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Opráski sčeskí historje: Contesting
National Narratives through Comics
MARKÉTA HREHOROVÁ*
Abstract: This article presents and analyses Opráski sčeskí historje, a Czech webcomic satirizing primarily Czech history, culture, and politics. Opráski sčeskí historje
is juxtaposed to the national narrative within the theoretical framework of Benedict
Anderson’s and Homi K. Bhabha’s conceptualisation of the nation. It argues that, by
virtue of the comic’s aesthetic and linguistic poverty, Opráski sčeskí historje is often
semiotically ambiguous and thereby prompts the audience to find more information
and form their own interpretations of history beyond the national narrative.
Ultimately, this article argues that the comic uses the tactic of what Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari call the “rhizome” in order to expose, critique, and contest national
narratives without creating a substituting power-structure.
Keywords: national narrative, comics, Opráski sčeskí historje, culture, history.

“Historical memory is not a matter of the state, or even of historians; it is a
matter of the citizens.”1
– Dušan Třeštík (Hospodářské noviny)

A

national narrative is a specific rendering of a nation-state’s history that
helps establish a sense of collective national identity and unifies the current
members of the nation with those from the nation’s past.2 The national

narrative consists of a representative canon of myths, events, figures, wars, births,
and deaths, which are disseminated via education, state holidays, monuments, and
Markéta Hrehorová is a research master’s student of Humanities Research: Critical Studies
in Art and Culture at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam.
1
Original Czech quote: “Dějinná paměť není věcí státu, dokonce ani historiků, je věcí
občanů.” All translations from Czech to English in this article are my own.
2
This is my own definition of the term “national narrative” that I have synthesised from my
readings of Benedict Anderson and Homi K. Bhabha, who write about the subject, yet refrain
from proposing any clear definition of their own.
*
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national symbols among other, government-controlled, means. The most obvious
issue with the national narrative is that it omits certain historical records and voices
in favour of others. In the case of the Czech Republic, for example, one wonders
why primary and high school students are taught how the Přemyslid dynasty
established and cultivated Bohemia and Moravia, but are never told that the
kingdom was built by the taxes coming from the slave trade that was taking place
right under the symbolic Prague Castle. Furthermore, the national narrative
recognizes only a specific representative or even idealised body of citizens. For
example, the Czech national narrative predominantly depicts its ancestors as whiteskinned, brown-haired Slavs, and thereby ignores the nation’s Germanic heritage
and those Czech passport-holding members of the state, whose bodies and
ethnicity differ from the stereotype. This insidiously exclusionary nature of the
national narrative is especially dangerous during the rise of right-wing, nationalist
tendencies of the kind that we are currently witnessing in Europe and elsewhere.
One might thus optimistically ask — is there an antidote to the national narrative?
I, perhaps naively, believe there is.
This article investigates how the Czech web-comic Opráski sčeskí historje
exposes, critiques, and contests the Czech national narrative and potentially
provides an escape out of the latter’s rigid and seemingly univocal presentation of
history. Opráski sčeskí historje can be loosely translated as “Images of Czech
History,” and, as the title hints, the serial comic usually satirises historical events
and figures in four-panel strips. Opráski sčeskí historje (from now on referred to as
Opráski) initially mimicked the aesthetic of memes as the strips were created with
basic brushes, colours, and fonts in Microsoft Paint. Today, Opráski’s visual style is
slightly smoother and more refined, but nonetheless still essentially minimalistic.
The comic also “butchers” the Czech language, by writing phonetically, making
intentional grammar mistakes, and mixing syllables to create puns with multiple
meanings (for example, the title Opráski sčeskí historje in correct Czech should be
“Obrázky z české historie”). Opráski is created by an anonymous author working
under the nickname Jaz, who publishes the comic primarily on Facebook, Tumblr,
Twitter, and recently also Instagram. Editions of Opráski are also printed in book
collections by the academic publishing house Grada. Despite its seemingly antinationalist nature, Opráski has become popular among official institutions and the
wider public. In 2013, the first book was sold out within three days and since then
Jaz has continued to publish his comic online and in print (Saiver §1). Currently,
over 1400 images exist, spread over the comic’s official Facebook page, eleven
books, six calendars, at least four exhibitions, a map, and a card game. In addition,
Opráski and its drawing style have also been used in magazine articles and projects
3
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about Czech history. Opráski has been exhibited in spaces of great national and
historical importance, including The National Museum in Prague (2014) and Castle
Špilberk in Brno (2016). Most importantly, it was exhibited on 17 November 2018,
the Struggle for Freedom and Democracy Day, at the National Avenue in Prague
during a crucial national celebration (the National Avenue is a key space for this
date). Since the humour of Opráski is grounded in language tropes and historical
references, it presupposes and requires readers who speak Czech well enough to
understand the text despite structural and linguistic abnormalities and who have
at least a passing knowledge of Czech history. Opráski therefore depends on the
existence of the Czech nation — a community of people who share a language, are
aware of the constitutive elements of the Czech national narrative, and have at least
a latent sentiment of a Czech identity. By using the Czech language and national
narrative as “the butt of the joke,” Opráski reinforces the existence of the very
concepts it ridicules, deconstructs, and contests; the comic’s antithetical
relationship with the national identity therefore makes it an intriguing and
productive object of study.
In order to investigate this relationship between Opráski and the Czech
nation, we must first understand the nation as a concept. The first section of this
essay will thus build upon Benedict Anderson’s 1983 book Imagined Communities,
in which he argues that the nation is “an imagined political community […] because
the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellowmembers, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the
image of their communion” (6). I will look closely at the role that the national
narrative plays in this imagining and how this process imposes a dual temporality
onto the people of the nation. This double temporality will then be further
expanded upon via two rhetorical strategies of narrating the nation (the
pedagogical and the performative) as proposed by Homi K. Bhabha, editor of the
collection Nation and Narration (1990) and author of one of its essays,
“DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation.” In light
of Bhabha’s theory, I will argue that instead of supporting the “pedagogical” grand
Czech narrative taught in schools, Opráski takes up the “performative” strategy of
satirizing historical as well as contemporary events, figures, and culture. By bringing
Opráski into dialogue with Anderson’s dual temporality of the nation and Bhabha’s
pedagogical and performative strategy of narrating the nation, I will argue that the
comic in some ways actually helps to “underwrite” the nation. From there I will take
a closer look at Bhabha’s concept of “cultural difference” in the second section in
order to understand how Opráski simultaneously also works to contest the national
narrative. I will then move on to link Bhabha’s account of “cultural difference” to
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the “rhizome,” a concept proposed by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari in A
Thousand Plateaus (1980). By deploying this theory, I will show how the marginal
position of Opráski and its non-chronological, non-hierarchical, decentralised
structure and semiotically ambivalent content ultimately “unwrites” the nation.
Underwriting the nation
I conceptualise the Czech nation as a social collective much larger than the
relatively small number of Czechs I will actually encounter during my lifetime. A
nation can thus be thought of as an imagined collectivity of individuals who remain
largely anonymous to each other. Anderson explains that this imagined/virtual
nature of the nation is maintained through the awareness of people being in
“temporal coincidence” with their unknown comrades (24): what connects the
members of a nation is their shared situatedness in space and perpetual time, in
the “here and now” within the borders of the same nation-state. Concurrently, they
are aware of their ancestors, who lived “here” before them, as well as their own
descendants, who will live “here” after them within those national borders.
However, as Anderson argues, while this present moment, this “here,” may seem
constant across the historical span of the nation, it is subject to change in
accordance to the shifting political delineation of the state; what are felt to be rigid
national borders are permeable and prone to being redrawn. Consequently, the
way in which a nation understands itself at any given moment in time may differ
markedly from how its citizens understood themselves in the past or how they will
understand themselves in the future. Members of a nation thus imagine they are
linked to other members of the nation through shared geographical space and
time, despite the fact that these concepts are fluid.
According to Anderson, people’s awareness of this shared temporality was
engendered by two forms: the newspaper and the novel (24). Although the
newspaper consumer might be alone in her reading, she is aware that the same
mass printed edition is read “simultaneously by thousands (or millions) of others
of whose existence [she] is confident, yet of whose identity [she] has not the
slightest notion” (Anderson 35). Comparably, the reader of a classic novel is not
only able to follow multiple members of a fictional community across time, but,
more importantly, sees the simultaneous activities of multiple characters in one
time segment, even though these characters might be completely unaware of one
another. Like the characters in a novel, the members of a nation are tied to two
coinciding temporalities: the present one “measured by the clock” and the
overarching, continuous one measured by “the calendar” (Anderson 24). The clock
is timeless: once it runs its course of twenty-four hours, it starts over again and it
5
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shows the same time every day. In contrast, the calendar marks time unequivocally.
We might look down at our watch to see it is 18:30 and do the same tomorrow and
see the same number again. The date will, however, be different to mark we are
not in some limbo as the clock suggests, but progressing through time as the
calendar so uncompromisingly reminds us of. Hence, the clock measures “the now”
that the current members of a nation share with one another, while the calendar
contextualises their present within a continuum in order to link the inhabitants of
the nation to both their ancestors in the past and their descendants in the future
— with previous and future iterations of their nation.
Opráski notably reinforces this double temporality of the nation. Czechs can
read (and expect others are reading) the newest edition of the comic published on
social media, where the shared “now” of the nation is immediately manifested by
the number of likes on the post and the people’s interaction in the comment
section. Czechs can also purchase Opráski’s calendar, which they can follow the
whole year round, to be reminded of their nation’s past, as well as their own
progression through time. The idea of a nation thus imposes two temporalities
onto its subjects: that of (historical) continuity and (present) simultaneity.
While simultaneity is a key temporality for inhabitants to understand the
imagined community of the nation in the here and now, equally important is a
conception of the nation — and its inhabitants — moving through linear time, from
the past into the present and on into the future. Most important in this linear
temporality are the people that exist in the present — if there are no identifiable
“people of the nation” in the present, there can be no ancestors in the past or
descendants in the future. In other words, there is no exposition and denouement
without a climax, so we need the coordinates of a specific point to trace its
continuum. Consequently, if the determinative temporality of the nation is the
present, then its corresponding history is contingent on and derived from the
present. This means that the nation’s “biography” always depends on the current
national consciousness and that the content of the national narrative changes with
any shift in that consciousness (Anderson 204-5). This ever-shifting delineation of
the national identity is illustrated by Opráski’s calendar cover for the year 2018
(figure 1). The image points out that the year 2018 has been saturated with national
celebrations of the hundredth anniversary of the Czech Republic by underlining the
year 1918 in the speech balloon of the first Czechoslovak president, T. G. Masaryk.
The author, however, also depicts prominent historical figures and their respective
years of commemoration, but since the originary present is the year 2018, all
included numbers also end with the digit 8 to keep with the theme. In the bottom
right-hand corner, we can also see various forms of the national flag lying on top
Digressions 4.1 (2020)
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of each other on the floor as a reminder that the symbols of national identity have
been subject to change throughout history. Opráski thereby foregrounds how
various mutations of the national consciousness and corresponding originary
presents have traced their narratives differently.

Figure 1 Jaz, Opráski sčeskí historje “2018,” calendar
cover, Kritiky.cz, 17 November 2017

Indeed, Opráski itself actually marks a shift, or even a turning point, in the
Czech national consciousness. In fact, the title Opráski sčeskí historje refers to the
materialised epitome of the Czech national narrative — Obrázky z českých dějin a
pověstí (“Images from Czech History and Legends”), a comic book that presents a
chronological overview of the key national legends, battles, events, and figures
(whose deaths are dated with historical precision). Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí
has been used in primary schools to enliven history lessons and continues to
influence the way generations of Czechs remember their national history. It was
first published serially in the popular children’s magazine Mateřídouška from 1971
until 1975 and in 1980 the short instalments were collected in a book. Since then,
Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí has had nine editions, each one slightly updated
to fit new political agendas, with most crucial changes made after the fall of
communism (Mejstřík 5-8). Opráski can be perceived simply as a parody of Obrázky
z českých dějin a pověstí, but I think it is more accurate to recognise it as a
substitute: the images of history as seen from the eyes of a consciousness
submerged in late capitalism, with social media and memes in place of the

7
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communist, oppressed, and timid consciousness of the 1970s and 1980s. Although
representations of the national narrative like Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí
might render the content of the narrative invariable, Opráski exposes the fact that
the national narrative and identity are not, in fact, fixed.
Nevertheless, the ways in which national communities tend to understand
themselves is akin to that of a singular “social organism” slowly moving through
time, like one person with an identifiable date of birth and death set in the unknown
future (Anderson 26).3 Yet writing a person’s biography is very different from that
of a nation. A person usually has a birth certificate, clearly noting one’s place and
date of birth, as well as one’s parents’. In juxtaposition, a nation does not have the
luxury of such “proof” of birth, and thus lacks any clearly identifiable birth according
to Anderson (205).4 But if there is no beginning, then the nation’s biography “can
not [sic] be written evangelically, ‘down time,’ through a long procreative chain of
begettings” (Anderson 205). Instead, it must be designed “up time;” by taking the
present as a starting point and looking at what preceded it. This creates “a curious
inversion of conventional genealogy,” since the nation’s biography is told from “an
originary present” (Anderson 205). This achronological method “meets” historical
events and figures via their endings, their deaths, which is why the “exemplary
suicides, poignant martyrdoms, assassinations, executions, wars, and holocausts”
hold such a prominent place within the national narrative (Anderson 206). Their
dates, figures, and events are then neatly woven into the national narrative,
solidified and transmitted through historiography, textbooks, national museums,
and national holidays. The newness of the national narrative inherently linked to its
construction from the originary present is nevertheless paradoxical to the idea of
the nation as a continuity; the nation can be imagined as constant and
uninterrupted only if its identity and narrative is perceived as equally fixed. The
carriers of the national narrative thus erase evidence of its achronological design
by presenting history in traditional chronological order, so that only the obsession
with deaths remains as an inconspicuous testimony to its true design.

