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FRAME WORK

Before we begin, I need to define a few terms.
This essay is about comics, and specifically about comix theory, a new idea I’m outlining
here as a framework for reading, for talking about the intersection of the visual and verbal, and
for examining the politics (or antipolitics) of “paraliterary” art. The panel-to-panel narrative
images called comics are a form in themselves, a medium with rhetorical implications that are
still largely unstudied. Comics studies remain on the outskirts of American academic criticism,
despite its potential to tell us something about literature – and so we start with the difficult task
of definition.
What are comics? I’ve already put down a few criteria here, but the task of taxonomy is
more difficult than an interested critic might expect. Until recently, not many people in the
academy or outside of it cared about defining comics, and now that the medium is beginning to
garner some attention from historians, critics, and theoreticians, almost no one can agree. Will
Eisner, longtime comics creator and coiner of the term “graphic novel,” calls comics “the
arrangements of pictures or images and words to convey a story or idea” (Comics and Sequential
Art, 97). Scott McCloud, the cartoonist and theorist behind the book Understanding Comics,
calls the medium “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to
convey information and/or produce an aesthetic in the viewer” (Understanding Comics, 7-9).
Alternative cartoonist Chris Ware hesitates to classify comics as a medium at all, preferring to
call comics a “language,” or, even more ambitiously, a “way of thinking” (Ball/Kullman).
If we move away from theory and attempt to define comics historically, things get
difficult fast: do we start with the “Yellow Kid” Sunday strips of the 1900s – an early example of
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what we would today recognize as mainstream American comics – or with the cave paintings at
Lascoux? The Bayeux tapestry, or Action Comics #1?
Working with the broad definition of “sequential art” laid out in McCloud’s work, we can
then determine that even the works in the broad spectrum laid out above have certain things in
common. All, on a very basic level, are read. But how do we read them? Is the way we read
comics no different, say, than how we read a pure text, or is our experience more like watching a
film? Does our experience, as comics readers, occupy some third way of reading?
In Understanding Comics, McCloud links the gutter – that space between panels ours
eyes jump over each time we read a comic strip left-to-right – to what he terms “closure,” the
process by which comics readers create the action between panels in order to generate narrative
continuity. Though I believe that sequence factors heavily in comics’ own particular use of
narrative closure – the sequence of images in comics being, I think, their distinguishing feature –
sequence (of word or image) is not necessary for closure, which is really just another word for
the creation of, to borrow from Lacan, the Symbolic order. Confronted with images (the
Imaginary) and blank space (something like “the Real”) closure is the reader’s attempt to make
meaning. The anxiety of conservative critics such as Clement Greenberg (“The Avant-Garde and
Kitsch”) bespeaks the paranoia of purists, those who would save “serious” art from its infection
with “literary” elements (i.e. the elements of narrative closure) by positioning it against “kitsch”
productions, what he lists as “magazine covers, illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, comics,
Tin Pan Alley music, tap dancing, Hollywood movies, etc.”
Robin Varnum and Christina Gibbons, in the introduction to their collection of comics
scholarship, The Language of Comics, rightly point out that “The public outcry over comics in
the United States during the 1940s and 1950s was… fueled also by the notion that the medium
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itself was transgressive. Since words and pictures were distinct kinds of signs, no combination of
the two could be made without compromising the integrity of both” (xi). Claims that comics
contributed to youth illiteracy, part of the congressional attack on comics, were founded on these
principles – the comic book, because it failed to fully transition into the Symbolic by maintaining
both Imaginary and Real elements (respectively, the image and the gutter) could not promote
“correct” or even “healthy” reading, especially in children.
As W.J.T. Mitchell puts it in his book Picture Theory: “The entire antiverbal ideology of
abstraction, its depiction as a rigorous ‘barrier’ between vision and language, is a myth” (220).
Comics denounce this myth by what Varnum and Gibbons tellingly term “verbal and visual
cross-dressing,” in which “pictures do the work of words – telling stories, for example, or
functioning as metaphors or puns – or where words operate as graphic elements within the
comics frame” (xv). This interesting mixing unsettles definitions of art in the same ways,
perhaps, that many queer theorists suggest “queerness” itself at once unsettles and serves to
define heteronormativity. As “the Real” both defines and unsettles the Symbolic and Imaginary
orders, so, too, does this mixing of sign systems define and contest the comic’s image and
narrative.
For this reason comics (denounced at various points in history by Congress, the academy,
and the Catholic church), have long been designated a “paraliterary” medium.” As defined by
Samuel R. Delany in his book Shorter Views: Queer Thoughts & The Politics of the
Paraliterary, the relation of paraliterature such as comics to certain fixed definitions of
“literature” is a queer relation. “Just as (discursively) homosexuality exists largely to delimit
heterosexuality and to lend it a false sense of definition, paraliterature exists to delimit literature
and provide it with an equally false sense of itself,” he writes. “Indeed, since both were
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disseminated by the explosion of print technology at the end of the nineteenth century, the two
splits are not unrelated” (205). Definitions are dependent on critical oppositions: delineations
that define “literary” works only by placing them against “paraliteratary” ones, just as Greenberg
defines “the avant-garde” against “kitsch.”

Comics’ insistence on
remaining between these orders, on
openly displaying this obscene
amalgamation, is a queer insistence.
“Queer, to me… can be thought of
as, and is akin to, the ‘trace’ in the
field of sexuality,” writes Carla
Fig. 1: Roland Barthes describes the linguistic message
accompanying photo-essays as an attempt to “fix the floating
chain of signifieds in such a way as to counter the terror of
uncertain signs” in order to anchor “all the possible (denoted)
meanings of the objects by recourse to a nomenclature” (Image,
40). Barthes postulates this as a “repressive” value.

Freccero in After Sex. “Thus
creolite, hybridity, mestizajae,
mettissage, spectrality, the trace,

and the uncanny all find themselves in certain ways allied with queers as terms that do the work
of difference in relations to the identitarian inflections they carry” (20). So, too, do comics do the
work of difference by being in-between.
Just as non-reproductive, “queer” drives threaten to invade (rather, do invade) sexuality
as such, just as sexuality “threatens” to invade every action, so does the “ninth art” threaten other
arts. Comic strips become, effectively, what Lee Edelman characterizes as queer theory: “the
‘side’ where narrative realization and derealization overlap, where the energies of vitalization
ceaselessly turn against themselves; the ‘side; outside all political sides, committed as they are,
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on every side, to futurism’s unquestioned good” (No Future, 7). That comics are sometimes
defined not as a medium themselves, but as a genre of literature (Wolk, 11); that comics pages or
panels are now sometimes displayed in museums as visual art (Ware, Uninked, ii); or that new
comics artists experiment with various technologies to make comics three-dimensional or
“interactive” (McCloud, Reinventing, 223); indicates not only how easily comics are swallowed
up by other, more legitimized art forms, but also how the principles governing comics are liable
to infect other media.
Consider. If we define comics as merely sequential art, who’s to say that literature and
poetry aren’t also art in sequence, so long as we have discreet words and sentences, already
visual signifiers separated by space? Both comics and literature contain symbols in sequence –
do we admit, then, that Moby Dick is subject to the same forces and drives at play in Peanuts?
Film becomes a comic if taken frame-by-frame; the cuts between shots are analogous to the
space between each comic panel: the images are given to us, again, in sequence separated by
space. Even music presents itself in notes, measures, and phrases, all delineated by gaps of
silence.
I don’t make this point to argue that we call all art comics. Using “comics” as an
umbrella term for all narrative art erases the powerful identity politics of comic art, and takes
away the potentially subversive, perverse agency that comes with the medium. As I write this,
though, I can’t shake a nagging feeling that my effort to write about comics is an unsustainable
attempt to have it both ways, a way of having my cake and eating it too. While comix theory can
use something called “comics” to literally illustrate ways of thinking, it still insists that those
ways of thinking do not apply solely to something called “comics” because comics themselves
are not completely defined. Though I’m aware of a fierce personal loyalty, a visceral and
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emotional attachment I have for something called “comics” (a part of me is convinced that
comics are something, something I’m able to talk about, collect, and create) I also can’t help but
argue the opposite: the “something” that comics are is, paradoxically, defined by its undefinability, by the playful slippages in its definition that make it an invading, infecting,
threatening force.
In this way comics are more in line with Jacques Derrida’s characterization of “the
literary” as something that “stands on the edge of everything, almost beyond everything,
including itself” (Postmodernism: Critical Texts, 89). Derrida asserts that literature “has no
definition” that there is “no such thing as literature,” and comics, as something that blurs the line
between the narrative and the visual, between literature and other modes of expression, support
his idea. To characterize comics as indefinable is not to name literature as definable, but rather to
point out the instability of definitions across all media.
The word “comix” (with an x) is most usually associated with an era of comics culture
often cited by historians, collectors, and creators as the tumultuous and rather short-lived period
between 1968 and 1975, when a few radical cartoonists first, in the words of one critic, “broke
free of the content restrictions governing comics and began treating it as an adult art form”
(Cwiklik, 62). Comics, suddenly, became the medium of the underground – gaining, if not
legitimacy, at least a new sense of authorship and artistic possibility: sex, drugs, violence, and
the radical anti-politics of the era found an outlet in the works of artists like Robert Crumb,
Gilbert Shelton, Aline Kominsky, and, later, a young Art Spiegelman.
“The ‘x’ of the word ‘comix’ “distinguishes the irreverent and iconoclastic self-published
black-and-white comic books often associated with the Sixties counterculture from their
mainstream, four-color, corporately produced cousins,” writes comics scholar Joseph Wittek
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(“Why Art Spiegelman Doesn’t Draw Comics”). Comics found their “adult” voice, somewhat
ironically, in the uncensored and unbridled perversity of this new cheap press art – though the
themes in sixties-era comix were far from “mature” in any socially-sanctioned sense, they were
nonetheless for “mature audiences only,” a kind of “x-rated” experiment (at its best, an
exclamatory existentialist exercise; to its critics, execrable excrement) celebrating the exciting
and excessive jouissance we find extimate to ourselves. In Wittek’s words:
Where the Code-approved comics observed a rigid set of content guidelines that articulated a bourgeois
ideology, the underground comix appeared to obey a single maxim: anything goes. The Code prohibited
sexual innuendos; the comix wallowed in sex of the most bizarre kind. The Code banned violence; the
comix routinely presented death, dismemberment, and mayhem beyond the wildest fantasies of the gory EC
comics. … For readers accustomed to the wholesome goings-on in the Code-approved comic books, the
first sight of comix such as S. Clay Wilson's ‘Captain Pissgums and His Pervert Pirates’ seemed like
appalling glimpses into some alien and rather disturbingly unhygienic dimension.

