for example, Cola
Madness, [imbo in Purgatory)—boasts a disorienting variety of graphic techniques, as well
as an oblique and disjointed approach to language. The result is a ragged cartoon surre-
alism, often narrative in only the loosest sense, fusing the iconography of comics and an-
imation with a painterly, fine-arts sensibility and the aggressive energy of punk. Indeed
the humor of Panter’s work depends in part on his use of rough, energetic marks to re-
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usually rendered with a slick consistency befitting industrialized cel animation. The ap-
proach recalls R. Crumb’s anxious reinvention of cartoon icons in the late 1960s, but
with an even greater emphasis on pure mark-making rather than figuration.

Many alternative comic artists, both in the United States and abroad, have followed
in Panter’s wake, drawing on the ironic tension between simplified cartoon <onmvc_mQ
and roughhewn graphic technique. (Such disparate artists as David Sandlin, Jonathon
Rosen, Julie Doucet, and Lloyd Dangle all qualify, as do such Europeans as M. §.
Bastian of Switzerland and Max Andersson of Denmark.) This tension often serves to
express a violent and absurdist worldview colored by apocalyptic anxieties, as in much of
Panter’s own work. In general, the post-Panter ratty-line (or “ugly art” or “comix brur”)
school subverts the cultural and ideological reassurances proffered by the Clear Line,
and as such represents a visual argument about the implications of style. This argument
foregrounds the active role of the reader in constructing meaning.

Beyond the bald ironies of punk, many other recent comics invoke the materiality of
print by using suggestive styles based on tone and texture, just as the ligne claire is based
on the precise delineation of form. Such styles (especially evident in the European avan-
garde, with its objer d'art approach) tend to explore the relationship between figure and
ground. For instance, French artist Yvan Alagbé often approaches figuration in a sparse,
open, almost gestural way, despite a finely nuanced realism of expression; his pages pose
indistinct or half- completed figures against blank, undifferentiated backgrounds, ex-
ploring the tension between positive and negative space. Simply put, Alagh¢’s characters
seem constantly on the verge of dissolving into the page itself. His work thus reveals
a profound faith in the reader’s capacity for visual closure, as it calls on our ability to
complete a process of figuration only begun by the artist. In such works as Negres Jaunes
(1995) Alagbé turns this daring graphic technique to cultural argument, thematizing
the blackness and whiteness of ink and paper as signs of ethnic and cultural difference.

While Alagbé’s work relies on traditional gridlike paneling to enclose and delimit
its open spaces, German artist Anna Sommer (Remue-Ménagel Damen Dramen) allows
series of images to spill freely across the undivided expanse of the page. She too displays
great confidence in the reader’s ability to construct meaning from fragments. Her fluid
approach to sequence vs. surface mirrors her thematic interest in openness and surprise,
in particular her exploration (as here) of the mutability of gender. This method goes
beyond questions of layout to the interrogation of the physical page as surface and ground.
Indeed, artists like Alagbé and Sommer call for a materialist criticism, one in which print-
specific qualities such as drawing technique, tone, and surface can be interrogated for
their narrative significance. Ditto those artists known for their painterly manipulation of
texture, such as France’s Jean-Claude Gétting (who creates dense, dark imagery with a
lithograph-like grain); Italy’s Stefano Ricci (who sculpts thick, almost palpable tones by
m_ﬂnnzmmzm drawing, erasing, and painting on fragile paper); the United States’ Debbie
Drechsler (who balances contour and texture through the mesmerizing buildup of deli-
cate lines); and Switzerland’s Thomas Otr (whose grim, often horrific fables are carved
out of scratchboard, white on black—a perfect union of technique and subject). All of
these artists are characterized by a keen grasp not only of comics as a narrative form but
also of the relationship between narrative content and physical medium, that is, between
the experience of reading and the material object. Calling attention to that relationship,
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these creators highlight the distance between text and reader, and foreground the reader’s
creative intervention in meaning-making. Their works bear out Pascal Lefevre’s dictum
that “the materiality of a comic is essential. . . . The form of a drawing draws attention
to the object represented in a way that deviates from ordinary perception” (“Recovering
Sensuality” 142).

The above examples may seem exotic to American readers—but one need not look
far afield to find invocations of the page-as-object. In Art Spiegelman’s celebrated Maus,
for instance, the page repeatedly refers to itself, as “objects” overlap the panels, creating
at once an illusion of volume and a sense of intimacy (as if these found objects have been
mounted in a diary or scrapbook). Maps, tickets, photographs—these commonplace
items appear to have been laid “on top” of the page, as if to ratify the book’s documen-
tary nature as a family auto/biography. Early on, for example, Spiegelman conveys a key
moment in the courtship between his father Vladek and his mother Anja by drawing a
photograph of Anja into, and onto, the page (1:17). Anja’s “photo” dominates the page,
suggesting both the factualness of Spiegelman’s account and Anja’s growing importance
in Vladek’s reminiscence. This ironic appeal to the book’s status as a physical object is
complex and heavily fraught, as we shall see later on. Suffice to say here that the reader’s
awareness is called to the materiality of the book itself (albeit through an illusion), in
such a way as to inflect her understanding of the narrative. This gambit is characteristic
of Spiegelman, an artist for whom print is a privileged point of reference. Such self-
reflexive commentary is in fact quite common in comics: beyond questions of texture
and volume, the materiality of texts is often highlighted through embedded visual ref-
erences to books, other comics, and picture-making in general—things and activities
inevitably fraught with special significance for cartoonists and their readers.
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