One might think of the frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651), where the
subjects of a state are united in one body, whose head and (governing) hands are that of
the state’s ruler.
4
Here it should be noted that the nation and the political entity that confines it are two
different things; while the political state might have a founding document, declaration or a
constitution, the ancestors of the people of the nation can be traced indefinitely all the way
to Adam and Eve, so to say.
3
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Figure 2 Jaz, Opráski sčeskí historje “Jak na velikozťy
záleší” [“How Size Matters”], 13 December 2013

Opráski is invited into and supported by national institutions for aiding the
representation and popularisation of “important” deaths, figures, and events in the
Czech national narrative from the point of view of the current national
consciousness. Yet Opráski strips the sacred auras built around specific myths,
figures, and events by ridiculing their symbolic status, and portraying revered
figures as ordinary people who make foolish decisions. For example, "How Size
Matters" (figure 2) depicts the Czech artist Alfons Mucha exclaiming: “I will create
a painting celebrating Slavic patriotism! Not just one… more! An entire cycle… AN
EPIC!” The comic here references Mucha’s nationally significant series of very large
paintings The Slav Epic (1912-1926). Opráski also takes advantage of the fact that
the artist’s name is the non-standard form of “moucha,” meaning “fly,” and depicts
the artist as an actual fly, spreading its wings in panel 3. Panel 4 cuts to a gentleman
asking: “Where is the portrait of lord emperor?” and the innkeeper responding:
“Well… flies were crapping on him!” This line, as well as the image, is adapted from
a Czech classic: Jaroslav Hašek’s The Fateful Adventures of the Good Soldier Švejk
During the World War (1923). Thus, while Opráski acknowledges two works from
the Czech cultural canon, it also makes fun of a highly valued artist: the comic
reduces Mucha to an unimportant fly and his renowned large-scale epic to fly
faeces. But then again, the time during which Opráski chooses to refer to Alfons
9
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Mucha and his Slav Epic is perhaps more telling than the actual content. It is no
coincidence that “How Size Matters” was published just one day after the National
Gallery in Prague issued a statement that their exhibition of The Slav Epic would be
extended for another two years. So, while it might seem that Opráski challenges
the national narrative by ridiculing the status of certain figures, the practical
outcome is that the comic revitalises national culture and history in compliance
with the current originary present of the national narrative. This once again
highlights the fact that the national narrative is derived from the current
consciousness of a nation, and is thus subject to change in concert with the
changing national identity.
In his essay “DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern
Nation,” Homi K. Bhabha explains the liminal state of national identity via two
concurring rhetorical strategies of “writing the nation:” the pedagogical and the
performative (297). Bhabha builds on Anderson’s exposure of the nation’s
imaginary nature and the state’s use of the national narrative to establish, shape,
and reinforce the idea of a nation to argue that the concept of a nation is “a
narrative strategy — and an apparatus of power” (292). Bhabha places emphasis
on narration as the key form of imagining the nation, since “[n]ations, like
narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons
in the mind’s eye” (1).5 Bhabha thereby builds on Anderson’s account of the ways
in which national biographies are traced back from the originary present. Hence,
the production of the nation as narration is marked by ambivalence: “there is a split
between the continuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the
repetitious, recursive strategy of the performative” (Bhabha 297). For Bhabha, the
pedagogical is a strategy for describing or even prescribing the nation’s history and
thereby educating current nationals about “their past.” This history must be taught,
since the current members of the nation have not experienced it and therefore
cannot remember it themselves. A perfect example of the strategy of the
pedagogical would be a conservative carrier of the national narrative like Obrázky
z českých dějin a pověstí, which represents the constant, linear, chronological,
calendrical temporality of the nation.
In juxtaposition, the performative is a strategy for reflecting the current
national identity, mood, and culture in order to demonstrate how the nation has
progressed from the past that is encapsulated in pedagogical narratives and lives
on in the present. Opráski’s anachronic approach to producing new iterations and
mutations of past events for a modern Czech audience demonstrates the
5

This is actually the opening sentence of Bhabha’s 1990 collection Nation and Narration.
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performative strategy of depicting the unique perspective and identity of the
present national consciousness. Attentive readers might have noticed that the two
strategies actually adhere to the dual temporality of the nation as described by
Anderson: the pedagogical reinforces the historical continuity and the performative
effectuates the present simultaneity. The two logics of the na(rra)tion render the
people as unchanging “historical ‘objects’ of the nationalist pedagogy” and at the
same time the “subjects” that must produce a new conception of the nation-people
to ensure the image of the evolving social organism (Bhabha 297). This allows the
new iterations of the national identity to contest and (under pressure) transform
the linear national narrative, at the same time as they simultaneously progress,
develop and reinforce the self-same narrative.
It is thus the role of cultural products like Opráski to “perform” the national
progression — to establish the new coordinates of the originary present — by
expressing their fresh outlook on the past. Opráski does not just spring out of the
internet abyss to present a completely different history of the Czech nation. The
comic keeps the canonical figures and events, but it uses them as a substance for
jokes or refers to them in relation to current events. For example, “How Size
Matters” addresses Alfons Mucha in the event of the artist’s exhibition in the
National Gallery in Prague. The comic thus presents specific elements from the
national narrative when they become relevant to the present. Each edition of
Opráski cherry picks its historical targets in response to the present demands of
the nation, which allows the comic to be flexible. Nevertheless, the comic
somewhat relies on the existence of pedagogical sources that instruct the nation
about the figures and events of Czech history. Opráski can thus present Czech
history in anachronic fashion and remix the same event many times. Opráski uses
a contemporary visual style (a kind of meme aesthetic), humour, and cultural
references in order to produce new iterations of the past that reflect the current
national consciousness. Hence, Opráski “performs” how the nation has progressed
by presenting national history in a way that reflects the humour, events, moods,
and culture of the current national consciousness.

11
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Figure 3 Jaz, Opráski sčeskí historje “Jak Bobeslah
pích Válcavovi” [“How Boleslaus Had Wenceslas’s
Back”], 26 November 2012

This “performative” aspect of Opráski is most evident in the manner in which
it parodies the more pedagogically-oriented comic Obrázky z českých dějin a
pověstí. Although Opráski follows in the tradition of presenting Czech history “in
images” (comics), its presentation is adjusted to match the current national
consciousness. Opráski’s connection to Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí is
honoured not only in the title (as explained earlier), but also through parody of the
older comic. One of the early editions of Opráski, “How Boleslaus Had Wenceslas’s
Back” (figure 3), adapts the story of St. Wenceslas’s death, while conspicuously
referencing Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí. The latter depicts Duke Wenceslas as
a pious and educated ruler, who was foully killed by his greedy and treacherous
brother Boleslaus, because he wanted “to rule by himself” (Adla et al. 37).
Wenceslaus is thus rendered as a martyr in order to justify his sainthood and
prominent position within the national narrative. Although Opráski depicts the two
figures in the same colours and style of clothing as Obrázky z českých dějin a
pověstí, it provides a completely different interpretation of the same event. While
Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí establishes Boleslaus as the villain, angry at his
brother for “colluding with that German Jindřich Ptáčník” and giving him silver and
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oxen (Adla et al. 37), Opráski transfers Boleslaus’s blame together with the content
of his speech balloons onto Wenceslas. Panel 1 of Opráski’s “How Boleslaus Had
Wenceslas’s Back” portrays Wenceslas exclaiming: “Oxen, silver, Škoda, all into the
Reich!”6 and in panel 2 he confesses to his brother that he is “colluding with Ptáčník
from Germany.”7 Opráski presents an altered summary of the events, letting
Wenceslas and Boleslaus share the blame, which might be surprising to some
readers accustomed to the version promoted by the national narrative. Although
the comic reinforces the significance of St. Wenceslas’s death and the national
continuum as such, Opráski unarguably disrupts the widespread version of this
incident and exposes the biased nature of the national narrative by using its
performative strategy to “remake” its pedagogical predecessor.
Due to its close connection to the current national consciousness and
prominent position in Czech popular culture, Opráski effectively achieves what a
historian might vainly try to accomplish throughout his entire career. By making St.
Wenceslas testify to colluding with Germany, “How Boleslaus Had Wenceslas’s
Back” actually demonstrates the false idolisation of Saint Wenceslas within the
Czech national narrative and the paradox of celebrating “Czech Statehood Day” on
the anniversary of his death. Opráski adapted this idea from the appeals of the
Czech historian Dušan Třeštík, who spent his career challenging the grand Czech
narrative. Třeštík is known for his statement that if Wenceslas I had not been killed
by his brother Boleslaus, the Czechs would probably speak German today and the
Czech nation would not even have existed (Čechtický §1). Třeštík thus believed
Wenceslas I (remembered via a national holiday on 28 September and a memorial
statue, under which key gatherings and demonstrations are organised) should not
be perceived as a symbol of Czech statehood (Vališ §2-3). While Třeštík’s appeal
remained unheard, Opráski adapted his message and turned it into one of the
comic’s most iconic editions. I would contend that this shows that using the
pedagogical strategy, like writing historical books about the Czech nation in
Třeštík’s case, is not enough to counter the strength of the national narrative.
Instead, the pedagogical “official” accounts of a nation’s history can be better
“fought” by a more performative approach. Opráski thus demonstrates how

Here again Opráski connects history with the present, as Škoda, the car brand
manufactured in the Czech Republic, clearly did not exist in 935. Nevertheless, one of the
products Czechs are proud of and perhaps known for abroad was sold to the German
Volkswagen in 1990. Opráski thus highlights the continuous pro-German relations of the
Czech Republic.
7
Opráski specifically uses the verb “paktovat se,” which is the same verb that was used by
Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí.
6
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performative power can bring public awareness to certain marginalised
perspectives on history that contradict the standard national narrative.
However, the inconspicuous problem with this re-interpretative approach is
rooted in the fact that, as Bhabha explains, the nation — its identity, narrative, and
culture — is liminal: it is an ever-developing narrative, yet transitions can be difficult
to notice, since the structure — the book’s binding — of the continuum imposes
singularity. In other words, the nation must continuously change because that is the
only way the narrative continues to develop further, day after day, chapter after
chapter, iteration after iteration, but this sense of progression erases the fact that
the “original” or some other previous version of the nation might have been
unrecognisably different from the present one. Hence, the parodies and remakes
of the content of the national narrative or na(rra)tion help the imagined community
to persist. Reviewing the symbolic value of Wenceslas does not actually threaten
the nation as narration, since textbooks can be rewritten and Obrázky z českých
dějin a pověstí can be re-edited again and again. To only introduce marginalised
voices and content into the national consciousness is not really a solution to the
inherent omissions and forgetting of the nation. As a consequence, cultural
production compliments the rigid pedagogical continuum by perpetually creating
a “new” version of the national identity in the originary present; yet the “new” is
only an iteration of the old without changing the faulty structure that made the old
version insufficient in the first place. Culture’s challenge thus lies in contesting the
act of writing the nation and its source of authority: the following section will
therefore investigate how Opráski contests the national narrative as an apparatus
of power and thereby “unwrites” the nation.
Unwriting the nation
The dual temporality and rhetoric of the nation as narration — historical continuity
enforced by the pedagogical strategy and present simultaneity reiterated via the
performative strategy — makes national identity liminal and therefore subject to
perpetual change. New iterations of the nation fill in gaps, amend contradictions
and subsume marginalised voices, in order to show that the nation has progressed.
But how does one contest, challenge, or transform something that feeds on
variance? How can one add without progressing; create without substituting;
displace without replacing? Bhabha asserts that one must acknowledge and
contest the source of power and knowledge from a marginal, outsider, or subaltern
position. Using Bhabha’s theory, I will explain why this subordinate position is
crucial for “unwriting” the nation and show how Opráski occupies such a position
to contest the Czech national narrative. Ultimately, I will argue that Opráski
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effectuates Bhabha’s theory by representing history in the acentred, nonauthoritative manner of the “rhizome” as conceptualised by Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari.
Essentially, Bhabha’s main issue with the nation lies in its boundaries, that
are made liminal and ambivalent through its two complementary narrative
strategies (Bhabha 300). The nation is a political strategy for establishing a
community of people. For this purpose, the nation must construct a national
identity to mark who “belongs.” In a similar fashion, the national narrative identifies
specific “memorable” figures and events. But if someone belongs, then there must
be also someone who does not. Similarly, if certain elements of history are
“memorable,” there must be others that are “forgettable.” And yet, the nation is a
positive concept and therefore highlights only who or what is included, despite the
fact that the act of delineation or inclusion makes the nation concurrently also
exclusive. Pedagogical narratives sanctified by the state take care of presenting the
current, official boundaries of the nation and its narrative.8 However, performative
narratives reflect how the current reality of the present nation does not fit the
definition proposed by the pedagogical narratives. Culture therefore challenges
and eventually redraws the boundaries of the national identity. This updated
version is ultimately officially legitimised and added to the pedagogical narratives,
and so the cycle begins anew. Although culture temporarily disrupts the official
narrative, it actually helps expand and “improve” it in the long run. Hence, the
performative strategy of culture introduces novelty only to reinforce the nation as
a holistic entity — a social organism. By making the nation complete again, culture
erases the evidence of the structure’s inherently exclusionary nature.
This is why Bhabha calls for using “cultural difference” to displace the source
of authority controlling the boundaries of the nation and its narration. Cultural
difference is a strategy of re-articulating knowledge from the perspective of the
excluded/marginal/subaltern Other in order to expose an established hierarchy
(Bhabha 312). It is exactly this subaltern position that Opráski occupies in order to
expose and undermine the dominant hierarchy within the national narrative. After
visiting the exhibition of Opráski in the Czech National Museum in 2014, the Czech
linguist Otakar Šoltys wrote:

These pedagogical narratives may include objects that are incorporated into the
educational system, like textbooks and Obrázky z českých dějin a pověstí, as well as other
carriers of the national narrative and identity that are sponsored by or under the patronage
of the government.
8
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Images of Czech History [Šoltys intentionally wrote the title of
Opráski in the correct Czech form] are a humiliation and offence of
the Czech national pride, they hinder pictorial and linguistic
development and raise children to become morons. Such behaviour,
which can only be motivated by financial gain, would not be
tolerated

by

any

developed

European

nation

or

state.9

(Historje.tumblr.com)
Šoltys’s biggest concern is Opráski’s “immature” visual and linguistic representation
of the world, akin to the dexterity and competence of a small child; Šoltys would
probably prefer the comic to be drawn by Alfons Mucha and written by Jaroslav
Hašek, the “true” national masters. Yet, Opráski cannot be appraised or criticised
for its language or aesthetic quality — any attempt to do so only inherently
ridicules itself. What Šoltys might not understand is that Opráski denounces talent
in favour of the meme aesthetic; badly drawn images are combined with the most
basic font (Arial) and the overall composition often lacks elaborate graphic design.
The non-standard, phonetic, and by now idiosyncratic version of the Czech
language that Opráski invented is essential to its jokes, as the text creates puns and
a multiplicity of meanings. These devices make it often hard to “decipher” certain
editions, so the interpretation of the comic actually requires some extent of
maturity and background knowledge. Opráski’s aesthetic and linguistic poverty
counters the “professional” and ultimately authoritative approach of pedagogical
narratives that impose their power over the national history. Opráski celebrates its
inferiority by employing aesthetic and linguistic poverty to challenge the polished
pedagogical representations of the national narrative.
This minimalism could be understood through Gilles Deleuze and Félix
Guattari's concept of the “rhizome” outlined in their book A Thousand Plateaus
(1980). In botanical terms, a rhizome is an underground stem that contains rootor shoot-generating nodes and grows perpendicularly to enable shoots to grow
above the ground. This means that a rhizome is “acentered” and “non-hierarchical”
(Deleuze and Guattari 21). In the philosophical sense, a rhizome can be
conceptualised as a network that “ceaselessly establishes connections between
semiotic chains, organizations of power, and circumstances relative to the arts,
sciences, and social struggles” (Deleuze and Guattari 7). In contrast to the rhizome,
From the Czech original: “Obrázky z české historie jsou ponižováním a urážkou české
národní hrdosti, brzdí vývoj obrázkové i jazykové semiózy a vychovávají z dětí dementy.
Takové jednání, které může být motivované finančním ziskem, by si žádný vyspělý evropský
národ a stát nenechal líbit.”
9
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a tree or a root “plots a point, fixes an order;” the tree/root-system is centred and
operates with “hierarchical modes of communication and preestablished paths”
(Deleuze and Guattari 7, 21). Analogously, the national narrative stems from the
originary present and develops according to a strict chronological order; it is rooted
in national myths, its trunk composed of key historical events and figures
remembered by state holidays, its branches adorned by contextual details. The
national narrative reproduces through the double-time of continuity and
simultaneity and thus “imposes the verb ‘to be,’ but the fabric of the rhizome is the
conjunction, ‘and... and... and…’” (Deleuze and Guattari 25). In other words, the root
has a trunk that is the main “project” of its growth; like the nation, the root follows
a line, a continuum that progresses in one direction — the root “is” 10 cm long, but
it “was” 5 cm long last month and it “will be” 15 cm long next month. Each new
centimetre of the root at once progresses the trunk and replicates its shape. The
root thus follows the same dual temporality and narrative strategy of the nation:
the “continuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical” that traces the
nation’s/root’s historical continuity and “the repetitious, recursive strategy of the
performative” that reiterates its structure. In contrast, the rhizome grows endlessly
without prioritising any specific shoots or directions: it cannot continue because it
has no beginning and it cannot be recursive because it has no specific aim or trunk
to return to. By endlessly creating connections and spreading in all directions, the
rhizome resists totalisation, genealogy, and memory. Unlike the nation that can be
enclosed by its imagined boarders or the national narrative that can be traced from
the originary present to its mythological beginning, the rhizome’s acentered, nonhierarchical, complex, ceaselessly expanding character protects the structure from
such exclusionary practises.
Opráski seems to demonstrate the characteristic features of the rhizome.
Opráski shows history out of its chronological order; one can never predict what
event or figure the comic’s next edition will focus on. Opráski also spills over the
nation’s borders to depict international history and culture; the comic has recently
started an English profile on Instagram called Wurld Hiztri In Picturz containing
translated editions. Opráski's unpredictability and large scope actually makes
analysing the comic or using it in an educational way rather tricky, since in order to
find a specific edition, historical period, or figure, one has to scroll through
hundreds of other non-related ones. This anti-memory approach is also visible in
Opráski’s 2018 calendar cover, in which historical figures could easily be lined up
chronologically, yet they occupy the space in no apparent temporal order. Opráski
further eschews the dogmatic and factual presentation of history according to the
verb “to be” (was, is, will be) by rendering what has not happened or even what
17
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could not possibly have happened. “How Size Matters” does not actually try to
represent how Mucha painted his epic — on the contrary, the comic inserts
references to a historical event into Hašek’s fictional narrative. Opráski’s editions,
like the rhizomatic nodes, tie together multiple elements, temporalities, cultural
objects, figures, and more in ever new remixes of reality and fiction, satiating the
“and... and... and...” impetus. “How Sons Were Imprisoned” (discussed below) thus
combines a current political scandal with the life of a former king and “How Size
Matters” inserts the painter Mucha into a famous piece of Czech fiction. Both
artificial connections actually shed new light onto its constituents. For example, we
could perceive Mucha’s epic as a method of culturally defecating onto his
Habsburg ruler. Through the use of fiction, Opráski does not ever have to “close”
history, since the possibilities of abstracting events are endless.
Opráski’s biggest power to establish “connections between semiotic
chains,” as Deleuze and Guattari would have it, lies in the comic’s controversial use
of language. “How Sons Were Imprisoned” depicts Charles IV telling readers how
his father imprisoned him at Castle Loket during his childhood (figure 4). In panels
3 and 4, Charles IV comments that his father called it “a long vacation,” but that he
perceived it as a more of a prison (“krim” being a non-standard shortening of the
Czech “kriminál”). However, the text correlates and mixes this historical event with
the current political scandal of the Czech prime minister Andrej Babiš forcing his
son to go on a “vacation” to Crimea (in Czech “Krym,” which is pronounced the
same way as “krim”) in order to avoid a police investigation into the latter’s role in
the misuse of a fifty million CZK subsidy from EU funds (“Čaulidi” in panel 1 and
“Soriako” in panel 2 have become catchphrases of the prime minister). This edition
once again shows the rich as well as the problematic quality of its methods which
could be discussed at length; however, I would like to focus on its linguistic play.
The semiotic ambivalence of the language employed in “How Sons Were
Imprisoned” opens up varied avenues of interpretation: for example, the word
“krim” and the images in the comic strip produce multiple significations in
reference to its historical and contemporary context.10 But the fact that Opráski
works with an “artificial” version of Czech highlights the artifice intrinsic to any
representation of history. Surely, Charles IV did not use the current standard version
of Czech because the fourteenth-century form of the language was entirely
It is, of course, rather hard to discuss an absurd and bizarre version of the Czech language
in an article written in English for non-Czech readers. Even my translation of the comic can
be misleading, since I am practically translating Opráski’s version of Czech into standard
Czech and then into standard English (we all know the Chinese whispers game to realise
the pitfalls of this approach).
10
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different. Opráski therefore uses its artificial Czech to highlight the foreignness of
the past in light of the present, which the national narrative tries to erase in order
to retain the historical continuity of national identity. Since Opráski’s language is
foreign11 to both the past and the present, it positions the comic outside of the
continuum of the national narrative. The foreignness of Opráski’s language
positions the comic outside of linear time and produces semiotic ambivalence that
further evades conclusive interpretation. Opráski’s resistance towards totalisation
forces readers to continue searching for meaning in the “and... and... and...” fashion
of the rhizome.