Though the undergrounds are not my primary focus here (nor, even, are they my particular
expertise – in the interest of full disclosure I have to admit that, as a bookish child of the 90s,
my first comics came from the shelves at a Barnes & Noble, not a head shop; the comics that
first turned me on were the work of a later generation of punk, art, and alternative cartoonists
that are, I think, the direct descendents of artists like Crumb) my use of “comix” in the term
“comix theory” is meant to invoke the particular associations of that era, without limiting our
understanding of “comix,” I hope, to a particular time and place. The themes that the
undergrounds so explicitly exploited – what one critics described as their “id-emptying”
(Hignite, 6) impulse – are implicit in the rhetorical structures of all comics, from Archie to
Binky Brown Meets the Holy Virgin Mary.
The term “comix,” as well, I hope will evoke comics’ troubling mixture of both art and
literature, the hybridity that their critics find troubling. Perhaps most importantly, though, the “x”
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should signify the “x” of non-meaning or negativity, a cancellation or deletion, the space of the
void. This is the “x” associated with “queerness” by theorists like Lee Edelman, and it is the
presence of this “x” in comix that, I will argue, contributes to the experience of reading comix.
Thus, in this exploration, not comics, but comix theory. Rather than a more plot-driven or
image-driven analysis of specific comics stories or even styles, my focus will be on the semiotics
and rhetoric of the comics page, of the panel-to-panel transition, and of the properties that are,
though not unique to comics, obvious in them. There are a lot of reasons for this: one is that my
background is in literary theory, and I’ve been searching a while for a way to view comics
through both a queer and deconstructionist lens; the other is that I think (in the U.S. at least)
there’s a tendency in current comics scholarship to read comics simply as if they were text, or
simply as if they were art. By focusing on comics as a form, I hope to provide a way of reading
comics that has yet to be explored, with a focus on two concepts that “queer” the rhetoric of
comics: first, the “gutter” (that space between a panel-to-panel transition) and second, the
“stutter” (the excessive repetition-with-difference necessary for narrative continuity).
These two excesses: on the one hand, the gutter, with its simultaneous production and
refutation of meaning, its de-construction of meaning, if we want to call it that; and on the other,
the stutter, the repetition-with-difference that also creates narrative only by comparison of two
redundant figures or frames, inherently queer the rhetoric of comics. Discussing No Future,
Teresa deLauretis writes that sexuality (figured by society as queer sexuality, something outside
of the social order, all sex not meant for reproduction alone) “remains within the social as an
unmasterable, uncontainable excess, a force of conflict, disaggregation, unbinding” (256). So, too,
do comics remain outside the respectable realms of art or literature as an uncomfortable excess.
Comics, despite our admirable efforts to bring them to a position of academic legitimacy here,
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remain for the most part abjected by the academy as excessive, disposable, and unnecessary.
Rather than refute this label, I propose that we, to the extent that we can, think of comics instead
as valuable only inasmuch as they have no value.
The irony of this proposal is unavoidable, and because of that the goal is fully
unachievable. But by insisting on the queer element in comics – on this unnecessary excess – we
might learn something about our relation to language. The comic strip reveals reading as the
perverse, obtuse pleasure it is; the act of engaging with imagistic, imaginary narrative involves
identification, regression, seduction, and excess. What makes comics interesting – what drives
McCloud to state emphatically “Comics is closure!” (67) – is that, more than its more
“legitimate” canonical cousins, the comics medium makes this relation obvious: in their
obtuseness, in the literal illustration of the gutter/closure, meaning/non-meaning relation through
the mechanisms of panel, gutter, and frame, comics make visible the queer element in all artistic
media, and thus illustrate the instability of any symbolic investment.
How then to define sequential art? Like any obscenity, in the famed words of Justice
Potter Stewart, I’ll know it when I see it.
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Bill Watterson, Calvin and Hobbes, February 23, 1995.

“The general lesson we have deduced from our large case material is that the
bad effects of crime comic books exist potentially for all children and may be
exerted along these lines:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

The comic-book format is an invitation to illiteracy.
Crime comic books create an atmosphere of cruelty and deceit.
They create a readiness for temptation.
They stimulate unwholesome fantasies.
They suggest criminal or sexually abnormal ideas.
They furnish the rationalization for them, which may be ethically even
more harmful than the impulse.
7) They suggest the forms a delinquent impulse may take and supply the
technique.
8) They may tip the scales towards maladjustment or delinquency.”
- Frederic Wertham, Seduction of the Innocent, 1954.

SMUT

A still extant public paranoia uncomfortably links comics, sex, and childhood – long
before the above list of comic book vices made its way into thousands of American households,
comics were associated both with destabilizing, desiring, and seductive sexuality and with an
immature, regressive, or childlike mode of reading. Though comics in America were primarily
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thought of as either for children (in the case of comic books) or semi-literates (in the case of the
newspaper strips of the Hearst era), they at the same time came under great scrutiny and
criticism for seducing children and causing illiteracy. Frederic Wertham’s bestselling book
Seduction of the Innocent, as well as the congressional hearings resulting from its publication in
1954, positioned comic books as the queered “seducers” of children, an association which still
lingers today, even outside the U.S.; to quote an anecdote from Groensteen: “As late as 1964, the
most widely read French dictionary, the Petit Larousse Illustré, gave the following phrase as an
example of the use of the verb ‘salir’ (to dirty, to soil): ces illustres salissent l’imagination de
nos enfants… (‘these comics soil the imagination of our children)” (31).
What is at stake here in this “soiling” is not, ultimately, the innocence of children, as
Wertham would have us believe, but rather the system by which we curtail our own
seduction/regression. In her study of the paranoia surrounding comics in the 1950s, Amy Kriste
Nyberg writes that “major factor in the success of the campaign against comics” was the link to
delinquency; citing an article in Catholic World, Nyberg argues that comic book
reading/delinquency represented “the ultimate loss of social control over children.” This loss of
control is linked to the connotative nature of comics – the idea that comics, explicitly through the
use of sequential images, give their readers a dangerous agency that taps into their desires. This
is what, in Wertham’s estimation, is so threatening about comic books: they threaten to disrupt
the binary of acceptable adult sexuality, one that is, according to theorist Leo Bersani, “at once
redeemed by its retroactive metamorphosis into the purity of an asexual childhood, and yet
preserved in its most sinister forms by being projected onto the image of the criminal seducer of
children,” (29). Comic books – like other paranoia-inducing queer figures of the 1950s – became
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such a seducer. This unregulated desire is tied to the queer jouissance that threatens to seduce the
child, but, more importantly, threatens to seduce us as well.
My argument here isn’t that comics have been uniquely positioned in this way; they were
not the first medium to occupy what for lack of a better term we might call “queer” position
within the discussion of high and low art. In his article “Manual Conduct in Great Expectations,”
for example, William A. Cohen draws a link between the rise of the novel in the nineteenth
century and the increasing concern about masturbation in the social and medical discourse of the
period. Writes Cohen:
“Like the novel, the discourse that constitutes masturbation (as a medical condition, a moral sin, a personal
identity, a psychological stage) first arose early in the eighteenth century; like the novel, too, it achieved
full cultural currency by the Victorian period and began its decline early in the present century.”