Figure 4 Jaz, Opráski sčeskí historje “Jak se sinové za
vírali” [“How Sons Were Imprisoned”], 14 November
2018

Bhabha actually compares cultural difference to the “borderline moment of translation”
described by Walter Benjamin as “foreignness of languages,” since translation shows how
inadequate, liminal and ambivalent language actually is in providing signs for its signified
(Bhabha 314-15).
11
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Figure 5 Jaz, Opráski sčeskí historje “Jak Přemisla
Autokara II. dobjehli” [“How They Outwitted Ottokar
II of Bohemia”], 3 December 2012

Furthermore, Opráski structures history or information about history into a
rhizomatic network. The comic renounces the pedagogical approach of producing
pre-processed, seemingly compact, and undisputable knowledge bites handed to
the audience on a silver platter and instead provides minimal visual and textual
guidance. For example, in “How They Outwitted Ottokar II of Bohemia” (figure 5),
each panel of the comic is designed to confound readers not conversant in the
historical background of the Marchfeld battle, yet rewards the well-versed. In panel
1, an unidentified king invites Ottokar II of Bohemia to his “field” to “dát si do nosu,”
which has a double meaning — either to enjoy tasty food or to fight. Panel 2
portrays Ottokar eating a drumstick and being asked by the foreign king if “the
turkey isn’t too dry.” Ottokar begins to suffocate and ultimately dies; the final panel
depicts Ottokar’s sly killer pulling “iron” out of his corpse with a horseshoe magnet.
The strip can only “teach us” that Ottokar II of Bohemia died in the year 1278 and
that Marchfeld — the Moravian field — lies “in fact in Austria.” The rest of the
content does not really make sense unless the readers have relevant knowledge
prior to reading the comic or ascertain the necessary information when realising
their ignorance. By refusing to impose its authority to teach, that is to engage in
an act of pedagogy, Opráski makes historical and cultural knowledge open to
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debate and motivates readers to navigate their way through the history of their
nation-state and form their own opinions. In other words, an edition of Opráski
dedicated to a certain event like the Marchfeld battle, will not give us all the
information necessary to understand the event. Instead, Opráski’s condensed
account of the Marchfeld battle will raise more questions than it answers. These
questions can be perceived as loose ends of the rhizome that need to be
indefinitely connected to other sources of historical knowledge.
Furthermore, Opráski’s constant use of fiction, hyperbole, zoomorphism,
and ridiculousness, among other devices, prevents readers from reaching
conclusive interpretations. Even if readers possess the necessary historical
background, the comic’s minimalistic equivocal visual and linguistic expression
combined with the fictional rendition of events prevents interpretative finitude. By
disregarding correct grammar and syntax, as well as interchanging and re-ordering
letters, Opráski pushes the Czech language to its limit; it removes the skeleton
(grammar rules and syntax) and merely presents the volatile substance of letters
recognisable only to those who know the original form. The minimised language
nevertheless produces ambiguity, which in effect enables multiple layers of
reference and interpretation. Hence, Opráski employs the rhizomatic tactic through
fiction, visual and linguistic poverty, equivocalness, cross-referencing, and mixing
in order to “unwrite” the nation. Opráski’s rhizomatic tactic also functions as a form
of Bhabha’s cultural difference, since its aesthetic and linguistic poverty coupled
with semiotic ambiguity cause the comic to appear “inferior” to the pedagogical
narratives of Czech history by the likes of Otakar Šoltys.
Conclusion
Once we are born, we unknowingly and without consent become a part of several
communities — the family, the neighbourhood, and ultimately the nation. We
might know most of our family members and neighbours, as well as the collective
characteristics and values of these social groups. We are aware of being members
of these communities through personal contact and the relationships we form with
other members. Yet the nation, as Benedict Anderson made us realise, is an
abstract, virtual, perhaps even artificial community of people. Hence, in order to
conceive of ourselves as constituents of this imagined community we must be
taught about its existence, members (their lives unfolding simultaneously with our
own), and values. The nation-state achieves this by imposing its governing power,
through official ceremonies (like "Vítání občánků” in the Czech Republic, whereby
new-borns are officially received by the secular system), compulsory education,
national symbols, and state holidays, among other means. The “writers” of the
21
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nation thus hold great control over the definition of that particular nation, over
who is allowed to be a part of it and who is not, over what each member can do
within and outside the borders, over how the nation’s history will be constructed
and remembered, over what will be in the school curricula, over funded research,
and so on. The state’s monopoly on knowledge production, dissemination, and
effectuation is so extensive and omnipresent that the nation’s people might not
even be aware of its influence. Consciousness of the state’s knowledge monopoly
usually arises only once we hit the wall of its limits.
The common strategy in dealing with these limits is to stretch, shift, and
reshape them. What might actually be counterintuitive is that the nation requires
and feeds off these changes in order to progress its narrative; to show that there
actually is a continuum, a narrative, to be advanced, as Benedict Anderson
highlights. This constant state of transition, or liminality as Homi K. Bhabha calls it,
is a product of the dual temporality of the nation: historical continuity
demonstrated by the linear, chronological, accumulative strategy of pedagogical
narration and present simultaneity generated by ever more novel means of
performatively reiterating the past. Bhabha questions the performative strategy of
culture for only producing new iterations of the past that can be easily added to
the accumulative and linear strategy of the pedagogical narration. Cultural
production that tries to expand the content of the nation’s narrative fails to
recognize that the source of the problem does not lie in inadequate content, but
in the source of authority or power structure that made that content insufficient in
the first place. According to Bhabha, we must challenge the position of this
authority in order to truly amend the problem: culture must position itself at the
margin of this hierarchy to expose the fact this hierarchy or uneven distribution of
power and authority exists. Hence, cultural products should assume a subaltern
position in order to acknowledge the existence of the national narrative that has
superordinate power over the way the nation’s history is remembered. We must,
nevertheless, be wary of creating new authorities which would only reiterate the
problem. Such an escape might be achieved by (un)structuring knowledge in a
rhizomatic manner, as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari propose. In juxtaposition to
the tree-root system of the national narrative, the rhizome grows endlessly in all
directions, while enabling new shoots to rise up from the ground. The rhizome thus
resists totalisation, hierarchy, memory, and most importantly central accumulation
of power.
Opráski sčeskí historje occupies an inferior position of an intentionally
“badly” drawn and written web-comic that challenges the polished, totalising
representation of history in school textbooks and other forms of disseminating the
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national narrative. The comic exposes the issues related to the source of narration
in terms of its unequal distribution, limiting perspectives, contradictions in logic,
and falsely factual and conclusive presentation of information. Nevertheless, the
comic is also caught up in underwriting the nation by reminding its readers of the
important figures and events that hold a prominent position in the national
narrative. Opráski thereby re-enforces the idea of the Czech nation by presenting
images from Czech history. But what is perhaps more productive than trying to
erase the existence of a nation is to provide an alternative space and language to
talk about the nation and its history. Opráski’s great potential thus lies in the way
it employs the tactic of the rhizome to unwrite the dominant narrative and liberate
knowledge of Czech and international history: the comic eschews chronological
order,

hierarchies,

knowledge

monopolies,

factual

remembering,

and

straightforward interpretations. Ultimately, rather than replicating the way the
national narrative imposes its authority on knowledge through education, Opráski
leaves power in the hands of its readers by inviting or even motivating them to
investigate and learn on their own terms.
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Comprehending Colour: An Approach to
Reading and Understanding Colour in
Comics
CAMILLA PRYTZ AND JASMINE PALMER†
Abstract: While comics studies has become increasingly popular in recent years, the
aspect of colour is often neglected or only addressed superficially. In this paper, we
attempt to combine existing comics theory with experimentation and seek to answer
the question of how colour influences readers’ comprehension of a particular page of
Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese (2006). We do this by pairing a literature
review with an eye-tracking experiment as well as a questionnaire. We conclude that
while an interdisciplinary approach to comics seems preferable, our experiment is
most useful in demonstrating the difficulties of such an approach.
Key terms: comics, colour, eye-tracker, interdisciplinary, comprehension.

I

ntroduction
Colour carries meaning, whether described linguistically in novels, short stories,
and poetry, or presented visually in films, television, and comics. While often

briefly mentioned, however, it is a topic that has been given little undivided
attention in comics scholarship. In his article “From Black & White to Color and
Back: What Does It Mean (Not) to Use Color?” (2011), Jan Baetens notes that many
“comics scholars … are literary scholars … who bring their previous knowledge,
concepts, preferences, and tastes to their new field” (113) and therefore often lack
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the toolkit required to tackle this issue in full. As such, a multidisciplinary approach
appears necessary in seeking to uncover the effect that the inclusion – or exclusion
– of colour may have on readers’ interpretation of specific pages in comics. In order
to expand our “toolkits” for approaching comics, we will use an eye-tracker in
combination with the techniques we are accustomed to in literary studies. Hoping
that the two techniques will mutually inform one another, we explore the physical
act of reading through linguistic experimentation and pay particular attention to
the narrative aspects of comics.
An eye-tracker is an ideal way of gathering experimental data as it allows
us to precisely record where on the page the readers’ eyes are drawn to. Knowing
that we wanted to place an emphasis on colour in comics, we eventually settled on
combining the eye-tracker with a page from Gene Luen Yang’s American Born
Chinese (2006). This comic seems suited to this purpose as it uses visual stereotypes
to illustrate perceived differences between Chinese and American heritage – the
latter of which is not only incorrectly, but also problematically, cast as being white,
European heritage – and how the two can form a mixed Chinese-American culture.
The presentation of these stereotypes works well for this study, because they are
predominantly based on colour. We chose a panel where protagonist Jin Wang
physically transitions from a “Chinese” boy with black hair, yellow-toned skin, and
black eyes into an “American” boy, complete with blonde hair, peach-toned skin,
and grey eyes (see Figure I). Though these stereotypical depictions also vary
through eye-shape and hairstyle – the “American” eyes are rounder than the
“Chinese” ones and the “American” hair appears to be deliberately styled whereas
the “Chinese” hair looks more natural – they are very much colour dependent: the
stereotype heavily relies on eye-, skin-, and hair colour to communicate the action
of the transformation within the panel. Because of this reliance on colour, we
decided to use this panel to investigate if and how the use of colour in comics
impacts meaning-making by readers.
To gain an appreciation of the participants’ comprehension of the selected
panel, we supplemented our eye-tracking data with a questionnaire containing
interpretation questions, the results of which we aim to relate to existing theory.
As will become clear below, the combination of relevant comics theory and
experimentation proved to be a challenging task, but we are using the attempt to
emphasise the necessity for research into the role of colour in comics. The
combined results of our literature review, questionnaire, and eye-tracker data
suggests that colour does impact readers’ ability to make meaning when perceiving
and interpreting comics, even if the approach had demonstrable flaws – though
these may be eradicated through future research.
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Figure I: Colour version of test page from

Figure II: Greyscale version of test page

American Born Chinese

from American Born Chinese

From AMERICAN BORN CHINESE © 2006 by Gene Luen Yang. Reprinted by permission
from Roaring Brook Press, a division of Holtzbrinck Publishing Holdings Limited
Partnership. All Rights Reserved.

Literature review
There are many approaches to comics. Whereas some scholars choose to focus on
the action of reading and the readers’ spatial understanding of comics, others
predominantly concern themselves with the medium’s affective qualities and the
interpretations these yield. Some set out to evaluate whether text or image should
be prioritised while others focus on metaphors. And yet others, such as ourselves,
seek to make a comment on the influence of colour on reading and interpretation
in comics. The aim of this literature review is therefore not only to foreground
existing colour theory in comics – of which there is very little – but also to bring to
the fore other prevalent insights that can be related to our discussion of colour in
American Born Chinese (2006).
In Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (1994), comics artist Scott
McCloud suggests that comics are “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in
deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic
response in the viewer” (20). While this definition is far too broad in that films,
picture books, and info graphics fit within its parameters, McCloud’s emphasis on
readers’ roles in interacting with and interpreting images is useful here. In his
chapter “The Vocabulary of Comics,” he addresses the notions of the iconic and the
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symbolic and seeks to explain how they contribute to the readers’ ability to
understand and navigate the story world. Although McCloud’s categories of the
“iconic” and the “symbolic” appear similar to Charles Peirce’s semiotic triad of the
iconic, the indexical, and the symbolic elements of sign-vehicles, his understanding
of how they work is not the same. According to McCloud, when readers see any
visual representation of a known object (the iconic) – whether a letter, pencil,
house, sun, or human face – they intuitively connect it to their conceptual image of
the real-life versions of these objects, which is the symbolic aspect (26-28).
Repetition of familiar icons across several panels or an entire page is then
translated into action or narrative. Adding to this, McCloud introduces the idea of
closure (not to be conflated or confused with Noël Carroll’s concept of narrative
closure, which focuses primarily on readers’ experiences of stories as complete) as
the practice of “observing the parts but perceiving the whole” (63). Translating
icons into mental concepts is one type of closure, as is, on a larger scale, the ability
of a viewer to look at the layout of a comics page and understand that, even though
the images are presented in individual panels, they are connected. It is this practice,
McCloud claims, that enables readers of comics to form coherent narratives from
sequential art.
As indicated by McCloud’s attention to the operation of sequential images
as crucial to meaning-making, there has been a tendency in comics studies to focus
on the narrative nature of comics as different from that of other media. In point of
fact, literary scholar Hillary Chute (“Comics as Literature? Reading Graphic
Narrative” 2008) holds that because comics often implement both text and images,
negotiating meaning means “not only fill[ing] in the gaps between panels but also
work[ing] with the often disjunctive back-and-forth of reading and looking for
meaning” (452). In creating a distinction between reading and looking and
assigning them to text and image respectively, Chute downplays the readability of
images by asserting that the “great demand [placed] on [readers’] cognitive skills”
(460) comes from joining the instantaneous act of looking at images with the timeconsuming process of reading text. While her argument emphasizes the
importance of both visual and verbal interpretative skills for meaning-making for
readers of comics, it is nevertheless problematic in its overly simplistic assumptions
about how texts and images are interpreted, a point we will return to in the
discussion.
While the medium’s interplay of text and image cannot be denied, some
theorists, like philosophy scholar Henry John Pratt (“Narrative in Comics” 2009),
believe comics should be approached as literature due to the assumption that
comics owe much of their spatial and temporal meaning-making to literary aspects
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(110). Pratt argues that speech balloons, for example, give readers an indication of
how long a conversation lasts, regardless of their spatial arrangement, by
transforming the purely visual experience of reading into the linguistic
representations of speech, whose time readers can estimate based on personal
experience. That is, in Pratt’s view, because readers are familiar with dialogue and
can translate it into their own experience of a conversation, visuality is given a reallife temporality in readers’ minds. But, Pratt concedes, visual style also plays a role
in helping readers to understand what is going on in comics: “character design,
inking, and colour choices (if applicable), serve important storytelling purposes
[inasmuch as] [t]hey allow the artist to create a mood, give the emotional context
of a scene or story, increase or decrease the drama of a moment, and so on” (110).
In disagreement not only with Pratt’s favouring of the linguistic, but also
with Chute on meaning-making, is Thierry Groensteen (The System of Comics 2007),
who

asserts that “those who recognise in the verbal an equal status, in the economy

of comics, to the image, begin from the principle that writing is the vehicle of
storytelling in general” (Groensteen 8). When readers flip through comics, he
argues, the initial impression will be one of image rather than text. Thus, he
concludes, “[t]he necessary, if not sufficient, condition required to speak of comics
is that the images will be multiple and correlated in some fashion” (19). That is,
readers’ expectations when approaching comics will always be related to the
sequentiality of the images rather than anticipation of the linguistic narrative.
Furthermore, Groensteen’s system is one that focuses on spatiality and topicality;
it is about the relation of elements in comics, with special preference given to
spatial arrangements, which remain visual, rather than linguistic, features.
Therefore, according to Groensteen, the visual aspect of comics should be key in
any approach pertaining to the medium.
As cultural theorist Jan Baetens notes, much academic interest in comics
scholarship has come from literary scholars, resulting in a “culturally constructed
opposition between comic books and graphic novels” (Baetens 112), where comics
are considered low brow and “graphic novels” are upheld as high culture. Along
these lines, Baetens suggests that comics critics have been rendered “color blind”
because of ideological and methodological obstacles within the field (112-13).
Historically, printing comics in colour has presented a number of obstacles,
including economic considerations and variations in saturation as well as other
aspects of printing quality in mass production. In opting for colour, artists and
publishers took a risk regarding the quality of the finished product, which, Baetens
explains, led to an ideological labelling of multichromatic comics as “low brow” or
less serious. On the other hand, comics artists with “artistic ambition” often chose
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the cheaper and safer option of monochrome in order to have their printed works
be as true to the original as possible (Baetens 113). Opting for the safety and lower
cost, monochromatic comics became a trend that is still ongoing. Alison Bechdel’s
Fun Home (2006), Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1980), and Will Eisner’s A Contract with
God and Other Tenement Stories (1978) – all of which are monochromatic “graphic
novels” – have been considered as more serious both in terms of content and
academic relevance than the “typical” comic book, and, as such, have contributed
to a trend of works being produced in monochrome achieving a sense of artistic
relevance. Methodologically, Baetens argues, comics scholars face a different
challenge in the study of colour that has little to do with the creation of comics and
more to do with the creation of a field of scholarship. Because the field is still
relatively new and most of its scholars are trained in different disciplines, there is
little previous “‘medium-specific’ theory” to rely on and so the methods with which
comics are approached are largely limited to whichever field the scholar is working
within (Baetens 113). As comics scholarship owes so much of its theory to literary
studies, where the focus is on text and narrative, Baetens concedes that it “is only
normal that color was not selected as a priority item” (Baetens 113).
Using the example of the Tintin comics, Baetens makes a corrective
suggestion, namely that “[c]olor must help the reader[s] better understand a
fictional world whose coherence and continuity can never be taken for granted in
a medium whose basic publishing structure is the instalment unit” (117). As readers
often have to wait between each issue of Tintin, they need an easy way to recognise
recurring characters and settings, particularly as each instalment is the start of a
new narrative arch unlike in the serialised novels that were popular in the
nineteenth century. Figures are often represented in the same colour scheme (they
may wear the same clothes or have a distinctive hair colour), so that when the
colours appear without a clear figure, they still connote that character or object. In
this way, colour aids readers in following the story even when colour is used as a
shorthand for the character or object it is most frequently associated with. Thus, as
the panels progress, “a light blue spot ‘means’ Tintin, a dark blue spot ‘means’
Haddock” and so on (Baetens 117). This idea of colour as a contributing factor in
the interpretation of comics aligns with communications scholar Randy Duncan’s
(“Toward a Theory of Comic Book Communication” 2000) assertion that “[s]ince
everything in comics, including character, is reduced to surface[,] the use of
stereotypes, a recognizable generalization of a type, is prevalent” (5). Despite
Duncan’s assertion, it is important to note that not all comics rely on stereotypes
nor is it the only medium to use stereotypes in this way. However, when stereotypes
are used in the way Duncan suggests, they can be likened to caricature.
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Psychological research from Robert Mauro and Michael Kubovy (“Caricature and
Face Recognition” 1992) suggests that reducing features to their stereotypical form
makes caricatured faces more recognisable; they state “[t]he exaggeration […] in a
caricature may enhance recognition because it emphasizes the features of the face
that are encoded [in memory]” (433). Caricatures reduce faces to their most
prominent features, which are so encoded in viewers’ memory that they are still
recognisable.
Caricatures reduce faces down to their most prominent features to be easily
recognisable. To establish characteristics such as race, gender, or class, comics
artists often rely on a visual shorthand that their audience will recognise, which
includes generalisations based on “physique, hair, posture, clothing, and other
artefacts, and especially facial features” (Duncan 5). Keeping Baetens in mind, we
suggest that colour should be added to this list as it is a point of reduction
(especially that of skin tone, and eye- and hair colour) for racial stereotypes.
Baetens is not the only scholar to have noted the difficulties disciplinespecificity poses for comics studies. In “Visual Language Theory and the Scientific
Study of Comics” (2018), Neil Cohn states that “comics are drawn in a visual
language (often in combination with a written language)” that utilises the three
primary components of any language, “meaning, modality, and grammar” (305).
He explains that, like any other medium that uses any kind of language, comics do
so in various ways and play with conventions depending on their “sociocultural
ideas, including their cultural context, genres, and possibly the different visual
languages they use” (Cohn, “Visual” 306). Though these categories are broad and
highly generalized, Cohn holds that this is what divides comics scholars: those from
the humanities tend to focus on the sociocultural context while those from the
cognitive sciences pay more attention to the workings of visual language and
interaction between visual and written language (“Visual” 306). In the cognitive
sciences, theoretical modelling, corpus studies, and experimentation all constitute
different angles from which visual languages can be explored, but, Cohn warns,
“certain pitfalls face research confined to one methodology alone” (Cohn, “Visual”
306). He suggests that theory may benefit from support in the form of quantitative
experimentation. On the other hand, he notes, “both experimentation and corpus
studies in the absence of theory may produce ad hoc analyses of fairly superficial
constructs,” and having the means for empirical testing “does not guarantee insight
without a theoretical framework to guide what is being tested” (Cohn, “Visual” 306).
He therefore argues that a well-rounded approach to investigating visual
languages requires a combination of methodologies.
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Since many of the works discussed above have been linked primarily to
theoretical approaches in comics scholarship, we will briefly demonstrate in this
paragraph how experimentation – specifically, eye-tracking and the results it has
yielded – has been implemented in comics research and the study of colour,
respectively. In a study intended to highlight artistic intention in comics, Jain et al.
(“Inferring Artistic Intention in Comic Art through Viewer Gaze” 2012),
paradoxically, used an eye-tracker to track their participants’ eye movements on
selected pages from the comics Watchmen and Ironman: Extremis, photographs
from an online database of photo essays, pictures taken at a given interval by a
robot moving through a campus, and randomly selected amateur snapshots (3).
From measuring the variation between fixation points – viewing points given
special attention by the eye as it glides over the image – the group concluded that
the movement patterns for comics were more consistent than for the other
categories, and therefore that “artistic intent is encoded in the eye movements of
viewers looking at comic art, and that it can be inferred from the recorded gaze
data” (6). That is, they argue, the way the elements of comics work together guides
the eye more successfully than the various types of photographs used in this
experiment because they were deliberately put there by the comics artist. While
the connection to artistic intent is unconvincing in our eyes, this experiment is
noteworthy because it is one of few to employ an eye-tracker in attempting to
explore the medium of comics in overt distinction to other images. However, it may
be worth calling into question the objects for comparison in such an experiment,
as it seems intuitive that images deliberately ordered in sequence would be more
effective in leading the viewer’s eyes across a comic page than would be the case
for a single image that is not staged to convey a sequence of any kind. Another
eye-tracking experiment carried out by Holmqvist et al. (“Reading or Scanning? A
Study of Newspaper and Net Paper Reading” 2003) found that the presence of
colour in newspapers and net papers increased the number of fixations (659),
points where the eye pauses or focuses, and that “readers devote more time to
photo groupings when they are in colour” (660). This suggests a difference in the
ways people view images and layouts in colour and greyscale for other mediums
that we argue could be explored further in comics.
As we aimed to demonstrate above, the attitudes to the use of colour vary
in comics studies. The attention of scholars within the field ranges from discussions
of the individual constituents of comics – both in terms of text and image, but also
in terms of the iconic, layout, and the importance of colour – to analyses of
narrative and mental processes. There is no single way of looking at and working
with comics as a medium. While scholars have studied comics through either purely
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theoretical methods or quantitative ones, we chose to combine the two
approaches. We are working towards such an approach by combining
experimentation rooted in linguistics with a qualitative analysis based on a
questionnaire of readers’ responses to the suggestion of narrative events in a single
page of American Born Chinese. Our assumption is that the neglected aspect of
colour, which is often only touched on by comics scholars, will have an effect on
readers’ interpretation of comics, and that this effect will be quantifiable with the
help of an eye-tracker.
Methodology
The experimental part of this study was designed to determine if colour impacts
readers’ ability to interpret a comic’s preferred meaning, which in this case is the
interpretation of an action taken out of context of the rest of the story. The
experiment provides two main data sets: the eye-tracker data of comics readings
and information provided by the participants after their viewings in the form of a
questionnaire. A relatively small cohort of 31 participants was used to gather this
data; they were a mixed gender group who ranged from age 18 to 25 and were all
first-year students of the Bachelor’s programme Literature and Society: English at
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Each participant was asked to read a single page of
Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese whilst being monitored by an eye-tracker
and EyeLink Data Viewer software. Half the cohort was presented with the original
page from the comic (Figure I) and the other half was presented with a greyscale
version of the same page (Figure II).
This page was selected to determine whether the presence of colour
impacts the way readers perceive and interpret the panel. Using a single page of
the comic decontextualises the panel from the narrative and requires the readers
to assess what is happening based only on this panel. The eye-tracker data
indicates the path the readers’ eyes followed, what they fixated on, and the amount
of time they spent on various elements of the spread. The sections of most interest
to this study are: (1) the face of the boy as he transforms from “Chinese” to
“American” (Figure III), (2) the Chinese characters in the upper right quadrant of the
panel (Figure IV), (3) the text balloon (Figure V), and (4) the face of the Chinese
woman in the upper left quadrant of the panel (Figure VI). The combination of
these interest areas was chosen to determine if colour impacts perception of the
panel and/or overall meaning-making.
After the reading was completed, participants answered a questionnaire
which covered: (1) their basic personal information, such as native language and
experience with English (six participants were native English speakers and all spoke
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English with at least a C1 level proficiency), (2) their experience with comics in
general (all but two of the cohort had experience reading comics prior to testing)
and this comic in particular (only one participant had previously read American
Born Chinese), and (3) their comprehension of the comic, which was tested with
prompts for self-evaluation as well as more targeted questions asking about
specific aspects of the spread, with emphasis on the four interest areas mentioned
above.