A decade ago, a similar panic surrounding video games resulted in at least five state laws
banning minors from purchasing “Mature” rated games (laws that later were overturned after
they were ruled in violation of the First Amendment.) Debates over graphic sex and violence in
many electronic games, and even claims that they could lead to player addiction, indicate a
societal impulse to villainize certain seductive forms of media in the name of children. Like
masturbation or other non-reproductive sex acts, these scapegoated art forms are designated
harmful, unnecessary, and excessive. Such media – be they novels, comics, or video games –
occupy the space of the object by which other respectable modes of interactive storytelling gain
their respectability. All three also dangerously use fantasy (an intimate and out-of-touch relation
to the imaginary order).
Writes McCloud in Understanding Comics,“Every act committed to paper by the comics
artist is aided and abetted by a silent accomplice, an equal partner in crime known as the reader”
(68). Far from denying this readerly agency and desire in comic books, McCloud, to his credit,
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champions it. Analyzing Wertham’s attack on homosexual undertones in Batman, Andy
Medhurst1 points out that the “threat” of queer connotation is not just in the comics image, but in
the reading process itself: “Bruce and Dick and not real people but fictional constructions…What
is at stake here is the question of reading, of what readers do with the raw material they are
given. Readers are at liberty to construct whatever fantasy lives they like with the characters of
fiction they read” (27). Like the novel had some hundred years previously, comic books in the
1950s became both implicitly and explicitly connected to their era’s efforts to police
parasexualities. The text is always a seducer
Wertham’s provocative title also acknowledges this second, not unrelated, fear: that
comics, as an artifact of a narrative that remains infected by the excessive image, a narrative
unbridled by “adult” understandings of the Symbolic (and with it, of acceptable social
sexualities), would seduce us back into a pre-oedipal Imaginary. “Comics propose nothing other
than a return to childhood,” writes Groensteen (35). Comics are imaginary in both senses of the
term: both seen (the image in imaginary) and unseen (existing, like the imaginary, only in my
imagination), comics’ narrative involves the interplay between the “meaning” space of image
and the “non-meaning” space between panels.
This Imaginary realm (to which comics, in all their insistance on mixing the pictorial
with the textual, undoubtably belong) is characterized by a pre-oedipal, queer sexuality. As
deLauretis points out in her article “Queer Texts, Bad Habits, and the Issue of a Future”:
If we are to reclaim queer in its contestatory sexual meaning, and as truly inclusive of the sexual, we need a
conception of sexuality that goes beyond the nebulous equivocations of gender as well as the medical

1

A small aside: Medhurst’s article mostly discusses “connotation” in comic books, though I would argue that this
connotation, what we could call “reading in,” is itself part of the seduction of any imaginative text. D.A. Miller’s
work on connotation as “dominant signifying practice of homosexuality” draws a link between this stylistic
connotation in comics and the outing process. In comics, connotation is pervasive; to read comics is to read
connotation everywhere.
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concerns with reproductive functionality. I suggest that we have such a conception in what Freud theorized
as a sexuality of partial drives and saw most clearly in its uncluttered manifestations in childhood: a
sexuality polymorphous, nonreproductive, pleasure-seeking, compulsive, and unruly. (249)

Here, in deLauretis’s formulation, childhood/the child comes to figure not as a stand-in
for purity (or, as in Edelman, for a “future” placed in opposition to a seductive “queerness”) but
rather for “the perverse, polymorphous sexuality that is oral, anal, paragenital, nonreproductive,
upstream of sex and gender differences, and ultimately uncontainable by them, uncontainable
because repressed, outside the ego’s purview, yet capable of being reactivated” (253). Like
Calvin of Calvin and Hobbes, all comics readers are firmly attached to the Imaginary, our
narration and interpretation akin to the imaginary animation of a beloved stuffed tiger.
For this reason, comics are associated with pleasures that are specifically childlike,
immature, and un-adult. “To keep buying stories about characters you adored as a child… in the
hope that they’ll give you the same kind of thrill you got from their comics as a ten-year-old, is
desperate and (if they don’t give you the response you want) kind of pathetic,” writes Douglass
Wolk in Reading Comics. “To actually get the same kind of thrill you got as a ten-year-old
means that something – probably something important – hasn’t changed for you since you were a
child…It also suggests that you’re sublimating ‘adult’ impulses into something that’s not exactly
maturely sexual” (101). Despite not entirely understanding what “sublimating” means, Wolk
does make a point: to return to the scene of repetition, to go backward, carries with it a shame
that, Wolk writes, is “something on the continuum between amusingly pervy and genuinely sick:
the skintight outfit, the mask, the double life, the scene which one’s true identity was formed, the
way the first interaction with everyone of one’s kind is a physical tussle, the kid sidekick” (101).
The tie to childhood, the “childlike” quality of the comics, is anxiety-producing, because,
like queer sexuality, it threatens the social order of reproductive temporality and inheritance.
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Rather than defend the association, comics critics and authors typically insist that the medium
“can be adult,” defending their craft against culture conservatives who aim to discredit the
medium altogether. Even comics’ greatest champions distance themselves from the association
(“Sure, I realized that comic books were usually crude, poorly-drawn, semiliterate, cheap,
disposable kiddie fare,” writes McCloud. “But they don’t have to be!” (Understanding, 3)). In
their textbook The Power of Comics, Duncan Randy and Matthew J. Smith lament that
mainstream comics prefer to “peddle mostly juvenile apolitical fare,” (263) rather than engage
more “serious” issues, and the authors make a point in arguing that this isn’t true of good comics,
just their inferior mainstream contemporaries. Other critics echo their sentiments: “The naïve
simplicity of the cartoon character, and all that implies, is one reason why adults tend not to take
it seriously. The ‘masking effect’ may be fine for children, but adults realize that the world can
also be a cold, hostile place,” writes Greg Cwikilick in Comics Journal. His main criticism of
contemporary comics, far from being one that embraces the childhood pleasures of comics,
instead centers on the “scarcity of intelligent, adult scripting” and the “inherently juvenile
associations” (64) evoked by the comics form.
We encounter, then, two seemingly contradictory arguments against comics – namely, the
argument that comics are too stupid or “childlike” for adults (a throwback to the Imaginary
realm), and the argument that comics are too graphic or “adult” for children (a graphically
seductive invitation to sexual desire). “You might say that this was a sort of double punishment
for comics,” writes Groensteen. “Deprived of their adult audience, comics were confined to the
ghetto of youth magazines and reserved for children, but comics’ massive introduction into these
magazines provoked the hostility of educators, who untiringly denounced them as ‘bad for
children.’ Comics are thus blacklisted for corrupting their already restricted audience” (31).
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Though these arguments might at first seem to oppose each other, their apparent opposition
actually makes this common thread between them clear: both arguments indicate a fear of a
certain type of perverse sexuality, one characterized both as regressive and inappropriately
seductive. What’s a stake in both arguments is a fall backwards.
Most comics critics scoff now at Wertham’s outdated polemic, even going so far as to
deny the graphic/graphic nature of comics themselves. “[The term] ‘graphic narrative’ … still
has the unfortunate resonance of ‘graphic’ with the way it tends to be paired with ‘sexuality’ or
‘violence,’” Wolk laments. But is the pairing so unfortunate? The associations between comic
books and perversion still stand because, reactionary though he was, Wertham was onto
something: the medium – a graphic form of storytelling which, as McCloud sweepingly asserts
“uses closure like no other,” one where “the audience is a willing and conscious collaborator and
closure is the agent of change, time, and motion” (65) – infuses narrative with a somatic, graphic
resonance. Comics engage and seduce the reader in a perverse obtuseness formulated on pleasure
and a new relation to text.
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Inside cover image from Breakdowns: Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@&*!, Art Spiegelman, 2001.

GUT
I spent time as a child playing with Silly Putty and the comics pages of the newspaper:
sticking the putty down on the page and
pressing it around it with my fingers, until
it got warm, then peeling it off, until I had a
moldable ink print of the panel or strip on
the back of the putty. Each time I made a
print, I could pull it apart until the cartoons
and letters were distorted to the point of
abstraction. Then I could press it down
again. This is my first memory of comics.
Fig. 2: Comics grammar is sometimes compared to the
grammar of the instructional diagram (Gates), though,
unlike comics, diagrams seem to have found their place in
the academy. The diagram, like the photo-essay, would
distance itself from “art” in the name of “instruction” or
perhaps “practicality,” – thus the diagram is allowed to
seduce its readers, even as it instructs them in something
that is, when you examine it, a little silly.

A few years after this I drew my
first comic strip, an adventure book called
“Super Peanut,” featuring a peanut with
superpowers (vaguely a caped

appropriation of the “Mr. Peanut” brand character, that legume dandy on whom my small self
had a strange fixation) and his Nietzschean struggle with an evil butter cube called Dr. Butter,
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who enjoyed kidnapping various member of my family and trapping them in underground cages.
I have yet to recreate the period of immense creative productivity that was the era between 1998
and 2000: the printer paper booklets I produced were cherished fetish items in themselves, and I
would work on them in private, folding sheets in two and scribbling in pencil, waiting to feel the
satisfaction of the text finally stapled together and ready for what I imagined was my devoted
readership of two siblings and other kid-aged family members. If I lost a book it was devastating.
When my seventh-grade English teacher moved away to Arizona, he left me a box of
favorite novels and other various classroom objects to keep. Among the things reserved for me
was a copy of Maus parts I and II (My Father Bleeds History, And Here My Troubles Began).
The binding was nearly broken and his name was written on the edge; it slumped between a
plastic green-and-pink toucan lamp and an old globe.

I read the other books first, partially because Maus, as a comic, had particular seductive
and exotic appeal for me, one I wanted to savor, and partially because the others had the added
bonus of my teacher’s handwritten margin notes, written mostly during his years as a graduate
student, which I poured over with erotic and heartbroken enthusiasm in the months of his
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absence. So it was a while before I opened the first slim volume of Spiegelman, and felt the
strange, corporeal connection I now associate with comics.
Simply put, Maus had a resonance with me that other literature didn’t. The stark contrast
of black on white, the page gloss and weight, the directness of the printed text, the handwriting,
Spiegelman’s distinct capitals, the should-be-too-blunt metaphors, the faltering dialogue and
frustrated memory, felt different – at the time I remember attributing the feeling to the subject
matter (the bludgeoned, stupefying, obtuse feeling one gets when confronted with death beyond
imagination; the reason the stultifying metaphor works so well in Maus, because it echoes the
failure of metaphor/symbolism as such). I remember how the physicality of the comic became
apparent; I was aware of holding the pages, I sat in the back seat of the car reading and Maus
bled into my teacher who bled into Spiegelman (I would then, and later, fantasize meeting him,
in his mouse form, black-vested and engaging in that useless, self-destructive, and pleasurable
pastime – smoking a thin black
cigarette.)

Part of the threat of comic texts is this perverse enjoyment: the idea that we might find a
new kind of pleasurable relationship with a text. The paranoia here is twofold: one, that comics
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provide an obtuse kind of pleasure, and two, that this pleasure is queer. Roland Barthes, in an
essay primarily on Eisenstein film stills, defines obtuse meaning as
the blunting of a meaning too clear, too violent … the third meaning also seems to me greater than the pure,
upright, secant, legal perpendicular of the narrative, it seems to open the field of meaning totally, that is
infinitely. I even accept for the obtuse meaning the word’s pejorative connotation: the obtuse meaning
appears to extend outside culture, knowledge, information; analytically, it has something derisory about it:
opening out into the infinity of language, it can come through as limited in the eyes of analytic reason; it
belongs to the family of pun, buffoonery, useless expenditure. Indifferent to moral or aesthetic categories
(the trivial, the futile, the false, the pastiche), it is on the side of the carnival. (54)

Early in his discussion, Barthes ties the obtuse to a certain embarrassing childhood
stupidity: “I first ascribed this taste for stills to my lack of cinematic culture, to my resistance to
film; I thought of myself as like those children who prefer the pictures to the text.” These
embarrassments, echoed in anti-comics rhetoric, are linked not only with obtuse meaning, but
also to a pre-Oedipal sexuality, an erotic delight not fixated on one place, but in a more general,
extensive arena: “The whole of the obtuse meaning (its disruptive force) is … something
touching (in the way that a certain generous foolishness can be) or sensitive – these antiquated
words, mystified words if ever there were, with little that is revolutionary or political about them,
must nevertheless be assumed,” writes Barthes. “I believe that the obtuse meaning carries a
certain emotion” (59). This is directly echoed in Groensteen’s contribution to the Comics &
Culture anthology, when he theorizes that one of the reasons comics still seek cultural
legitimization is their strange connection to a certain kind of pleasure:
The reader of comics not only enjoys a story-related pleasure but also an art-related pleasure, an aesthetic
emotion founded on the appreciation of the exactness and expressivity of a composition, pose or line. There
also exists, in my opinion, a medium-related pleasure. It cannot be reduced to the sum of the other two, but
is related to the rhythmic organization in space and time of a multiplicity of small images. (3)
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Barthes later describes the obtuse meaning as something that “is outside (articulated)

language while nevertheless within interlocution. For if you look at the images I am discussing,
you can see this meaning, we can agree on it ‘over the shoulder’ or ‘on the back’ of articulated
language.” There is something queer about this meaning, a touching emotion/pleasure, one that
can’t be articulated except from behind. The obtuse meaning is linked, writes Barthes, to the film
still more than the film, because of this slippage of meaning, this lack of continuity.
Barthes’ own interest in haiku stems from an investment in such lacks – a lack signified
by the gap, the space, which creates sequence. Barthes sets the gap in opposition to the
continuous nature of film: “Resistance to the cinema: the signifier itself is always, by nature,
continuous here, whatever the rhetoric of frames and shots; without remission, a continuum of
images; the film (our French word for it, pellicule, is highly appropriate a skin without puncture
or perforation) follows, like a garrulous ribbon: statutory impossibility of the fragment, of the
haiku.”
Again, in our discussion of obtuse meaning, we come back to the gap: “If it could be
described (a contradiction in terms) it would have exactly the nature of the Japanese haiku –
anaphoric gesture without significant content, a sort of gash razed of meaning (of desire for
meaning)” (62). Barthes later describes obtuse meaning as “simultaneously emphatic and
elliptic,” a phrase which seems entirely appropriate when describing the “empty”-and-yet-notempty space between panels.
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Comic by J.C. Duffy, as published in The New Yorker, October 31, 2011

GUTTER
Perhaps one of the most recognizable aspects of comics – something that remains
universal to comics insomuch as we continue to define them as “sequential art” – is not an image
but rather a space formed instead by its negative spatial relation to representation itself: the space
between panels known to comics creators as “the gutter.” Since the publication of McCloud’s
Understanding Comics in 1993, the gutter has come under intense scrutiny by almost all comix
theorists, and remains an important factor in any discussion of comic rhetoric, as well as the site
of much theoretical contestation. The gutter, as the space that complicates our relation to
meaning, through its ironic relation to image and symbolism, queers the process of reading
comics by insisting on the persistence of such irony.
Despite having come under fire for its broad assumptions with regard to cognitive science
(most recently in the experimental work of psychologist Neil Cohn), the theory of closure
remains at the forefront of our basic understanding of the way comics function. As comics
theorist Theorry Groensteen puts it: “The comics image, whose meaning often remains open
when it is presented as isolated (and without verbal anchorage), finds its truth in the sequence.
Inversely, the gutter, insignificant in itself, is invested with an arthrologic function that can only
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be deciphered in light of the singular images that it separates and unites” (144). The empty space
without which there could be no meaning, at once separating and uniting, is course reminiscent
of the way the Real, for Lacan, functions within the Symbolic and Imaginary orders. Like the
empty space inside a vase – at once not a part of its construction and yet still fundamental to its
conception – the Real is a lack that in turn defines and makes possible the meaning-making

Symbolic. So, to, does the gutter in comics function to create the frame.
Donald Ault already brilliantly draws this association in his detailed Lacanian analysis of
Carl Barks’s Donald Duck comic books, “‘Cutting Up’ Again Part II.” In this essay, he offers a
reading of Barks’s work (and, more broadly, of comics in general) as an analogy for Lacan’s
concept of the Real, Symbolic, and Imaginary orders: “The comic page most directly invokes
Lacan's 'imaginary' order through its pictorial dimension (its visual images); the 'symbolic' order
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through its linguistic dimension (its letters, words, and syntax); and the 'real' through the
interruptions or cuts in the body-space of the pages which leave blank spaces between the panels
that correspond to (or mark the absence of) events that are assumed to be occurring 'between' the
panels" (124). At first, Ault posits these associations as unproblematic and obvious – though he
does fail to account for how the symbolic would factor into non-verbal comics, it should be
noted that the work in question, Barks’s story “Big-Top Bedlam,” was not purely pictorial, and
this rudimentary analysis is otherwise quite compelling.
Ault is, however, quick to complicate this formulation, pointing out (rightly) that this
analogy is not as neat as was first articulated – in fact, it is the ability of comics to confuse and
blend together this otherwise tidy alignment that constitutes their strangeness. From the same
essay:
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The heterogeneous semiotic dimensions of the page (the figural and the verbal) arise materially out of the
same medium (ink on paper) and thus are physically homogeneous. The words, which are aligned most
obviously with the linguistic field of the symbolic, not only are palpably visible in comics but also
function in visual competition with the images and thus belong to the imaginary order as well. In turn, the
images form networks of interrelations from panel to panel, panel to page, and page to page and thus
participate in a symbolic order governed by lacks of substitution and association (metaphor and
metonymy). Finally, interruptions between panels cannot be straightforward transcriptions of the ‘real,’
which, for Lacan, resists symbolization absolutely, because the shapes and sizes of the blank spaces
between panels place constraints on the kinds of images that can show up in adjacent panels.
Consequently, the gaps between panels serve imaginary (visual) and symbolic (metaphoric/metonymic)
functions (125).