Figure III: The Faces within the Transition

Figure IV: Background Chinese Characters

Figure V: Text Balloon

Figure VI: Chinese Woman’s Face

From AMERICAN BORN CHINESE © 2006 by Gene Luen Yang. Reprinted by permission
from Roaring Brook Press, a division of Holtzbrinck Publishing Holdings Limited
Partnership. All Rights Reserved.
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Results
Results of the eye-tracker experiment
The EyeLink Data Viewer software collects a plethora of different types of data; for
this study, we have decided to focus on (1) the number of fixations for each reading
and (2) the duration, or dwell time, of each reading. To allow for effective statistical
analysis on the data, outliers were removed, leaving us with a total of 28
participants (15 in the colour group and 13 in the greyscale group). The data was
then tested for normality (Appendix A) and the homogeneity of variance (Appendix
B). Next, a t-test for equality of means was used to determine if there was any
difference in the number of fixations or dwell time for both the entire reading
(Appendix C) and for each individual interest area (Appendix D).
It appears that colour does not impact the number of fixations or the dwell
time for the text balloon (Figure V), as the t-test indicates no significant difference
between the colour group and the greyscale group. Similarly, there is no significant
difference between the two groups for the area containing the Chinese woman’s
face (Figure VI) nor for the area containing the red Chinese characters (Figure IV).
The only interest area to yield a difference between the colour and greyscale
groups is the transition of faces from “Chinese” to “American” (Figure III). For this
area, both the number of fixations and total dwell time were higher for the group
that read the page in colour. As expected with this difference, the number of
fixations and dwell time were higher for the full panel as well. In the full panel, the
mean number of fixations per participant for the colour group is about 26 whilst
the mean for the greyscale group is about 21 and, on average, the colour group
spent about 750 milliseconds (approximately 2%) longer reading the whole panel
than the greyscale group.
Results of the questionnaire
Out of the 31 participants in total, 16 read the colour version and 15 read the
greyscale version. According to the interest area-focused questionnaire that they
completed after reading, all participants felt that they understood the text balloon.
Only 4 participants altogether noticed the Chinese characters, 2 from the colour
group and 2 from the greyscale group. When asked if they could remember the
gender of the Chinese person in the upper left quadrant, 8 members of the colour
group and 4 members of the greyscale group identified her as female. 6 members
of the colour group recognised the transition of the boy from “Chinese” to
“American” whilst none of the greyscale group did. However, it should be noted
that 2 members of the greyscale group did notice some form of transition; one
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thought it was a single person transitioning from one gender to another, the other
thought it was a line of people ordered by ethnicity. Of these interest areas, only
the transition seems to suggest that colour has any impact on meaning-making.
Conclusion
For the most part, our results from the eye-tracker do not indicate that colour
impacts the way in which people read comics, as there was little significant
difference between the two groups. However, the results for the transition do
suggest that the colour may account for a slight variation in the time and focus
people dedicate to certain images in comics. In contrast, the questionnaire has
proven more fruitful. As the transition was only understood by those reading the
panel in colour, it suggests that, though colour does not significantly impact how
readers’ eyes move over the page, it may impact how they make meaning.
Discussion
In our literature review, we discussed what seemed to be implicated by Chute’s
distinction between looking as connected to images and reading as connected to
text: that images are instantaneously interpreted whereas text needs thorough
reading. Our experiment involving American Born Chinese suggests that this notion
is untrue. Both text and image on the page point towards a transformation, with
the speech balloon reading “Now what would you like to become?” and the bottom
part of the page showing the transformation from “Chinese” into “American.”
Everywhere else in American Born Chinese, images in sequence are delimited by a
clear, white grid, so the absence of similar white lines between events on this page
makes everything look like one image, which according to Chute should be
instantly interpretable.
The eye-tracking data showed no significant difference in how the two test
groups approached the speech balloon: everyone looked at it before moving to
the transformation below, and the dwell time and number of fixations were too
similar to indicate a difference. However, the participants who were able to
successfully decode the transformation all belonged to the colour group. This could
indicate that colour was the deciding factor in enabling them to interpret the action
in the page without the aid of the context of the story.
Duncan’s assertion that comics involve a high degree of stereotyping could
help to explain why only participants in the colour group seemed to fully recognise
the transformation. Perhaps, as we suggested earlier, colour should be added to
Duncan’s list of visual cues that help this stereotyping, in addition to “physique,
hair, posture, clothing, and other artefacts, and especially facial features” (5). In
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American Born Chinese, the racial stereotyping is highly colour-coded. As
aforementioned, the “Chinese” boy is connoted by black hair, black eyes, and
yellow skin, whereas the “American” boy is characterised by pale hair and eyes, and
more pink-toned skin. In particular, the difference in skin tone as well as the slight
transparency of the transition images of the boy – between the “Chinese” version
of the boy and the “American” version – are much subtler in the greyscale version
than in the colour version, which may explain why one of the greyscale participants
thought it was a line of people organised by ethnicity. If the lack of colour is the
primary reason why the greyscale group did not interpret the bottom of the page
as a transformation, perhaps the absence of colour interrupted the stereotyping
that the page was relying on in order for the meaning to be conveyed successfully.
As such, colour would be a significant contributor to meaning-making in this
instance.
If anything, our findings regarding colour in comics demonstrate the
difficulty of developing theories that apply to an entire medium – there will almost
always be exceptions. In Understanding Comics – more specifically in the chapter
“A Word about Color” – McCloud claims that the use of flat colour, the type of
colouring used in American Born Chinese, makes readers “more aware of the
physical form of objects than in black and white” (189) by drawing attention to the
individual objects rather than to the overall action. If this were to hold true for our
experiment, the results should have shown that the greyscale group, who were
supposed to have a better overview of the action in the panel rather than the
details, interpreted the transformation as it was intended. However, our results
suggest that rather than distracting from the depicted action, colour helped the
participants to make meaning in this case. McCloud’s theory, therefore, directly
counters our experimental findings. We are taking this as an indication that, at the
very least, experimentation and theory could and should benefit from entering into
dialogue with one another, as such a dialogue may be beneficial in terms of
corrective and nuanced outcomes.
In light of Cohn’s (“Navigating Comics: An Empirical and Theoretical
Approach to Strategies of Reading Comic Page Layouts” 2013) observation that
comics readers prefer the “directional ordering for depiction of temporal
relationships” that corresponds to their reading orientation (in this case, left to
right) (2), we are surprised to find that the majority of the participants in this
experiment did not understand the transformation at the bottom of the page,
which occurs from left to right. The interruption of stereotyping in the greyscale
version we suggested above is one potential reason, but it does not account for
those participants in the colour group who also did not perceive a transformation.
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Perhaps it is a question of simply not interpreting it as an action but as a static
image since the regular grid-pattern is also broken and the action is presented in
what appears to be a single panel. Cohn has established that “the omission of
motion lines reduces the comprehensibility of depicted actions” (“Visual” 308), so
we might also speculate as to whether the answer lies partly in the absence of the
traditional shorthand, motion lines, that signify movement or action in comics, and
could have been used to indicate that the image depicts one person going through
a transformation rather than, for example, several people of varying ethnicities
standing in a line. In this case, colour differences may to some extent have been
sufficient to stand in for motion lines, thus aiding the colour group’s participants
in their attempts to make meaning of the page (almost 40% of the colour group
recognised the transition from “Chinese” to “American” whereas none of the
greyscale group did). The greyscale group’s difficulty in interpreting the transition
despite its directional ordering shows that the process of interpreting action in
comics is neither instantaneous, as suggested by Chute and discussed above, nor
fully dependent on reading direction.
There are many ways the experimental part of this study could be improved,
the first of which is by expanding the sample group itself. Our group was small and
comprised of first-year Bachelor students of Literature and Society: English at Vrije
Universiteit Amsterdam. Increasing the sample size would allow for a more reliable
statistical analysis of the eye-tracker results. Literature students may be
preconditioned to approach comics in a particular way, so a group from a range of
disciplines may be useful in minimising this bias. It may also be prudent to use a
cohort who are all familiar with comics and are used to reading them; using
participants familiar with the medium may help to ensure that any verbal or visual
metaphors are interpreted as closely to the preferred meaning as possible.
Another way to improve this experiment could be to use more pages from
the comic. Though we find this page to be representative of the comic, Groensteen
writes that “the comics panel is fragmentary and caught in a system of proliferation;
it never makes up the totality of the utterance but can and must be understood as
a component in a larger apparatus” (5). Similarly, Cohn recognises that “a
sequence’s meaning – and the content that cues it – gets easier to access as one
progresses from image to image in a coherent narrative” (“Visual” 314). By isolating
a single panel, we may have disrupted the readers’ ability to understand what is
happening. It may be more prudent to perform this experiment with a short, selfcontained comic, such as a strip comic, to avoid this issue in the future.
It may also be interesting to include a comic that uses colour to convey
different perspectives within the comic, such as Paul Hornschemeier’s Mother,
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Come Home (2003). Different styles, cemented with recurring colour palettes, are
used to convey who is narrating and whether the sequence is happening in real life
or as part of a dream. It would be interesting to see how a greyscale version of
Mother, Come Home may impact the interpretation of the comic.
When using an eye-tracker, it is important to bear in mind that reading
comics is not the same as reading plain text. Comics’ readers tend to scan an image
as a whole, which means that fixations are not wholly indicative of the reading.
Though we have not been able to determine any significant change between the
number of fixations for the colour group versus the greyscale group, there may be
a difference in the way they scan the page. This warrants further exploration.
As implied by our tentative suggestions above, we have found it difficult to
draw any certain conclusions from our approach. Despite our enthusiasm in
searching for an interdisciplinary way of addressing colour and meaning-making in
comics, we have found it difficult to relate the numerical eye-tracking data to this
question and are relying heavily on our interpretation of the participants’ subjective
questionnaire responses. As we have demonstrated, comics lend themselves to a
multitude of approaches that are far from mutually exclusive; rather, the different
toolkits stemming from various disciplines have the potential to add depth and
complexity to insights in comics studies. But, we concede, combining comics theory
and experimentation in a way that yields concrete results in terms of meaningmaking and interpretation is difficult and therefore calls for further research.
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Appendices
Appendix A
Table indicating trial data for fixation count (fix) and the dwell time in milliseconds
(dur).
Version

No

Mean

Participants
Fix

Dur

41

Std.

Std. Error

Deviation

Mean

Colour

15

25.9333

6.89168

1.77942

Greyscale

13

20.5385

4.94327

1.37102

Colour

15

6348.267

1674.85797

432.44647

Greyscale

13

5601.385

1238.42726

343.47792
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Appendix B
Tables of test for normality for the fixation count (fix) and the dwell time (dur) for
the whole trial and for individual interest areas.
Version

fix

dur

Kolmogorov-Smirnova

Shapiro-Wilk

Statistic

df

Sig.

Statistic

df

Sig.

0.162

15

.200*

0.936

15

0.335

Greyscale 0.149

13

.200*

0.962

13

0.777

Colour

0.136

15

.200*

0.973

15

0.899

Greyscale 0.171

13

.200*

0.905

13

0.157

Colour

Interest

Version

Area

Chinese

Kolmogorov-

Shapiro-Wilk

Smirnova

fix

Statistic

df

Sig.

Statistic

df

Sig.

Colour

0.218

15

0.052

0.904

15

0.108

Greyscale

0.151

13

0.200*

0.924

13

0.287

Colour

0.204

15

0.094

0.928

15

0.259

Greyscale

0.125

13

0.200*

0.938

13

0.435

Colour

0.158

15

0.200*

0.957

15

0.638

Greyscale

0.168

13

0.200*

0.953

13

0.646

Colour

0.136

15

0.200*

0.948

15

0.49

Greyscale

0.125

13

0.200*

0.984

13

0.994

Characters

dur

Faces

fix

dur

*This is a lower bound of the true significance

Digressions 4.1 (2020)

42

Appendix C
Tables to indicate the homogeneity of variance for both fixation count (fix) and
dwell time (dur) for both the whole trial and for individual interest areas.
Levene

df1

df2

Sig.

Statistic
fix

Based on Mean

1.6690

1

26

0.208

Based on Median

1.1150

1

26

0.301

Based on Median and

1.1150

1

23.213

0.302

Based on trimmed mean

1.5180

1

26

0.229

Based on Mean

0.297

1

26

0.591

Based on Median

0.282

1

26

0.6

Based on Median and

0.282

1

20.2530

0.601

0.297

1

26

0.59

with adjusted df

dur

with adjusted df
Based on trimmed mean

Interest

Levene

Areas

Statistic

Chinese

fix

df1

df2

Sig.

Based on Mean

4.126

1

26

0.053

Based on Median

2.139

1

26

0.156

Based on Median

2.139

1

24.2

0.156

Characters

and with adjusted
df
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Based on trimmed

3.964

1

26

0.057

Based on Mean

1.136

1

26

0.296

Based on Median

0.907

1

26

0.35

Based on Median

0.907

1

25.894 0.35

1.178

1

26

0.288

Based on Mean

3.714

1

26

0.065

Based on Median

3.2

1

26

0.085

Based on Median

3.2

1

20.185 0.089

3.69

1

26

0.066

Based on Mean

4.336

1

26

0.047

Based on Median

4.177

1

26

0.051

Based on Median

4.177

1

24.706 0.052

4.441

1

26

mean
dur

and with adjusted
df
Based on trimmed
mean
Faces

fix

and with adjusted
df
Based on trimmed
mean
dur

and with adjusted
df
Based on trimmed

0.045

mean
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Appendix D
Table showing t-test for equality of means for both the fixation count (fix) and dwell
time (dur) for the interest areas.
Interest
Areas

Chinese

fix

Characters

Sig. (2-

Mean

Std. Error

tailed)

Difference

Difference

0.44103

1.05752

0.44103

1.03492

5.88205

261.02798

5.88205

257.59833

2.90769

1.20374

2.90769

1.15744

568.6

260.14779

568.6

251.65168

Equal variances 0.68
assumed
Equal variances 0.674
not assumed

dur

Equal variances 0.982
assumed
Equal variances 0.982
not assumed

Faces

fix

Equal variances 0.023
assumed
Equal variances 0.02
not assumed

dur

Equal variances 0.038
assumed
Equal variances 0.033
not assumed

45

Digressions 4.1 (2020)

“The Moment When a Feeling Enters the
Body:” On the Politics of Drawing,
Writing, and Roof Walking
VASILIKI BELIA
Abstract: This article reads parts of Alison Bechdel’s graphic memoir Are You My
Mother? (2012) together with a poem by Adrienne Rich, “The Roofwalker” ([1963]
1984). The two works speak of the act of writing as a practice that places the writer
in a precarious situation, both politically and personally. Drawing on philosopher
Jacques Rancière’s argument that the political power of art lies in creating dissensus,
a radical break between sense and our way of making sense of it, the reading explores
the medium-specific ways in which the two works engage in politics by bringing
about a profound change in dominant conceptualizations of experience.
Keywords: graphic memoir, autobiography, poetry, politics of art.

I

f a work of art is considered political when it reflects and draws attention to
sociopolitical issues and engages in critique, then there are good reasons to
consider Alison Bechdel’s graphic memoir Are You My Mother? (2012) to be just

that – political. It critiques compulsory heterosexuality,1 gender inequality, and the
institution of marriage from a personal perspective, through their effects on