What, then, do we do with Ault’s initial metaphor? Though it may be true that the gap
still constitutes, in a way, only an imaginary representation of the Real, it nonetheless serves, like
the oblique skull in Holbein’s The Ambassadors, as a reminder of the Real: the gutter, in many
ways, is not the actual space of non-representation (that would be, in visual terms, impossible to
represent) but instead the space that figures some representation or narrative action left out. Even
by virtue of being a space, ironically, the gutter is still recognizable as such; white space
becomes the sign of the non-signifiable. At the same time, the non-image of the gutter constitutes
a gap we must fill (by imagining it as the representation of a change in time or space).
The impulse towards meaning-making in comics is, we now know, more complicated
than McCloud assumes. The gutter, in some ways, will always be complicated: as the blank
space that constitutes the threat of the Real, the gutter reveals the tenuous nature of all symbolic
meaning. Nina Nigimi, writing in Graphic Subjects, points out that “The fact that comics are a
‘gutter medium’ contributes to an open-endedness within the text itself that enables multiple and
even contradictory interpretations of the narrative” (165). The primary argument against
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McCloud is that the relation he describes is in fact too simple: Cohn, in his article “The Limits of
Time and Transitions,” claims that “the linearity of reading panels and the iconicity of images
create various false assumptions about the conveyance of meaning across sequential images’
depictions of space and time. … any linear panel-to-panel analysis (such as Groensteen’s
‘arthrology’) between sequential images are inadequate to account for their understanding,”
asserting that in order to gain a fuller understanding of what mechanisms are actually at play,
comics criticism and study “must be placed in the cognitive sciences” (128). His point is worth
noting: it is important to recognize the multiple relations, temporal and otherwise, that exist
between non-linear panels on a page, throughout a larger text, or within a strip.
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Take, for example, the New Yorker strip that serves as an epigram to this chapter2: the
effectiveness of the third panel punch line depends on the question posed in the first. The
assumption of linear comic/narrative spatial temporality is here successfully complicated by
image and word. The strip, even if it weren’t backed by data drawn from Cohn’s many
psychological experiments in this regard, makes clear that time is more complicated than
McCloud originally assumes; as Cohn notes, strictly linear formations of time, or even more
complicated orientations such as Groensteen’s, “are ultimately unable to describe how meaning
is created in sequential images, and that any theory aiming at such a goal needs to take into
account complex groupings of panels motivated by principles in the human mind” (128).
Cohn goes on to point out that time can pass within panels, as well, or that (in what
McCloud terms “aspect-to-aspect” transitions) the movement between panels can constitute no
time passage at all. I would be remiss not to point this complication out, but I am at the same
time hesitant to place too much emphasis on it either. In literalizing the “forward motion’” aspect
of comics reading, I risk omitting the very real other dynamics of comics reading touched on
above, that are not, as Cohn and other rightly point out, strictly left-to-right. Nonetheless, I
choose not to emphasize this particular aspect of comics for another reason. Given comics’
seemingly unique relationship with time and space - simply because, as Art Speigelman writes in
2

Thanks to Garrett Gilmore for finding this fantastic strip for me.
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Breakdowns, “Comics are time! Time turned into space,” the mere arrangement of static images
on a page “raise questions about the dynamics of narrative time differently from literary
narratives because they manipulate the relation between the visual and verbal means of
conveying a sense of time” (Mikkonen, 74) – one might be tempted (as I was, in original
formulations of this project, and as I, in many ways, still am) to draw a slightly reductive
connection between the spatial and temporal element in comics and queer theory.
It’s appealing, especially coming from a queer theory perspective, to position comics as a
queer medium merely because they have a unique spatial-temporal relation; comic art, like queer
theory, is invested in “theorizing its own spatial and temporal metaphors” (Thomas, 71). Because
“queerness” is placed in opposition to institutions of linear time (family, heterosexual futurism,
reproduction, capitalism), its existence disrupts “reproductive temporality,” (4) and instead posits
new temporalities – ones that refuse forward movement through the institutions of generational
inheritance and instead fuck with the family tree: queer temporalities fold back, repeat, stutter,
and offer new ways of relating to time that are not driven by a reproductive imperative. So, too,
do comics call into question their own linear sequentiality. But to claim this position as intrinsic
or unique to comics would discount a similar tendency in other media (we may most often read a
novel in linear sequence, for example, but the words, like comic panels, all exist simultaneously
on the page), and results, perhaps, in an exaltation of comics that I don’t want to engage in,
because I think it’s disingenuous and limiting.
Because of this, Cohn’s qualms with McCloud’s analysis of time within comics, though
noteworthy, don’t interest me as much as his other, more radical, claim: that closure is, in fact, a
wholly unconscious function. Rather than insist on conscious readerly involvement in comics
(McCloud, in one of his most controversial statements, asserts that closure is “anything but
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involuntary”) Cohn argues that “the processes guiding sequential image comprehension remain
inaccessible to conscious awareness” (129). Here, Cohn’s description links comics
comprehension and “meaning-making” to the unconscious, rather than what he calls “cultural”
(put another way, Symbolic) production. Writes Cohn: “While we are consciously aware of
(sometimes various) meanings of sentences, the unconscious processes that motivate these
understandings remain inaccessible. The comprehension of sequential images is taken to work in
the same way” (129).
When Cohn refutes McCloud’s claim that the narrative action of closure takes place
within the gutter, his observation that “the gap cannot be filled unless it has already been passed
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over, making closure an additive inference that occurs at panels, not between them” (135),
makes closure a purely un-signifiable action. Ironically, by arguing that closure takes places in
the space, McCloud fills that space with a new Imaginary, and thus renders it no longer a void:
Cohn, by noting that closure takes place, both at and after the physical space of the gutter allows
the space instead to serve as a void unfilled, as a cognitive gap in meaning.
Despite these new psychological findings, we cannot ignore the impulse to create
meaning, to suture together. As Ault points out, “It is tempting to think of that what has been left
out can be bound up, covered over, or healed by the Lacanian process of ‘suture,’ an intersection
of the symbolic and the imaginary performed through the act of reading; for, as Lacan affirms,
‘The moment of seeing can intervene here only as a suture, a conjunction of the imaginary and
the symbolic,’ which is performed by the insertion of the Lacanian subject into this dialectical
process” (125). Thus our experience reading comics is always in some way constituted by some
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incompleteness, some kind of lack of wholeness or mastery. It is this need for “mastery” that
makes us fully compelled to continue the process of closure over the threatening gap of the
gutter. Here, Ault posits that this mastery is “both reenacted and radically destabilized by the
comic page.” Our attempts at closure, at mastery, “nevertheless less leave a residual trace in the
spatial field of the page’s body” (126). These “residual traces” remind us of the ever-present
threat of the Real.
To read structuralists McCloud and Cohen with theorists Lacan and Ault, reveals,
perhaps, what is “queer” about the gutter/closure mechanism. For all the positive emphasis
McCloud places on closure as the “magic” of comics, his choice of primary example of an action
“in the gutter” (the murder of someone by an axe-wielding criminal) seems oddly negative. As
the title of his chapter on closure, “Blood in the Gutter,” suggests, the gutter seems not just to be
the space of any action, but specifically of the realization of murderous drive; we as readers, in
connecting the two panels, both enact and give in to that drive ourselves. “ Every act committed
to paper by the comics artist is aided and abetted by a silent accomplice” (68), writes McCloud.
Consider this particularly damning passage:

By choosing this particular example, and insisting on the reader’s own guilt as “anything
but involuntary” (68), McCloud (whether or not this is his foremost point, or for him merely a
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playful and unknowingly telling example) aligns the gutter with sin, transgression, and crime,
particularly violent crime. At the same time, McCloud presents the crime as something the reader
wills into being, as a sin whose tantalizing jouissance is too alluring to avoid, in this regard, we
find further support for Ault’s analysis of the gutter as a trace of the Real, and closure, it follows,
as the result of a kind of death-drive compulsion.
This holds true on a grammatical level as well. “It is necessary, in contrast, that the gutter
(provisionally) cancels the already read panel in order to allow the next panel to exist in its own
right, in terms of a complete and compact form,” writes Groensteen (The Semiotics of Comics,
113). Each move “forward” is not only determined by a look back (to the preceding panel) but
also to a kind of murderous cancellation of image.
There arises here an ironic and confusing complication. On the one hand, the gutter
constitutes a move forward (n.b.: this “forward movement” as discussed in the above summary
of Cohen’s cognitive experiments, has its own complications, but for sake of clarity, let us
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assume that most “meaning-making” and closure seeks, if not always a temporal move forward
towards a future, at least a figurative move forward in terms of new information within in
narrative). On the other hand, though, the gutter comes to figure as exactly that which prevents
us from moving forward – not only as a literal break/blank in the presented imaginary and
symbolic registers, but as something that facilitates the realization of the reader’s own
transgressive and sinthomatic impulses, as McCloud describes. In short, we have a kind of
Xeno’s paradox of narrative futurity: how can a
representational story move forward, if the forward motion
depends on not only the blank space of the gutter, but on the
active cancellation of representation itself?
Viewed this way, the simultaneous emphasis and
emptiness we find in comics corresponds to the ironic and
mutually dependent dynamic between “queerness” and the
political and meaningful, specifically what theorist Lee Edelman refers to as “reproductive
futurism” (Edelman, 25). “Reproductive futurism” can be loosely defined as the idea that all
politics, because they are future-oriented, privilege heterosexual procreation and abject queer,
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non-reproductive sexualities. Politics position “queerness” against figures of futurity (Edelman,
in his book No Future, focuses here on the image of the Child as evoked in political discourse).
Deconstructive theory in the style of Jacques Derrida, or his American counterpart Paul
de Man, teaches us that meaning is defined and reinforced by non-meaning; here, “queerness”
becomes aligned with the act of destroying meaning, and the future/reproductive sexuality
becomes the act of meaning-making. Narrative can continue (in the form of reproductive
futurity) only inasmuch as we continue to suture together gaps in narrative (the gaps of queer
jouissance) though the “imperative of figuration” and the compulsion to create meaning. This is
illustrated, literally, by the structure of comics: reading Edelman with comics in mind, we can
understand something about how we read, a process that has implications for both queer and
comics theory.
In the comics gutter, we find the space of non-representation. It’s a blank spot, a place we
can never occupy (to occupy it is to do away with it, much like “queerness”: in Edelman’s
formulation, it is impossible to ever identify as “queer” because to be “queer” is to undo identity
as such.) Our investment in closure is linked to our political investment in the future, and thus in
the meaning-making symbolic order Edelman associates with reproductive futurism.
A simple exercise of substitution makes these connections clear. Consider a passage from
Edelman’s No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive: if we here replace “queerness” with
“the gutter” and “reproductive futurism” with “closure,” we can start to see how comics as a
medium might tell us something about the nature of both terms:
Thus, the gutter could never constitute an authentic or substantive identify, but only a structural position
determined by the imperative of figuration; for the gap, the noncoincidence, that the order of the signifier
installs both informs and inhabits the gutter as it inhabits closure but it does so with a difference, where
closure always anticipates, in the image of an Imaginary past, a realization of meaning that will suture
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identity by closing that gap, the gutter undoes the identities through which we experience ourselves as
subjects insisting on the Real of a jouissance that social reality and the closure on which is relies have
already foreclosed. (25) [edits mine].

There is nothing unique to comics, per se, in this formulation. Despite McCloud’s broad
assertions in Understanding Comics, the medium itself can’t claim sole propriety over the
gutter/closure mechanism. Even Understanding Comics, for all its championing of comics as
closure incarnate, admits that a similar process takes place in film during montage (65) and the
process has also been described as part of gestalt theory, or as the concept of “suture” between
frames in a film (Mitchell, 92). “No matter how dissimilar one image may be to another, there is
a kind of alchemy at work in the space between panels which can help us find meaning or
resonance in even the most jarring combinations,” writes
McCloud (73). Whenever we expect a narrative, we as
readers presuppose that disparate, meaningless symbolic
elements (be they movie stills, words, lines of a poem,

or

comic panels) will become a forward-moving,
intelligible story.
It should be noted that this narrative expectation is not at all a result of continuity of
textual narrative within a comic, or even text at all (I’m working, after all, with a definition of
“comics” that doesn’t necessarily assume the co-presence of text and pictures). Even if so-called
“abstract,” non-narrative frames are placed in sequence, our eyes still move to interpret, to think
temporally – most likely we will expect some kind of narrative, even in the absence of
recognizable forms. Comics critic David A. Beronä writes that abstract comics in particular
“demonstrate the power of what Perkins describes as the ‘hungry eye’ to make meaning from
wordless comics… Our logic grapples to change a non-sequitur transition into an understandable
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sequence… Without words, this deliberation for meaning is concentrated” (38). It is this
“hunger” that constitutes Cohn’s unconscious drive forward, a drive that (I’ve argued above) is
present not just in comics, but in any act of reading. Consider the introduction to Abstract
Comics: the Anthology, designed and written by Andrei Molotiu: above the recognizable text (a
rather dry preface describing a history of abstraction in comics, touching on some of the featured
authors in the anthology) separate paragraphs of abstract pictograms, separated by punctuation
and spaces but otherwise completely
unintelligible, mimic the prose below.
Intrigued, anxious for meaning, we may
attempt to make sense of the random circles
and squares, as we might attempt to make
narrative sense of a comic whose panels were
only light and color.
Here, too, the meaning-making process
takes place in the literal gap running between
the English text and the combination of shapes
above it, as we move back and forth between
Fig 5. The introduction to Abstract Comics. Note
the abstract text above and below the gutter.

the two in an attempt to affix meaning through
comparing the unknown/unknowable to a

“knowable” text (quotes here because, as this entire experiment makes clear, even “knowable”
language is merely a byproduct of our incessant attempts to fix meaning onto symbol, and is just
as subject to subjctive interpretation as the arbitrary shapes and symbols Molotiu places in the
upper half of the page.) Just as “even in the absence of a (verbal) story, [comics] can create a
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feeling of sequential drive the sheer rhythm of narrative or the rise and fall of a story arc”
(Molotiu) so even in the absence of motion, we create motion; in the absence of sound, we create
sound; in the motion of moving panel-to-panel, confronted with a gap in representation, we
create meaning.
Dan Walsh’s webcomic Garfield Minus Garfield, an inspired rethinking/remixing of Jim
Davis’s Garfield series, exploits the already reductive and gap-ridden tendencies of comics by
(as the strip’s name suggests) removing the dialogue of the title character.

Fig 3. Jim Davis, Garfield, 9/10/10

Fig 4. Dan Walsh, Garfield Minus Garfield, 9/20/11

Not only do Walsh’s revisions completely change the tone of the strip (the comic
describes itself, at garfieldminusgarfield.net, as “a journey deep into the mind of an isolated
young everyman as he fights a losing battle against loneliness and depression in a quiet
American suburb”) they, more importantly, point out something crucial: even stripped of its
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original comic intent, the comic strip remains not only intelligible, but in some ways even more
entertaining and affecting than the original – something about the sequence of sequential art
means that readers maintain a narrative even when the verbal text is entirely left out. the gutter
between the first two panels – effectively just reduced to sequential squares remains our cue to
suture together the two scenes, to add time to them, to go over the gap which is at once a sign of
nothing and the sign that we must move forward.
There is, then, what comics theorist Angela Szczepaniak calls a “secondary gutter
between artist and reader” (The Rise and Reason of Comics Literature, 91). Szeczepaniak draws
a parallel between the “series of ‘gaps’ and ‘blanks’ between ideas presented in verbal texts that
the reader must bridge in order to find meaning” (91) and the gutter in McCloud. The hybrid
nature of comics (their blatant combination of narrative – textual or otherwise – and image)
opens up a gap of interpretation not unrelated to the contentious relationship Barthes describes
between an image and its caption, or indeed between text and image in general. Again, whether
or not a comic actually has recognizable, literal “text” in it is irrelevant. It is not the tension
between a the text and image which is important, rather it is the tension between the literary
elements in a comic (a plotline) and the painterly elements in a comic (its unmoving image).
Thus Varnum and Gibbons can write, in their introduction to The Language of Comics:
“disjunctions between word and images cause discordances which disturb the reader and show
the dark side of the human condition…Between the apprehension of the image and that of the
word is a gap, and in this gap, Cioffi argues, artists find a field of play” (xvii). These gaps, these
second gutters, are always present in sequential art.
The comic page, in Szeczepaniak’s estimation, “never allows the blanks to ‘disappear,’
since they are visually embedded within the text; although readers supply connections between
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frames, the actual blank space between them is always present, leaving space for further
interpretation” (91). In short, it is the visual representation of non-representation that constitutes
the white space of the gutter that makes comics a particularly interesting medium for exploring
the gaps deconstruction first pointed out: in comics, according to Szeczepaniak, “Even once a
reader achieves ‘closure’ from one frame to the next, the fixed gutters suggest that the
interpretive space is always present, continuously opening up the text to the reader’s
intervention” (91).
The representative story, then, happens only because of (McCloud would argue, happens
in) the space where there can be no representation. Comics are founded on and so make obvious
this paradoxical relation, just as the excessive jouissance of queer sexuality makes obvious the
non-reproductive pleasure element in all sex. Politics, according to Edelman, “not only…
conforms to the temporality of desire, to what we might call the inevitable historicity of desire –
the successive displacement forward of nodes of attachment as figures of meaning, points of
intense metaphoric investment, produced in the hope, however vain, of filling the constitutive
gap in the subject that the signifier necessarily installs – but also… is a name for the
temporalization of desire, for its translation into a narrative, for its teleological determination”
(7).
What comics make clear is that all narrative art is both always political, in that it’s
narration is governed by the reader’s impulse towards sense, progression, and futurity, and also,
paradoxically, always outside of politics, in that the cognitive leaps needed to generate meaning
occur over an unstable, slippery gap of non-meaning, in the space of the gutter. The “ellipsis”
that Edelman describes as “the defining mark of futurism, inscribing the faith that temporal
duration will result in the realization of meaning by way of a ‘final signifier’ that will make
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meaning whole at last” (37) also constitutes a gap, a passage of time signified, ironically and
impossibly, by the non-signifiable space. Writes Groensteen: “[The gutter] is a forced virtual, an
identifiable absence. The gutter is simply the symbolic site of this absence. More than a zone on
the paper, it is the interior screen on which every reader projects the missing image (or images).”
Or, in Wolk’s more colloquial terms, “The gutter is where the fun happens.” The gutter, like
queerness, comes to figure both as a lack (the hole of non-meaning) and as pleasurable and
personal excess, as the place where we, in McCloud’s formulation, add in our own action as a
dangerous supplement to the representations within the panels.
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Marchel Duchamp, “Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2” (1912)
Chuck Jones, “Nude Duck Descending a Staircase” (1991)

STUTTER
The excess of comics occurs not only in the comics gutter, but also in the repetitive
stutter of frame-to-frame linearity – the movement panel-to-panel is rendered intelligible only by
a repetition of image, a doubling in which the image in the first frame is duplicated with slight
difference in the second. Most comics rely on this redundancy to ensure their (illusion of)
temporal continuity. Ault describes this as the creation of a “unified embodied consciousness” in
which “This fragmentation of the gaze allows comics to participate in two different ontological
and semiotic fields at once: as multiple appearances of the same character at different places at
the same time on the page and as a representational sequence of windows that show the same
character at different times” (126); in other words, comics readers must learn to trick themselves
into believing that two images are actually one active image:
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Fig 4. Scott McCloud’s staple example of a comics transition.