Vasiliki Belia works as a teacher and researcher in the Graduate Gender Programme at
Utrecht University. She studied Theatre and Literature (University of Athens) and holds a
master’s degree in Cultural Management (Panteion University of Social and Political
Sciences) as well as a research master’s degree in Gender Studies (Utrecht University). Her
research interests include feminist theory, literature and comics.
1
“Compulsory heterosexuality” is a term coined by Adrienne Rich (1981) to describe a
system of thought that organizes women’s lives around men’s lives. It does so by presenting
heterosexuality as normal, romanticizing a system that exploits women (assuring male right
of physical, economic, and emotional access to women). It moreover hides or
underrepresents the existence of lesbians in history, presenting homosexuality as a
deprivation. Following Rich, in this article the term “compulsory heterosexuality” refers to a
hegemonic ideology, and thus is distinct from heterosexuality as a sexual preference.
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Bechdel’s relationship with her mother. Bechdel’s work is an example of
autobiographical writing that shows how experiences that feel uniquely personal
are in fact often widely spread and common, exposing structural oppressions that
hide behind what is seen as a matter of personal responsibility or adequacy
(Swindels 207).
In her memoir, Bechdel defends the political value of her work against the
critical voice of her mother, who argues that because of its personal focus her art
is irrelevant and a form of narcissistic indulgence (2, 5, 11). Struggling against her
mother’s urges to stop making cartoons about herself, Bechdel refers to the
American poet Adrienne Rich, who is famously outspoken about the political
importance of autobiographical writing, in order to argue that her work is
legitimate. A few pages after drawing a conversation with her mother, in which the
latter expresses her disapproval of the lesbian theme of Bechdel’s work, Bechdel
draws a lecture by Rich, which she attended in the early phase of her career
(Bechdel 186). In the lecture, the poet explains how adopting a personal voice
informed by sexual politics means to evolve as a poet. She also warns her audience
of the harsh criticism they may encounter if they venture to do the same. Bechdel
uses Rich to pre-empt her mother’s and her own internalized critical voice: “the self
has no place in good writing” (Bechdel 200). The stylistics of the page are telling: a
wide shot of the enormous lecture hall full of people with Rich on a podium is
juxtaposed with a close up of Bechdel’s hand and pen making notes during the
lecture, a small panel depicting Bechdel fully engrossed in her note-taking, and a
tiny panel that depicts Bechdel at a later age going through a volume of Rich’s
essays, looking for a line from the lecture she cannot find anymore: “The moment
when a feeling enters the body is political” (Bechdel 186). Rich is a reverenced
authority, and Bechdel a desperate stakeholder who finds in the lecture something
of life-saving importance. The reason Bechdel cannot find the quote in the
collection of essays is because it originates elsewhere: in a series of poems titled
“The Blue Ghazals” (Rich, The Fact of a Doorframe 120-123). This quote, and the
way it has been taken up by Bechdel, testifies to the fact that Rich’s poetry, more
so than her essays, sheds light on the political quality of feelings. It is this political
quality of feelings as invoked in the work of these two writers that this article
engages with.
Following philosopher Jacques Rancière’s argument that the political power
of art and writing lies in creating a radical break between sense and our way of
making sense of it, this article reads a passage from Bechdel’s work in conversation
with a poem by Rich, “The Roofwalker” ([1963] 1984), in order to show the particular
way in which the two works engage in feminist politics by invoking feeling to create
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such a radical break. Three pages from Are You My Mother? depict a dream Bechdel
had, in which she is standing on the roof of her family home, which is transformed
into a precipice of ice. In Rich’s poem, the speaker identifies with builders standing
on a roof. The two works take the familiar imagery of a family home and transform
it into a threatening landscape in order to show that the act of writing puts the
writer in a precarious situation. Invoking a feeling of fear in front of what should
have been safe, they both produce an aesthetic rupture that uncovers the dangers
in the psychic and familial structures of ordinary lives.
Politics and aesthetics
It is generally assumed, Rancière explains in Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics
(2010), that art can be politically effective in one of two ways: by either exposing
the marks of power on the world and on people or by leaving the sphere strictly
allotted to art in order for it to become a social practice (134-135). In the first case,
the efficacy of art depends on an understanding of art’s relation to life that follows
the mimetic tradition.2 In Rancière’s words, “the logic of mimesis consists in
conferring on the artwork the power of the effects that it is supposed to elicit on
the behaviour of spectators” (136). Art is politically radical when it compels us to
revolt by revealing the forces that keep us contained. Rancière calls this idea of
art’s political efficacy “representational mediation” (137) and sides with its critics,
who find the mimetic approach problematic on the basis of there being no proof
of a direct relation between the model of behaviour that an artwork provides and
the behaviour of the spectators after coming into contact with the artwork. This
idea of linear causality, moreover, entails the separation of doing and
seeing/reading: unless an artwork succeeds in inducing the reader/viewer to act or
think in a certain way, it is not politically efficient (137). In the second case, art is
political because it creates a community via the bodies of its audience: the artwork
brings the audience together, enacting a common, and the audience embodies the
common by way of reading/viewing the artwork. Rancière argues that, although
Mimesis is the Greek word for imitation. A literary work according to the mimetic critical
tradition in aesthetic and literary theory is understood to reflect an external reality (Baldick
157). The mimetic tradition began with Plato and Aristotle and continues until today, taking
many, sometimes conflicting, approaches toward reality and how it is represented in
literature. Rancière seems to have in mind two specific features of the mimetic tradition
when he talks about it: the first is the idea that reflecting reality entails separation – an
acknowledgment that the representation of the thing is not the real thing (Eagleton 18) –
and the second is an instrumentalist approach toward the political power of realism to
engender revolutionary impulses within the reader through a transformation of
consciousness (Taylor 156).
2
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the second approach to the political efficacy of art – which he calls “ethical
immediacy” (137) – has been guised as anti-representation, it also relies on the
same assumption that art is political only if it is effective in “real life.” Instead,
Rancière is interested in how art can be political by way of being art, regardless of
its effect in a realm that is allocated outside it.
The political efficiency of art lies, for Rancière, in “a suspension of every
determinate relation correlating the production of art forms and a specific social
function” (138). He places the origins of this idea in the notion of aesthetic distance,
which he interprets not as the mere enjoyment of beauty combined with
indifference for art’s social underpinnings, but as a kind of radical dissociation
between the sensory and the ways we make sense of it, which sets forth a process
of reconfiguring the political. Politics, for Rancière, is what breaks with the “natural”
order that assigns people, bodies, things, thoughts, and feelings to certain realms.
Speaking specifically about literature, he writes:
The politics of literature is not the politics of its writers. It does not
deal with their personal commitment to the social and political
issues and struggles of their times. Nor does it deal with the modes
of representation of political events or the social structure and the
social struggles in their books. [...] Politics is first of all a way of
framing, among sensory data, a specific sphere of experience. It is a
partition of the sensible, of the visible and the sayable, which allows
(or does not allow) some specific data to appear. [...] The politics of
literature thus means that literature as literature is involved in this
partition of the visible and the sayable, in this intertwining of being,
doing and saying that frames a polemical common world. (152)
This kind of political efficacy of art and literature, he believes, lies in dissensus, that
is, “a conflict between sense and sense” (139, emphasis in the original), between a
sensory display and the act of making sense of it. Effects of dissensus, produced by
art, invent “new ways of making sense of the sensible, new configurations between
the visible and the invisible, and between the audible and the inaudible, new
distributions of space and time – in short, new bodily capacities” (139). Dissensus
does not make the viewer/reader follow a path from seeing to understanding or
from understanding to acting, but instead makes the viewer/reader move into a
world different from the given, where the relationship between sense and meaning
is differently defined and expressed, thereby enabling a world of different
possibilities.
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Feminist historian Joan W. Scott, discussing the value of oppressed people’s
histories and autobiographical narratives, makes a similar point about the power
of literature to make sense of experience. She notes a connection between seeing
and knowing: seeing is often taken to be synonymous with experience and
experience is often taken to be the source of knowledge. The value that is assigned
to stories that were not always deemed worthy of being included in conventional
histories is in providing evidence of values and practices that challenge hegemonic
constructions of social worlds. When this happens, however, Scott argues,
“questions about the constructed nature of experience, about how subjects are
constituted as different in the first place, about how one’s vision is structured –
about language (or discourse) and history – are left aside” (777). The evidence of
experience then reproduces hegemonic ideas about the ahistorical nature of
identities, of institutions, of categories of representation and ways of making sense
of experience (778-779). There is, however, for Scott, another approach to
experience: to look at experience not as an unmediated witnessing of a fact, but as
a relation between an event or sense and its interpretation, a relation which has
historical origins and which is subject to change (781-782). Literature can relativize
such relations between senses and their interpretations, thus exposing the
processes through which categories of analysis, subjects, and their positions are
constructed (791).
Bechdel’s graphic memoir provides the reader with a personal perspective
on history while at the same time questioning the naturalized relationship between
experience and our understanding of it. With its focus on family dynamics and
intra-psychic processes, Are You My Mother? takes into account the greater issues
that have affected Bechdel’s parents’ lives, such as compulsory heterosexuality and
gender inequality. Bechdel considers her memoir to be a kind of political history,
where the more open, freer life that she has lived as a woman and a lesbian is
contrasted with the lives of her thwarted mother and her closeted gay father
(Bechdel and Thurman 17’45-18’45). We see, for example, how her mother’s artistic
frustration has influenced her daughter’s relationship with creativity both positively
and negatively. Artistic competition between her parents and the children, and the
parents’ unmetabolized fear and aggression made the family home an unsafe
environment for a child to be creative in (Bechdel 71-72). At the same time, having
creative and lonely parents showed her how creativity can help deal with loneliness
(130). Bechdel explains that this did not happen in a vacuum:
The drama between my mother and me has partly to do with her
bad luck coming of age in the nineteen-fifties. We were on opposite
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sides of women’s liberation, and I got to reap its benefits. With Dad
and me, same story: opposite sides of Stonewall. If only my parents
had been born later, they might have been happier, and I wouldn’t
exist. (Bechdel, quoted in Thurman 2012)
The entanglement of creativity with loneliness and antagonism in the family, as well
as Helen Bechdel’s difficulty to understand her daughter’s artistic expression of her
lesbianism, are results of the structural oppressions that hindered Bechdel’s
parents’ self-expression. Helen, in particular, belonged to the generation of white
middle-class American women who struggled with the difficulties of reconciling
society’s expectations of them as wives and mothers with their ambitions and goals
outside family life. She was an intellectual, a poet, and an actor, whose ambitions
were sacrificed for a life that adhered to the standards of feminine domesticity
(Bechdel 172, 199).
The results of these oppressions concentrate around a certain fear, which
permeates the memoir. The origin of this fear lies in the fact that writing about her
lesbianism and exposing family secrets to the world is considered, by Bechdel, as
an act of disobedience (Bechdel 65, 165) which Bechdel’s mother does not
appreciate as it is hurting her and the rest of the family (66-67, 181-182, 227-229,
283-284). The apprehensive Bechdel prepares to announce her project to her
mother (6), awaits feedback from her (208), feels remorse for causing any pain to
her (165), and even explains accidents that happened to her as punishment for her
transgression (65). Bechdel, in an interview with Thurman, discusses how fear in Are
You My Mother? functions as an organizing principle. What Thurman calls the
“heroic emotional daring, the willingness to take big emotional risks” that is woven
in the memoir, Bechdel calls an emotional high-wire act during which she tells
herself she just has to “start walking out here and see what happens” (Bechdel and
Thurman 25’25-27’17).
Besides Bechdel’s reflection on the sociopolitical conditions of her parents
lives and the fear of creativity it has instilled in her, there is another, at least equally
important, way in which Are You My Mother? expresses politics. According to
comics expert Hillary L. Chute, Bechdel belongs to a group of cartoonists for whom
creating a graphic autobiography means to bring to the reader’s attention the
constructedness of their text by presenting their experience “while refusing to reify
‘experience’ as the foundational precept of feminist critique” (Graphic Women 6).
The graphic medium is particularly well-suited for this kind of double move, thanks
to its hybrid nature, which allows it to create a simultaneous feeling of distance and
intimacy in the reader. In the passage that I here discuss, Bechdel makes such a
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double move by combining realistic drawing that expresses her deep fear with
graphic intensity, a rather detached voice-over, and the spatial organization of the
panels, which creates a temporal interruption in the narrative. In the following
section, I will perform a close reading of this passage in order to argue that it
produces “a conflict between sense and sense” (Rancière 139, emphasis omitted)
that gives it political power in Rancière’s sense of the word. This conflict may, in
this case, be produced in a way that is particular to comics. I, however, will argue
that it can be produced in poetry too, through the use of imagery. Adrienne Rich’s
poetry is an example of literature that can reframe the ways we make sense of the
world, practicing a politics that goes beyond the unquestioned acceptance of
experience, and towards an examination of its foundations and an opening up of
experiential possibilities. To demonstrate this, I will read Bechdel’s passage
together with Rich’s poem “The Roofwalker,” which expresses a similar fear and
uses similar imagery.
Roof walking
Long before Rancière developed his theory of the political efficacy of literature, in
a time of feminist awakening, Adrienne Rich wrote her critical essay “When We
Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision” (1979). She discusses the connections between
sexual lives and political institutions, which is collective and marks the beginning
of a formation of a new consciousness. She argues that, from a feminist point of
view, literature plays an important role as it shows us
how we live, how we have been living, how we have been led to
imagine ourselves, how our language has trapped as well as
liberated us, how the very act of naming has been till now a male
prerogative, and how we can begin to see and name – and therefore
live – afresh. (Rich, “When We Dead Awaken” 35)
In short, literature is both a clue to and a revision of what constitutes us as subjects
and what constitutes the field in which we can act, “the assumptions in which we
are drenched” (ibid.), which is the foundation of politics.
Rich’s text showcases a relationship between politics and literature that
bares similarities to Rancière’s. Rancière’s politics is never outside literature
because even in the “real world” the real is a matter of construction in the sense
that it is a number of configurations of the sensory field and our positions in it. The
configurations can change and do, in fact, change when certain fictions produce a
dissensus that “undoes, and then re-articulates, connections between signs and
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images, images and times, and signs and spaces, framing a given sense of reality,
a given ‘commonsense’” (Rancière 149). Art and literature can invent new
connections between our perceptions and the field of the real, that is, the visible,
the sayable, and the doable. Rich’s idea of literature’s political power is also more
than descriptive: for her, writers are also capable of leading the way in processes
that reconfigure the world. Rich describes writers as explorers in unknown territory:
For writers, and at this moment for women writers in particular, there
is the challenge and promise of a whole new psychic geography to
be explored. But there is also a difficult and dangerous walking on
the ice, as we try to find language and images for a consciousness
we are just coming into, and with little in the past to support us.
(Rich, “When We Dead Awaken” 35)
What Rancière calls dissensus, the “conflict between a sensory presentation and a
way of making sense of it” (139) that departs from the sensory self-evidence of an
order perceived until this point as natural, Rich describes as sailing in uncharted
waters, where what was can no longer be, but what is to come is not yet formed.
The “natural” order, which assigns individuals and groups to certain places in a
system of rule, of separation of public and private, of certain ways of being and
doing, of certain understandings of time and space, exists no more, and this is
because of an aesthetic suspension of the relationship between experience and
feeling. But this means that the old tools we had for creating meaning and for
making sense are of no use to us. Where Rancière celebrates an art whose political
power lies in that it “questions its own limits and powers, [and it] refuses to
anticipate its own effects” (149), Rich focuses on the person of the poet, who
questions the world as she knows it without being able to predict the form of the
world that her poetry invites into being.
She does this beautifully in her poem “The Roofwalker” ([1963] 1984). The
poem describes the moment when night is falling over a group of builders standing
on a roof, finishing their day’s work. Rich uses naval imagery to present the roof as
a “listing deck” on a ship and darkness as a wave about to fall on the builders. The
speaker of the poem identifies with them, the speaker too is a man on the roof,
“exposed, larger than life and about to break [his] neck.” She wonders:
Was it worth while to lay–
with infinite exertion–
a roof I can't live under?
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[…]
A life I didn't choose
chose me: even
my tools are the wrong ones
for what I have to do.
I'm naked, ignorant,
a naked man fleeing
across the roofs
(Rich, “The Roofwalker” 49)
“The Roofwalker” is about a certain part of the politics of writing: the part that
concerns the poet, the obstacles they have to face, and the fears they have to
overcome, in their move away from “universal” poetry and towards a personally
and politically informed one. But the poem is also doing politics in Rancière’s sense
of the word. It lets the reader experience a moment of dissensus when the familiar
image of builders on a roof is accompanied by a weird feeling of unfamiliarity.
The man on the roof is the poet herself. Rich expresses the fear of the
disorienting but heroic moment when a poet balances between the known and the
unknown and feels in awe for what is to come while at the same time feeling
inadequate to the task at hand. Having spent time making poetry that receives
enthusiastic reviews, working on poetic techniques, and cultivating an impersonal,
dispassionate voice according to the ideal she was raised to look up to, Rich finds
herself feeling that she has not chosen, but has been chosen by a certain poetic
life: the language, style, techniques, voice, and subject matter available to her. She
talks of a need to change her poetic tools, she can envision a new kind of poetry,
but it does not exist yet, and thus she has no tools. She is naked and ignorant,
exposed and in danger. The safety of traditional poetry’s structures, techniques,
and themes, shown as the familiar landscape of suburban America in the making,
gives way to the image of a ship in the middle of an ocean with a wave of darkness
about to fall on it. But there is a heroic element in the poem, too. The roofwalker is
a giant, bigger than life – a hero, and Rich seems to prefer the roofwalker’s fate
over the fate of someone who sits comfortably in a room under one of those roofs,
reading in the lamplight about other people taking risks.
The question of whether one ought to embrace change with the risks it
entails or passively observe others who take risks from a position of safety is the
keynote of the volume that the poem is part of (McDaniel 7). Snapshots of a
Daughter-in-Law, originally published in 1963, is the third volume of poetry Rich
published and the first one informed by conscious sexual politics (Rich, “Blood,
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Bread, and Poetry” 180). The style and attitude are different from her previous
volumes, as the poet’s life as a wife and mother has persuaded her that she needs
to write from a particular point of view, rather than from the “universal” one she
had aspired until this moment. For this, she has received the negative criticism she
talks about in the lecture Bechdel attends in her memoir: the volume is too bitter,
too personal.
But the power of the poem lies elsewhere. As darkness descends upon the
builders on the roof, having just finished their day’s work, their muscles slack like
the pulleys, resting but still standing, looking over the unfinished roofs, the
darkness changes: a lack of meaning or a change of meaning is about to break.
There is a feeling of anticipation, for what looked like the end of a day’s work in
the first three lines of the poem, now feels like the beginning of something, yet of
what exactly remains unknown. The descending darkness carries a violent bundle
of meaning (“a torn sail where figures pass magnified”), which is still senseless,
because it is still purposeless. This is the moment of dissensus: the descending
darkness transforms the bodies of the builders into different bodies that do not
fulfil their proper function but set forth to fulfil another, emerging and non-yetspecified one. As the roofwalker’s skilled, dexterous body participates in a
choreography that leads it towards incompetence, so the roofs on which he flees
undergo a similar transformation that deprives them of their telos. The very
unrepresentability of the change that the roofwalker and roofs go through requires
that the reader does the “footwork of imagination” that Rich had to do when she
was confronted with the fragmentation of identity that came with being what she
perceived in her time to be contradictory: a woman and a poet (Rich, “Blood, Bread,
and Poetry” 175). What is at work here is a crack in the middle of the familiar that
allows for the unpredictable to happen. The middle-class suburb and the structures
of poetry, the capacities of the bodies of workers and poets are all overturned, not
because of a critique that exposes their blind spots or the political, ideological,
institutional structures that keep them in place for the reader to see and
understand, but because their reality is qualified by a radical break between sense
and meaning. This disassociation has political power because it requires that we
stop and contemplate their previously unexplored possibilities.
In a move similar to that of Rich, Bechdel, at the opening of her chapter
titled “Hate,” creates a magnificent imagery that visualizes the dangers the author
faces while pursuing her artistic expression (Bechdel 161-163). She narrates a
dream in which she has to climb up a precipice of ice of immeasurable height, and
she is fearful for her life. Later, however, when she has managed to reach the top
safely, the ice thaws and the precipice is revealed to be her childhood home. She’s
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standing on the roof realizing that even if she had fallen, she would not have been
hurt, because the roof is not high. By now, it is a beautiful spring morning, so when
she attempts to “convey the extremity” (163) of the situation she was in not too
long ago to her father and a neighbour, they stare in disbelief. The similarities with
Rich’s poem, in terms of content and imagery, are quite striking. The three pages
of the dream symbolize the artistic struggles Bechdel is facing while writing her
memoir – prominent in which is that in order to achieve artistic freedom she has to
be disloyal to her family – as well as the psychic dangers she faced as a child in her
family home. The symbolism of the dream is quite straightforward. It is a good
example of what Bechdel is good at: investigating childhood and the traumas of
everyday life, and talking about the dilemmas of writing an autobiography. The
message is clear: to be raised as a girl in a family strained by the burden that a
predominantly patriarchal and heteronormative society imposes, is not safe.
Neither is it safe to be an artist who wants to tell her story in spite of the social
notions of propriety and family honour.3 A titanic effort of will is required to save
her from either situation.
Apart from the thematic and visual similarities these three pages have with
Rich’s poem, I want to emphasize the similar way in which they change the
landscape of the familiar, resulting in a moment of dissensus. Where Rich’s poem
uses the imagery of a ship and waves, Bechdel’s dream affects the transformation
of her family home into a life-threatening site through the expression of emotional
intensity and a temporal interruption in the spatialisation of narrative. Graphic
narratives register temporality spatially, since they move forward in time going
from one side of the page to another (Chute, “Comics as Literature” 452). It requires
only the minimum of graphic literacy to be able to follow panel after panel from
top to bottom and from left to right. The three pages of the precipice dream follow
this sequence, on a first reading, but the first page causes a disruption to the
sequence, because it sets the frame for another reading to take place
simultaneously. The second reading does not follow the panels’ linearity.
The first page of the dream is an introductory one-page frame showing
Bechdel desperately clinging to the ice. It prepares the reader for reading the later
pages (which have many panels) as if they were one-paneled also, in a way. In the
full-page panel we see Bechdel from above. The “bleed,” when the panel expands
to the edges of the page drawing the reader in, together with the close-up of the
Bechdel has said that the book would have been different if her mother had not been
looking over her shoulder. She may not have abandoned the project altogether, but she
still tried to accommodate her mother’s needs by editing things out (Bechdel and Thurman
13’15-13’50).
3
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fearful look on Bechdel’s face, places the reader in a position from where she might
be able to offer help and give the event of reading the first page an intensity that
is extraordinary for the opening of a graphic memoir’s chapter.4 At the same time,
no words are uttered: the silence, as well as the solitude of the panel, has the effect
of removing the panel from any particular span of time (McCloud 164). The stillness
contrasts with the urgency and precariousness of the situation of Bechdel hanging
from the precipice and her facial expression. There is a feeling that the event does
not take place in a particular moment in time, but that it is there permanently. The
intensity allows the effect of the first page to linger in the reading of the following
two pages: stillness of time instead of linearity. It causes fear to keep lingering over
the final panels of these pages, where the house looks familiar and all danger is
gone, and where intensity gives way to clarity and distance.
In light of the first page, the structure of the following two pages invites the
reader to not only follow the familiar rhythm of comics, which unfolds the dream
from beginning to end, but also to pause and look at the two pages as a
simultaneous juxtaposition of the icy precipice and the family home, as if they were
an image cut in two, showing some sort of bilateral symmetry. On the left side, the
reader sees Bechdel on the precipice of ice, fighting for her life. On the right side,
Bechdel’s family home has replaced the precipice. When the house and the
precipice can be looked at simultaneously, what happens is something that occurs
in dreams and with which everyone is familiar: an object can be one thing and at
the same time something completely different. Something familiar can become
something strange. Something safe can become something dangerous. The
different times of the dream being transcribed into pages viewed simultaneously
means a merging of the precipice and the house. The merging is not done in
drawing: we do not have a drawing of a structure that combines elements found in
houses and precipices. It is not done in the structure of the dream, which follows a
temporal mode: first it is a precipice, then it is a house. It happens in the structure
of the frames and the pages.
Like in Rich’s poem, the middle-class house and the (emotional) work of the
artist, their qualities, capacities, and purpose are changed because of a radical
break between sense and meaning that happens the moment the reader’s gaze
takes in the two pages simultaneously, seeing the house and the precipice as the
same thing, refusing to follow the rhythm and linearity that the rules of graphic
It is more usual in comics to find a fixed, quiet background to set the stage for something
dramatic to happen later (McCloud 50). There is an establishing shot, usually a long-shot
panel, which tells the reader where they are, before the story zooms in on the protagonists
and the events in the story (McCloud 160).
4
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literacy prescribe. Bechdel’s dream produces effects of dissensus by turning the
familiar image of a home into a dangerous place where the artist is a heroic figure
that might meet her death. This move is different from her direct discussion of the
political issues at work in her family life which one often finds in a memoir. In this
passage, the reader is not led toward rational reflection, but to the experience of a
conflict between a sensory display and its interpretation, which calls for the
invention of new ways of making sense of senses, and therefore of framing a
specific sphere of experience differently than before, which is the act of
reconfiguring the political.
The two works read in this article practice a politics of aesthetics
establishing a break in the way one can look at the familiar image of American
suburban houses: they are transformed into dangerous territories, while the bodies
that inhabit them detach them from their proper function by climbing on them.
Bechdel’s dream symbolizes the artistic struggles she has regarding writing about
personal matters while Rich’s poem discusses the terrifying moment when a poet
sheds off the poetic tools at her disposal and needs to find new ones. The two
works, following a long tradition of feminist writing of the self, revisit the
relationship between the personal and the political not simply by presenting it to
the reader, but by creating the possibility of an emergence of new meanings of the
private and of what constitutes artistic work through the feelings that they create
in their reader the moment the familiar images are separated from familiar
meaning – a political moment.
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Introducing a New “Genre” in Literary
Education: The “Graphic Novel” in the
Classroom
MARJOLEIN VAN TOOREN*
Margreet de Heer, Bas Schuddeboom, Willard Mans, Graphic novels voor de leeslijst,
Stripmaker des Vaderlands/Uitgeverij Personalia, 2018.