Often, this reproduction is very obvious: in the first panel, we see a man with a hat, in the
second panel, a duplication of the man, with his hat raised; the reader assumes time has passed
and in the interim one man (not two) has raised his hat. Groensteen writes: “Called the ‘stuttering
art,’ according to the depreciating formula of Pierre Mason, comics are founded on a dialectic of
repetition and difference, each image linked to the preceding one by a partial repetition of its
contents,” (Semiotics, 115). Tellingly, Groensteen dubs this a “depreciating formula:” liberal
comics advocates who wish to credit the medium with greater sophistication deny this
representation/redundancy. Groensteen, along with others, disclaim this stutter as a fault of “bad”
comics, asserting that comics storytelling can take place without this doubling stutter, and
according to these theorists, the better the comics artist, the less pronounced this stutter is.
This anxiety surrounding repetition means that theorists such as Groensteen fail to
acknowledge the importance of the stammering image to the comics medium. As paneled,
sequential art, all comics stutter: even when blatant imagistic doubling is not present, simply the
image of the repeated frame is enough to make repetition a crucial marker of comic grammar.
Sometimes this repetition may just be in the form of two rectangles, placed side-by-side. These
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doublings are also reflected on the larger schematic of the comic book page – as Groensteen
points out, “The printed support (book or magazine) is itself rectangular, and as a consequence of
the hyperframe of each page, the panels tend to enter into a mimetic rapport (of homology, or, in
Ricardou’s terms, of ‘autorepresentation’) with the imposed form” (46).
Psychoanalysis, writes queer theorist Leo Bersani, “abolishes the differences and spaces
that separate terms and concepts; it transforms oppositions into repetitions, and threatens to
reduce discourse to a numbing display of redundancies” (Is the Rectum a Grave?, 131).
Similarly, comics require us to recognize the repetition of images in order to establish a narrative
of (imagined) continuity. The comic stutter performs a kind of Nachtraglicheit, a deferral of
action manifest in the continual reference backward that a comic makes in order to proceed. This
regressive aspect of both psychoanalysis and comics is the queer impulse backward that theorists
of both seek to reject, despite the irony that it is precisely this repetition that allows for the

45

Chase Gregory

psychoanalytical and/or comic narrative to move forward at all. “The very history of the situation
of psychoanalysis enacts a critical temporal inversion,” writes Diana Fuss in Fear of a Queer
Planet. “Ironically, psychoanalysis itself performs the very regressive movement that Freud, and
Lacan in his famous ‘return to Freud,’ describe as constitutive of what might be called
homosexuality’s ‘devolutionary’ process – that is, a temporal fall back, a return to a time before
the beginning of time, before culture, before oedipality, and before history” (45).
Both queerness and comics, are associated with this kind of regression. In
psychoanalysis, writes Fuss, “preoedipality defines the fundamental psychical organization of the
homosexual subject who never, it seems, fully accedes to the position of the subject but who
remains in the ambiguous space of the precultural” (45); in our cultural imagination, comics are a
“childlike” medium, one whose readers, if they are past eleven, are usually typified as “anal
retentive, adolescent and emotionally arrested” (Sabin, Adult 68). Robert Warshow’s complaint
that “the comic strip has no beginning and no end, only an eternal middle” (Carrier, 70) carries
with it further association of comics with a non-linear temporality, one which, in 1946, he
described as “characteristic of Lumpen culture.”
The stutter can be understood as a look backward, but also as a kind of neurosis or tic. In
lacanian As the repetitious cancellation of the gutter remains a recurring tic on the comics page,
so too does its representational counterpart, the unavoidable stutter, constitute a compulsive
excess. Like other excesses, the stutter is a transgression, and even at times a pleasurable, if
involuntary, one. Recall Barthes’s meditation in Roland Barthes:
Let us imagine this double function, localized in one and the same site, a single transgression, which would
be generated by a simultaneous use of speech and kissing: to kiss while embracing, to embrace while
speaking. … What they then delight in is, in the erotic encounter, that play of meaning which opens and
breaks off: the function which is disturbed: in a word, the stammered body.
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In his three-page American Splendor comic “The Harvey Pekar Name Story,”

autobiographical cartoonist Harvey Pekar takes advantage of the comics stutter by mirroring,
with imagistic “style,” the philosophical content
(or symbolic “substance”) or his character’s own
existential monologue. Here, in a story about the
repetition of names and identities, we see Harvey
Pekar’s comic self repeated in every frame. The
effect is that such that, although we understand
that we’re meant to read this monologue as
belonging to only one Harvey Pekar, we cant help
but notice the many Harvey Pekars presented on
the page, panel by panel. Like the protagonist, we
are made aware of the copied person, of the
stammered body. “Talking heads” comics such as
Fig 6. Repeated Harvey Pekar in Harvey Pekar’s
“The Harvey Pekar Name Story,” Hearvey Pekar,
American Splendor, 1976.

this are often put down by comics professionals,
but here the artistic and aesthetic displeasure one

might find in repetition (a displeasure, I hope I have shown above, that has its own implications)
works to the strip’s advantage: Harvey Pekar’s meditations on his name become all the more
potent when drawn this way, as our potential discomfort in seeing so many of the same image
echoes, in more ways than one, Harvey Pekar’s own discomfort when he sees multiple Harvey
Pekars in the phone book.
I want to suggest that the form of comics themselves taps into the perverse pleasures of
repetition. There is a potential queerness in the grammar of every comic: they exemplify an

47

Chase Gregory

aspect of what Bersani imagines as the “gay aesthetic.” The disruption of time/space through
repetition is, of course, not limited to comics alone; Bersani writes that in the visual arts “when,
for example, painters as different as DaVinci and Caravaggio at times juxtapose two figures, we
can see a rather uncanny invasion of the visual field by a relation of sameness or selfmultiplication, a sameness that at once extends a figure and destroys its boundaries, its contained
integrity” (35). Judith Halberstam, critiquing postmodern artists Eva Hesse and Linda Besemer,
writes that “in their art practices, both Hesse and Besemer convey performance but not
maturation, mobility but not progress, change and transformation but not rupture and newness…
through the repetition of forms” (122) [emphasis mine]. These repetitions serve as another
example of what Edelman, in his essay “Seeing Things,” calls “metalepsis, the rhetorical
substitution of cause for effect and effect for cause, a substitution that disturbs the relationship of
early and late, or before and behind” (96).
To create a story through the comic stutter, as explained by Groensteen, is “to return to a
first enunciative gesture; it is inevitably to produce a second-degree utterance, an image of the
image, a citation” (42).
Consider, for a moment, the two pictures at the beginning of this chapter3. One, a
groundbreaking and disruptive piece of experimental cubism from 1912 (Duchamp, “Nude
Descending a Staircase, No. 2”), explores repetition as the impetus for motion, and calls into
question the Lacoonian premise that the best art takes place in a single moment devoid of
narrative. The other, painted nearly eighty years later (Chuck Jones, “Nude Duck Descending a
Staircase”), serves as a tongue-in-cheek reflection on animation, high/low culture, and artistic
citation. Both paintings, although not really what we would consider “comics” outright
3

Thanks to Lee Edelman for pointing me in the direction of these images, after reading an earlier iteration of this
project.
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(although, of course, it’s debatable) address the issues of repetition, narrative, and forward
movement – each, in a different way, illustrates the paradox of progress predicated on parroting.
By repeating one image in what we first think of as a singular frame, Duchamp raises
important questions about the relation of repetition to forward movement. His piece complicates
our idea of closure, overlapping multiple images of one semi-abstract nude figure in a way that
encourages his audience to perform the act of narrative closure, reading the painting as depicting
the action of “descending” despite its lack, perhaps, of a recognizable gutter. In a way, “Nude
Descending a Staircase” anticipates Eisenstein’s 1931 essay on montage and suture, “A
Dialectical Approach to Film”:
For, in fact, each sequential element is perceived not next to the other, but on top of the other. The
incongruence in contour of the first picture-already impressed on the mind – with the subsequently
perceived second picture engenders, in conflict, the feeling of motion. (5)

Eisenstein here is arguing against the idea that “placed side by side, two photographed
immobile images result in the appearance of movement” (5), arguing, rather, that in film each
new image is recognized as overlapping, not next to, its predecessor. But his discussion of
montage nevertheless point out a key similarity between comics and film, and, as Duchamp and
Jones show us, even in other media: both – crucially – rely on closure through a mechanism of
non-representation (for film, the cut; for comics, the gutter) through repetition.
As Duchamp queers the painterly, so does Jones queer Duchamp: the high art scandal of
the 1912 nude is repeated in its counterpart from 1992 – Jones here is citing the avant-garde with
a kitsch art form (animation and comics, especially in America, have intersecting and concurrent
histories, linked as they often are by the mutual descriptor “cartoon”), calling into question (as
comics, we’ve seen, do) the delineation between the two. Chuck Jones’s humorous and thoughtprovoking mallard – and we probably assume, based on conventions of (comics) reading, that it
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is only one duck, though we’re presented with multiple images of him – is a citation of
Duchamp, repeating his painting but with slight difference, so that the two become linked in our
cultural memory, linked in linear sequence: they become, in effect, sequential art.
A citation4, defined another way, is a kind of look backward; to cite something is to bring
a historical or philosophical moment in the past back to the present, linking the dissemination of
information not to a progressive forward movement but to a constant chain of repeated
references. Citations, like the comic stutter, can prove discomfiting, creating an anxiety, for
example, for the one who cites.5 This anxiety is fueled by a twofold fear: one, that the work
drawing on the citation will go nowhere (put another way, the anxiety that, by merely repeating,
the theorist will go nowhere in her own analysis) and two, that her own analysis will be
redundant, excessive, and therefore unproductive. These repetitions disrupt the imagined history
of what Halberstam calls “the time of inheritance,” a type of generational time “within which
values, wealth, goods, and morals are passed through family ties from one generation to the
next.” This linear time structure “connects the family to the historical past of the nation, and
glances ahead to connect the family to the future of both familial and national stability” (5) and,
because it is dependent on the family’s generational reproduction, aligns non-reproductive sex
acts with a repetitive6, de-historicizing, and regressive drive.

4

In “Seeing Things,” Edelman points out that the repetition inherent in citation echoes the spectacle of the act of
sodomy itself. As “the scene of sodomy comes to figure, therefore, both a spatial disturbance in the logic of
positions and a temporal disturbance in the logic essential to narrative development,” (110) so do both the grammar
and narrative tropes of the comic book threaten to disturb our normal narrative temporal logic.
5
According to Edelman, this “aftering,” the process of repetitive citation, makes clear the non-linear repetitions, the
queer impulses, of a greater philosophical history: “for Derrida, as for Western philosophy, the sodomitical spectacle
constitutes the primal scene of writing; philosophy – and psychoanalysis as an offshoot of philosophy – ceaselessly
elaborates itself by turning its back from its origin, only to turn back, through that very gesture, to the origin it seeks
to deny” (111).
6
“The logic of this endless aftering, of course, bespeaks the persistence of something incapable of being ‘aftered,’
as something that both resists and occasions reproductive futurism: the compulsory repetition of an ‘after’”
(Edelman, “Ever After,” 117).
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Similarly, in his discussions of French writer Raymond Roussel, Samuel R. Delany

outlines ways in which literature might adopt structures similar to the comic stutter: “The method
he used… involved taking two phrases, word for word identical or different only by, say, one
letter of one word, in which every word had at least two distinct meanings, and thus had two
distinct meanings as phrases” (14). Roussel engages in a type of writing that doubles back on
itself, punning phrases in order to highlight the pervasiveness of racial discourse in Europe, but
the result also often highlights the pervasiveness of sex (writes Delany: “if you try the exercise in
English, the secondary meanings so often have a sexual side”) – the two are not unrelated. The
pun, in taking on two meanings, also could be seen as a kind of stutter; Barthes picks up on this
when he describes obtuse meaning as belonging to “the family of pun, buffoonery, useless
expenditure” (55).7
This “useless expenditure” is related to the non-reproductive jouissance of the sexual act
itself. The stutter of comics, aligned with both unnecessary excess and regression, effectively
illustrates the queer resistance to a wholly linear time through the “excess” of non-reproductive
sexual pleasure. Like the pun, the comic book is an abjected form of expression because it elicits
a somatic pleasure that we define as immature, outside of “adult” culture – when you hear a pun,
you groan; when you see a comic, writes Wolk, you “react to it with your body before you think
about it” (50). The “citation” mechanisms described and denounced by Groensteen, like the puns
of Roussel, illustrate the disruptive, queer temporal logic of comics grammar. The grammatical
7

If I may, for a moment, look back again at Maus: Spiegelman’s work (frequently cited as one of the greatest comic
achievements of the twentieth century) is renowned in part because it provides an excellent example of comic’s
unique capacity for punning and linguistic play. Writes Marianne Hirsch: “Maus sounds something like the English
word ‘mouse,’ but its German spelling echoes visually the recurring Nazi command ‘Juden raus’ (‘Jews out’ – come
out or get out) as well as the first three letters of ‘Auschwitz’ … Similarly, the subtitle of Volume I plays with the
visual and aural dimensions of the word ‘tale’ – when we se it we know it means ‘story’ but when we hear it after
hearing ‘mouse’ we may think that it is spelled t-a-i-l. Furthermore, on the over and title imprint, the author includes
his own name without capitals, thereby making himself a visual conduit and to bring out the tensions between
aesthetic and documentary, figural and mimetic: ‘art,’ on the one hand, and ‘Spiegelman’ or ‘mirror-man’ on the
other.” (28) The list goes on.
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stutter in comics is thus a site of citation, as well as a site of excitation; one that sets its sights on
a past site only, in the end, through hindsight.

PANEL DISCUSSION
Recently while I was meditating on how I could conclude this paper, an online discussion
forum of comics scholars I follow (an email list run by the University of Florida) exploded,
rather serendipitously, into a discussion of “comic book theory” and its relative presence or
absence in comics scholarship. After a debate about what exactly constituted “theory,” (Charles
Hatfield, whose work is quoted elsewhere in the essay, noted pointedly that “even if by "theory"
you mean to narrow your focus to formalism, semiotics, and/or aesthetics, it's all over the
place”), the various forum contributors catalogued the pros and cons of “doing theory.”
Reading this discussion, scrolling through emails from comics artists whose work I had
read for this project, I noticed that the debate sounded strangely familiar. My déjà vu wasn’t
purely imaginary: same objections I’d heard raised in anti-comics arguments (which are, as I and
others have pointed out, themselves eerily similar to “objections” to queer sexualities as
construed in a straight framework) were coming up to dismiss “theory” as a valuable academic
practice. Theory, argued some members of the group, constitutes an unnecessary and
uncomfortable excess; theory can “ruin” something by the excess of interpretation (just as
comics “ruin” the pure Symbolic with the unseemly addition of the Imaginary, or, viewed
another way, with an extra imposition of narrative onto an otherwise pure image). “Let a layman
ask an obvious question: is there a need for a theory of comics?” wrote contributor Allen Smith.
“Does theory improve art in any way? I understand that theory is an attempt to understand how
art functions and affects us, but is it necessary?”
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Comics and theory share a history of academic resistance – strangely enough, “theory,”

through it may in some sense seem the most truly “academic” occupation, is often confronted
with the backlash of literary historians and other conservative forces, who would rather have
humanities education focus on less ““relentless and unsettlingly playful” (Alter, 30) approaches
to literary study. Robert Alter, in an article published some time ago in the New Republic, writes
that “in Deconstruction is a conspicuous tendency among younger American critics in particular
to derive the same formulaic paradoxes from every text they turn to, which makes one suspect
that the Deconstructionist breakthrough may not really lead anywhere for criticism, may in fact
prove to be a dead end” (28). What the problem really is, though, for critics of deconstructive
literary theory, is not so much a dead end, but more of a moebius loop – a constant motion of
turning, something that keeps moving but still never “leads anywhere,” one condemned to
repetition. “Christopher Norris comments tartly on…an ‘effort to seek out self-supporting
puzzles and paradoxes’ among American deconstructionists…in which he complains of a tedious
tendency to extract from all texts ‘double-readings,’ intended to show how novels display their
own artifice even when exploiting the realist mode” (28). Theory, like comics, leaves us with
incompleteness.
Those younger theorists, like me, sometimes get defensive and insist that the value of
theory resides, like comics, in this valueless-ness; theory, in its endless doubling-back, is
(paradoxically) performing the necessary action of the non-necessary. But what is perhaps more
interesting is that the type of theory that comes under fire for inconclusiveness is bent on
showcasing the very impossibilities that so frustrate its critics – far from refuting these
resistances, theorists insist on them. Deconstructive and queer theories of literature
uncomfortably co-mix Lacanian orders. As Geoffery Hartman points out in his analysis of

53

Chase Gregory

Derrida (Saving the Text) : “Freeplay reaches here a methodological craziness … Though this
verbal gematria is no more, no less, persuasive than Lacan’s diagrammatia, it has the same
treacherously memorable effect, as if Lacan’s imaginary and symbolic realms had finally come
together in a sort of specular script” (60).
Comics, as I’ve shown in the course of this paper, meet with their own resistances.
“Comic books” are met with resistance in the academy as escapist paraliterature; their
designation as such has made them, as we’ve seen, linked with paranoia-inducing
parasexualities, and thus met with resistance by regulatory political and social forces. These
modes of outside resistance, though important to our overall understanding of comics, are only
interesting in that they point to a more complicated type of resistance, one that is internal and
integral to comics themselves. That two resistances, of the academy and of the political, relegate
comics to the realm of smutty, obtuse, Imaginary-oriented sexuality is merely a symptom of the
rhetorical, structural, and narrational problems of comics. The true resistance to comics is not
outside them, but part of their form.
I set out attempting to show what queer theory (and, more broadly, theory in general)
could tell us about comics – how certain ideas developed by queer theorists can help us
understand the rhetorical structures of comics. But I have since discovered what is, at least for
me, a more interesting pursuit: asking what comics can tell us about queer theory. Queer theory
engages the excesses and paradoxes of sex, the incompleteness and gaps of sexuality, the
frustrations of sexual desire, and the repetitions of the drive. In this way, though, any kind of
theory already is “queer. There is something “queer” about theory, even theory not labeled
explicitly as such. What is “queer” about theory, then, might be what is queer about comics as
well.
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