“H

ave you ever asked yourself how it felt for nineteenth-century readers
to open a novel and read one for the very first time? Well, you now
have the opportunity to live such an experience, for our era too sees

the rise of a new genre: the graphic novel!” This is how Willard Mans usually
introduces his ideas about the role the graphic novel could play in the classroom.
As a teacher, he is confronted every day with students who have lost the habit of
reading lengthy books and do not know how to find novels that interest them for
their required reading lists. His experience with the introduction of graphic novels
in the classroom has convinced him that these books can motivate adolescents to
read more and he is now seeing his dream come true: together with national comic
strip maker Margreet de Heer and Bas Schuddeboom (editor of the online
Comiclopedia and Donald Duck), he has published a guide that briefly introduces
over fifty Dutch graphic novels. The target audience is mainly secondary school
teachers, but it could also be helpful for students in making choices for their
reading lists. The guide is available both in print (free copies can be obtained in
many comic book stores in The Netherlands) and as a free download
(http://stripmakerdesvaderlands.nl/graphic-novels-voor-de-leeslijst/).
Willard Mans’s statement is challenging, but not unproblematic, because
many scholars prefer “comics” or “comic book” to the term “graphic novel.” Some,
however, do make a distinction between comics and graphic novels, like Stephen
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E. Tabachnick, editor of The Cambridge Companion to the Graphic Novel (2017),
who proposes the following definition:
the graphic novel is an extended comic book freed of all restrictions
on form and content and capable of tackling all of the issues that
writing and art for adults have always dealt with, using all of the
literary and artistic resources available to any writer or artist. (26)
This is also the point of view of the authors of the guide I am here discussing: they
consider the graphic novel to be a literary genre as opposed to a medium,
characterized by the interaction between word and image. Given the educational
context in which the guide is supposed to function – as a supplement to the
required reading list – this terminology seems acceptable. And there is also a more
pragmatic reason to maintain the term “graphic novel:” in Dutch, the word “comics”
evokes a connotation of flat humour and jokes.
Graphic novels voor de leeslijst (Graphic Novels for the Reading List)
discusses fifty-five graphic novels, one on each page. At the top of each page we
find a picture of the cover, a summary in one or two sentences, some keywords, a
representative panel (indicating the content of the book, like a title vignette), as
well as information about the publisher, the year of publication, and the number of
pages. The main part consists of a longer summary, a personalized review of the
work, and two or three questions that could prompt discussion and analysis in the
classroom. Finally, at the bottom of each page, we see a series of three or four
illustrative panels.
Tabachnick specifies that “the term graphic novel includes not only fiction,
but also serious non-fictional historical and political issues, and graphic novels are
often autobiographical or biographical” (26). This is precisely what we see in the
guide: a wide variety of genres, such as autobiographies dealing with issues like
autism, burnout, cancer, mourning, mentally disabled parents, obesity, or religion
and the search for meaning. We find the latter theme in Liesbeth Labeur’s Op weg
en reis (On the Road and Go, 2017), a graphic novel about the dilemmas of a young
girl living in the closed world of the Reformed Church, and in Frenk Meeuwsen’s
Zen zonder meester (Zen without Master, 2017), in which the protagonist discovers
Eastern spirituality. Other genres that can be found on the list include science
fiction and history (World War I and II, colonialism in the Dutch Indies, et cetera),
and more humorous ones as well, like stories with a cat or a dog as focalizer. The
genre of artist biographies deserves a special remark, as the guide discusses no
less than eight graphic novels in which the protagonist is a well-known painter.
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Readers can discover the lives of Andy Warhol, Jan van Scorel, Jeroen Bosch, and
Vincent van Gogh, or amuse themselves with stories about fictional painters in their
desperate search for inspiration. The selection gives a good impression of topics
that are popular, not only in graphic novels, but also in contemporary literature in
general.
Does the list therefore demonstrate that the graphic novel has evolved as a
genre and that it can be seen as being on par with “traditional” books? The very
existence of meta-discursive and auto-ironic graphic novels in which the genre is
discussed and parodied, confirms this hypothesis as true: SGF (the title refers to the
initials of the protagonist) by Simon Spruyt (2009) is an example of this
phenomenon – it ironizes the discussion on the differences between ordinary
comic books and so called “quality graphic novels” by introducing a washed-up
comic strip author who sells his soul to the devil to become a “captain of comic
strips industry” (een “stripindustrialist,” De Heer, Schuddeboom, and Mans 40).
Overall, this guide has made me very enthusiastic, which is not to say that I
do not have any critical remarks. For even if the guide is designed to provide fresh
ideas to teachers, it would have been helpful for them if there had been some
theory in it. The first problem is one of definition. In the short introduction, the
authors describe the graphic novel as being “a multi-layered story, presented in
compelling images” (“een gelaagd verhaal, verpakt in dwingende beelden,” 2). They
admit that this is not very clear and then add some specifications: the protagonist
must experience a transformation and the story and the design must be original
and invite the reader to reflect upon it. This means that the graphic novel should
raise the same questions as any other form of art, but the broadness of this
definition has two important consequences for the selection criteria. First, we find
both stories that were originally published as graphic novels as well as adaptations
of novels or short stories by, for example, Adriaan van Dis, H.P. Lovecraft, Mohamed
El Bisatie, and Ronald Giphart, which, in the latter situation, severely impacts the
freedom of the author/artist to express themselves. Second, the graphic novels in
the guide present all kinds of word-image combinations, varying from full stories
with illustrations to woodcuts without words. The authors of the list indicate this as
a problem by asking questions like “Is this still a graphic novel?” (16), or by
signalling that a graphic novel stretches the borders of the genre of literature, but
they do not formulate answers to their own questions and concerns. Perhaps it is
impossible, given the scope of this guide, but some bibliographical references to
the works of Jan Baetens or to the aforementioned Cambridge Companion to the
Graphic Novel (2017) would have served as a useful supplement, as their work
specifically contends with the techniques of storytelling used in graphic novels, the
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analysis of word-image relations, and the question whether or not comics and
graphic novels can be seen as literary.
This brings me to a second problem: the lack of didactic suggestions. The
questions at the end of every presentation are useful, but the authors seem to
suppose that every teacher knows how to read a graphic novel, how to make the
connection between text and image, and how to interpret their interaction. On their
aforementioned website, they say that the graphic novel is unique and deserves a
thorough analysis in literature courses, specifically in high schools. I could not agree
more, but they do not specify how to perform such an analysis. Passionate yet
somewhat hollow qualifications such as “an intimate and colourful glimpse into
one of the most difficult periods” (10), “beautifully sketched surroundings in which
something spontaneously comes to life” (11), or “the images are very detailed and
somewhat detached” (18), do not compensate for this lack, since the authors do
not substantiate these statements.
These are problems that can easily be solved, given the existence of the
website – why not create a supplement to the guide in which the theoretical and
didactic issues are discussed? For the moment, however, let us welcome this
initiative that does justice to graphic novels in the classroom, which will certainly
contribute to making it more popular within educational institutions. And let us
hope Willard Mans will turn out to be right in his assertion that reading graphic
novels will make adolescents discover the pleasure of reading.
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Amsterdam Comics Conference, “Drawing
Yourself In and Out of It,” 15-17
November 2018
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T

he second international conference by Amsterdam Comics, titled “Drawing
Yourself In and Out of It,” hosted by Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, brought
together three days full of vibrant panels and keynote lectures. Opening with

a seductive quote from comics creator Miriam Katin, the conference’s call for
papers encouraged those who are “inside” a story to “try and draw yourself out of
it” (qtd. in “#4 - Fall 2018”). This epigraph set the overall tone for the conference,
and allowed interested parties to submit presentation proposals that would discuss
what Amsterdam Comics themselves described as “an engrossment in and an
examination of a politics of affect” (“#4 - Fall 2018”).
One the of the most prominent themes, and one explicitly brought into the
conference’s fray via two panel titles, was the presentation of comics practice and
academic research as mutually beneficial, specifically in the role of comics (creation)
as educational material and/or as a medium that is potentially useful in the practice
of medicine. Simon Grennan presented his work, Parables of Care, and explicated
on its role as an educational guide to those caring for people living with dementia,
the work itself a remediation of first-hand experiences offered by other caregivers.
His emphasis on both research and practice demonstrated the generative relation
between these forms of knowledge production, and further underlined the
importance of more non-normative genres of education and innovative
perspectives on contemporary health care.
Bridging the gap between depictions of illness and comics as a route for
educating a mass audience was comics practitioner Viivi Rintanen. Her work depicts
Nicholas Burman is a British writer currently completing an MA in Comparative Cultural
Analysis at the University of Amsterdam. He has been published by The Comics Journal, the
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disenfranchisement they experience in her native Finland. The narratives that are
central to her work are supplied to her via e-mail. The results, worked on by
Rintanen with her subject-collaborators, are aesthetically engaging: her use of color
and shape attempt to show the sense of outsider-ness described by her
collaborators, while the narratives do not shy away from the harsher lived realities
of people living with psychological disorders. Mielisairaalan kesätyttö (2015), the
title of her debut work, is discussed by the artist in an interview that can also be
found in this special issue of Digressions.
If there was one thing hindering the (international) participants’
engagement with Rintanen’s work, it was that few of them could speak Finnish. This
highlighted the lack of translations of important, award-winning, and yet nonEnglish language comics work being provided for foreign markets. The Spanishlanguage texts discussed by Maria Fernanda Díaz-Basteris (such as Septiembre:
zona de desastre by Mejía and Hernández) and Marmela Artime Omil (El convoy by
Lapierre Torrens), or Portuguese language texts like Procurando São Paulo
(author(s) unknown), as discussed by Tânia Alexandra Cardoso, provide powerful
examples of both the sociopolitical importance and popularity of comics outside
of the Anglophone-world.
The problematization of the comics canon was highlighted by Nina
Mickwitz in her keynote lecture, “Graphic Encounters: From Ellipsis to Excess.”
Although Mickwitz’s talk focused on arguing that documentary, journalistic, and
advocacy comics of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century “can be
understood as belonging to a broader cultural paradigm of witnessing,” in the inbetween comments during her lecture she considered that the turn of Comics
Studies towards autobiographical work is intimately intertwined with the
individualism of contemporary society. While there is a diverse array of comics
available for research, as conference participants had demonstrated earlier during
the day, the dominance of memoirs such as Maus (1977), Persepolis (2000), and Fun
Home (2006) in classrooms and at conferences gives weight to Mickwitz’s
observation. Moreover, the popularity of Kate Evans’s Threads (2017), Sarah
Lightman’s The Book of Sarah (2019), and Roz Chast’s Can’t We Talk about
Something more Pleasant? (2014) throughout the conference suggest that this
thematic focus will persist.
Joe Sacco continued on the theme of witnessing during the Friday evening
keynote interview. Questioned by comics creator Aimée de Jongh, professor of
Popular Historical Culture and War at Erasmus University Rotterdam Kees Ribbens,
and co-founder of Amsterdam Comics Rik Spanjers, Sacco discussed his creative
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process behind the production of his critically acclaimed catalogue, addressing
topics such as the definition of “journalism” in the context of comics, the selection
of subjects he has depicted, and his own role as a character within the narratives.
When asked about the influences that led him to become known as a pioneer of
comic-journalism, the Maltese-American cartoonist explained how a wide array of
cultural elements – ranging from Mad Magazine to the paintings of Bruegel the
Elder – inspire him. It was by mentioning writer Hunter S. Thompson and Michael
Herr’s Dispatches (1977) that Sacco highlighted his development as a gonzo-artist,
conceptualizing his practice as something attempting to be “cutting to the chase”
and “breaking the traditional structures of journalism.”
Sacco’s hand-drawn stories and photographic reportage are often
compared, and both raise the question on whether the act of aestheticizing causes
“true” narratives to become beautified. As Susan Sontag said, “people want the
weight of witnessing without the taint of artistry, which is equated with insincerity
or mere contrivance” (26). Sacco is realistic about the limitations of reporting in
comic form, and although he takes into account that “drawing is a mediation, a
filter,” he considers himself a regular journalist, striving for truthfulness by basing
his work on visual references, direct quotes, and months of research before and
after a trip.
“I don’t do sketches. Only when it’s inappropriate,” says the author jokingly,
referring to those situations where a camera cannot be raised, such as at military
checkpoints. For him, violence is “a disgusting thing to draw” and having to
recreate scenes observed in war torn regions can be an excruciating experience, to
the point where Sacco considered quitting journalism after his return from Gaza.
Sacco explains that: “You gotta be careful with drawings,” because “you can always
draw the mortal moment.” An awareness of the tension between the subjective and
the (perceived) objective is, according to him, the only way to balance the artist’s
ambitions and the reporter’s obligations. Sacco constantly negotiates between
stylistic choices and moral dilemmas, which are due to the fact that subjectivity is
essentially unavoidable; a message reminded to the reader by the persistent
presence of the narrator, the cartoon-me Sacco, in all of his work; “I [am] the thread
connecting random stories.”
“Drawing Yourself In and Out of It” was an exciting and diverse three days
of discussion on this burgeoning field, with a focus on advocating, documentary,
and autobiographical works that promote a drawing-out of the creators
themselves. While it may be useful to not be unquestionably in awe to those
genres, as Mickwitz reminded us, the comics medium has proved and continues to
prove a fertile ground for exploring the perspective of creators and audiences alike.
67
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Comics as Graphic Medicine: An Interview
with Viivi Rintanen
ANGELO ZINNA AND NICHOLAS BURMAN†

F

innish artist Viivi Rintanen presented her work in a panel on documentary
comics during the second International Amsterdam Comics Conference in
2018. Since 2015, she has been active in fighting the stigma surrounding

mental illness in her native Finland by co-creating graphic, first-person narratives
with those affected by the various forms of it. Through these visual narratives,
which aim to reclaim and humanize notions of “being crazy,” Rintanen remediates
intimate anecdotes of marginalized individuals and posts them on her blog,
Hulluussarjakuvia (http://hulluussarjakuvia.sarjakuvablogit.com/). Following the
conference, we spoke to Viivi in the first half of 2019 about the origin of this work,
the practice of advocacy drawing, and the effects of her work on both the real-life
protagonists and readers.1
Finland, while having a highly ranked standard of living, has been one of the
countries with the highest suicide rate in Europe for many years. However,
this seems to be changing. How do you see this welfare/unhappiness
paradox? And as someone who is playing a part in trying to change society's
approach to mental disorders, have you noticed an improvement in how such
illnesses are viewed by people?
What I’m about to say is a huge cultural generalization, but I think many Finns
might still recognize the complex reasons I give here. I believe that Finnish history,
together with cultural concepts and genetics are the reasons for the high suicide
rates. Like most European countries, Finland suffered enormous social and
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economic losses in WWII. Culturally, there was (and maybe still is) a code of silence
which dictates that feelings such as shame and grief shouldn't be shown to others.
The younger generations suffered the consequences, which translated into mental
illnesses, domestic violence, and alcohol abuse. In addition to that, Finnish culture
puts a strong emphasis on work ethics, which drives countless people into burnouts
or self-harming behaviors. “Burning out” is starting to be a common phenomenon
among young professionals, myself included.
In Finland, we aren’t as family oriented or socially open as in many other
countries. Instead, as a culture, we sometimes tend to believe that you should cope
on your own and never quit trying. For example, we pride ourselves with the
cultural concept of “the Finnish sisu,” which indicates the particular grit or
perseverance of Finnish people. People don't allow themselves to ask for help or
share their pain.

“Oh my god! Which cancer is it, not breast, is it?”
“Cancer? I don't have cancer, why'd you think so?”2

I feel that improvements in the attitudes towards the mentally ill or mad are
happening, but not enough. In the Mielenterveysbarometri 2017 (the Finnish
national poll that gathers statistics about the attitudes towards people
suffering/rehabilitating from mental problems) it was shown that almost a fifth of
Finns are scared of mental health rehabilitees (19% wouldn’t want a rehabilitating
Full story in English: SusuPetal & Viivi Rintanen: A Lost
http://hulluussarjakuvia.sarjakuvablogit.com/2017/10/01/kadoksissa-a-lost-mind/.
2
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person as their neighbor, and 18% feel uncomfortable with encountering
rehabilitees).
Can you tell us something about the misconceptions in regards to mental
illness you've encountered more often and how art, comics, or storytelling
have a role in fighting them?
These are the most common misconceptions I’ve come across: psychosis patients
are always dangerous and violent; all those diagnosed with personality disorders
are cruel and evil; depression is one’s own fault and a sign of weakness and/or
laziness; eating disorders are shallow, harmless, and just passing phases of teenage
girls. I could easily invalidate all of the mentioned arguments because they are not
based on scientific facts or lived realities. Instead, they come from the fear of the
unknown, sheer ignorance or a lack of education.

“I'm more than tired,” thinks Susu who has entered
into a depressive state.3

There is a model of “a triangle of distrust” from Finnish researcher Hannu
Räty (1987). In this theoretical model Räty says that three aspects are supporting
the basis of the stigma. One, that mental illness is something unfamiliar or
unknown (even unnatural and inhuman) which makes it difficult to learn about and
Full story in English: SusuPetal & Viivi Rintanen: An Empty Mind,
http://hulluussarjakuvia.sarjakuvablogit.com/2017/05/31/tyhjapaa-an-empty-mind-23/.
3
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treat, and that therefore it might be incurable. Two, that because it might be
incurable, one can think that “once crazy, always crazy.” A person who has been
mentally ill once should always be doubted and distrusted because they could be
permanently crazy. And three, that if mental illness is something unknown and
incurable, it might be inherently dangerous as most prejudices suggest. So you can
see the vicious cycle of the different aspects (unfamiliarity, incurability,
dangerousness). We still haven’t been able to understand and treat these
differences and forms of suffering with compassion and without this stigma.
As you told us during your panel at the Comics Conference, the idea for your
project came to you after working as a cleaner in a mental institution. Can
you tell us something about this experience? How did your perception of
madness change during that time?
I was 19 when I got a summer job as a cleaner at a Finnish mental ward. I took it
because I was studying to be an art teacher and needed a summer job. At first, I
was very intimidated, especially by the “crazy” patients, whom I thought would be
completely different from the people I had encountered until then in my life. I was
wrong: the patients seemed very ordinary from the outside. A seemingly healthy
person could be an outpatient of a hospital like the one I worked in.
I worked in the hospital for three summers, which changed me. I understood
that mental problems can be a painful yet meaningful part of the human existence.
“Going crazy” is not a choice or a weakness, but a result of an extremely difficult or
stressful past, susceptible genetics, and bad luck. Little by little I got to know the
patients for who they were: lovable human beings who should be helped, not
discriminated against.
I heard, saw, and felt how the stigma of a mental diagnosis or madness had
an adverse effect on the patients’ lives. It was also a part of my life because I had a
secret: for a long time before I started cleaning the ward, I had suffered from an
eating disorder. If the patients were worthy of help and understanding, wasn’t I
too? This point of view allowed me to shift my course before I would have to be
admitted to a similar treatment myself.
The ward was a fascinating observatory for human behavior. I was like a fly
on the wall because people usually don’t pay attention to a cleaner. I would clean
the soundproof ward office where the staff discussed the patients’ treatment plans.
Next, I’d clean the private patient rooms and see the same patients talk about
themselves, their treatment, even the medical staff. The ward was also a constant
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battle of power and strict hospital hierarchy, in which the doctor won’t say hello to
me because I’m “just” a cleaner.
My viewpoint was special, and I was thankful for the lessons the patients
taught me. This obsession led to my first graphic novel, Mielisairaalan kesätyttö
(“The Summer Cleaner at a Mental Ward,” 2015). The book was greatly received
and was voted as the best comic of the year by Finnish comics professionals. The
book's main character Vilma is based on me, but other characters are blended so
that the actual patients or staff cannot be recognized.

“Do I have the right to reproduce? What if my
children inherit this?”4

Why comics? And what is the step-by-step process behind the creation of your
artwork, the “storyteller method?” Comics come from a heritage of
cartooning which has sometimes relied on stereotyping for representing
people, is this historical nature of cartoonish representation something
you’ve had to negotiate while depicting people with mental illnesses?
I have always been drawn to comics. It just felt natural to show with images and
tell with words. I love the way comics can be consumed in everyone’s own pace
and enjoyed visually.

Full story in English: Emilia & Viivi Rintanen: A Special Kind of Mother,
http://hulluussarjakuvia.sarjakuvablogit.com/2018/05/22/aarimmainen-aiti-a-special-kindof-mother/.
4
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After the book was published, many people came up to me to tell their life
stories of madness and pain. I thought that perhaps I could draw them into
webcomics, which could offer a therapeutic release or peer support for people with
similar experiences. That’s why I started a webcomic called “Comics About
Madness” in 2015. The most recent stories have English subtitles and will be
featured in a Dutch graphic journalism platform, Drawing the Times in 2019.
“Comics about Madness” has published over twenty non-fiction stories of mental
illness or madness.
What was the decision-making process behind the use of color? You tend to
color outside and between the lines using watercolors that bleed into each
other.
People associate colors easily with feelings and moods. I use this attribute of colors
to invite the readers to feel the extreme emotions that madness carries: anxiety,
fear, sadness, heaviness, emptiness, elated mania, and many more. Then the
invisible madness becomes visible, maybe sometimes more relatable.
The coloring style is also thematically appropriate. Like the people who are
called crazy, my color won’t stay inside the lines. It’s unchosen and organic like the
madness in all of us.

“I'm so sorry Kerttu. Mom is so sorry.”5
Full story in English: Elina & Viivi Rintanen: The Other Mother, http://hulluussarjakuvia.
sarjakuvablogit.com/2018/10/11/rakastaa-ja-ravistella/.
5
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The use of color has a pragmatic reason too: it’s play! My comics are strictly
planned out with the storytellers. With the moving and mixing of color, I can finally
play and create unexpected things. It’s an exciting challenge to make the wild
watercolor represent the main characters’ feelings and thoughts in a way that
carries the story forward.
How does a story go from abstract to visual and how do you deal with issues
of privacy?
The blog’s idea is inclusive and quite simple: readers send me stories of their
experiences of mental problems via email. I call them storytellers. With art grants,
I’m able to choose some of the stories I receive to be featured in “Comics About
Madness.” Then I script the stories with the storytellers and draw them into
webcomics according to the storytellers’ wishes. Every step is discussed and
confirmed with the storyteller via email (in ridiculously long email conversations).
All the stories I receive remain confidential; I only share them if they get published
with the storyteller’s permission. Most storytellers want to remain anonymous
behind the comic character but still are given a chance to speak for themselves and
to be seen as humans with thoughts, feelings, and experiences.
By the way: international stories are very welcome and can be send to
hulluussarjakuvia@gmail.com.
The primary purpose of “Comics About Madness” is to reduce the stigma
surrounding madness and mental illness. This is why I have to be extra aware of
the stereotypes that lurk everywhere. It’s a complicated process in which I have to
be mindful about the storyteller’s experience, my knowledge of representations,
and common misconceptions of different forms of madness or medical diagnoses,
so I don't make stigmatizing portrayals by accident.
On a side note: for my master’s thesis in art education I studied how I
represented the stigma in the webcomic and how the stigma could be represented
in a way that would reduce it.6
What's interesting about your work is not only the art itself but also the way
you showcase it. You have chosen the blog form, which allows you to
communicate directly with both your audience and the subjects you draw,

For an abstract of the thesis in English, scroll down at: https://aaltodoc.aalto.fi/
handle/123456789/34015.
6
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while maintaining your independence. What has the reaction of your readers
been and what is your relationship with them? What are the limitations of
self-publishing?
I chose the blog form to be as democratic and accessible as I can. If I make a
mistake, anyone can comment, and I’m held accountable publicly. This way many
viewpoints and misconceptions can be discussed right below the stories in the
comments section. I feel it’s the most ethical option, to allow the polyphony. I hope
the blog will continue to be free of charge to read in the future. That makes the
comics accessible for the people who sometimes find themselves in a worse socioeconomical position than “the normal and sane.”

The cover of Mielisairaalan kesätyttö (2015)

The only fundamental limitations of self-publishing are money and time. I’d
love to publish more but don’t want to drive myself to the verge of burn-out and
financial bankruptcy.
Nevertheless, my readers are the best! I get a lot more stories than I can
draw, but every single one enriches my knowledge of this field, madness, and the
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stigma I’m fighting against. I get a lot of positive feedback and invaluable thank
yous.
How do you see your project evolving? What is next for you?
I’m working on a collection of “Comics About Madness,” which includes new,
autobiographical material about the psychotherapy process. I’m also exploring the
therapeutic potential that making comics has with a graphic storytelling workshop
for people who suffer from eating disorders in collaboration with the support of
the Finnish Cultural Foundation’s Art for Institutions grant. I hope to continue with
“Comics About Madness” for as long as possible and wish to participate in the field
of Graphic Medicine as an arts practitioner. And I’m keeping my eyes open for
translation opportunities, too, to make all of my comics accessible to an English
speaking audience.
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