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Although this paper has its origins in the archaeological illustration work I have been involved in 
over  the  past  fifteen  years,  the  arguments  I  will  be  presenting  are  based  on  some  specific 
observations made during the 2010 VIA workshop last  October.  At  that  workshop I  discussed 
projects in which I had used comics and comic-book formats to address various communication 
issues I had encountered on-site, in museums and in the wider arenas of education and public 
outreach.

As a consequence of that workshop session, I began to ask myself some broader questions about 
these comic-based projects.

1. What can cartoons, comics, comic-books and other similar formats bring to archaeology that 
no other visual formats can? What are their intrinsic values and structures? How does the 
information  they  encode  vary  from  that  encoded  in  other  image  forms,  and  is  this 
compatible with the general context of image-use within archaeological practice?

2. How does their existing popular context and use impact on the conditions under which they 
might  be used in  archaeology for  “external”  communication – that  is,  talking  to a  non-
specialist,  non-archaeologically-trained,  or  “popular”  audience.  What  lessons  can  be 
learned from the non-archaeological use of these formats? In what  way do these uses 
compliment technological changes in the communication of archaeological information to 
wider audiences and stakeholders?

3. How  might  the  use  of  these  formats  in  archaeology  change  the  nature  of  “internal” 
communications patterns and specialist  discourse? If  we can talk  about  “new” ways of 
communicating archaeology through the use of a “new” medium, can we talk also of “new” 
kinds of information that we might communicate? What would be the working relationship 
between these formats and existing modes of visual communication – both those at the 
core  (finds  illustration,  reconstruction,  plans,  sections,  etc.)  and  those at  the  periphery 
(artworks, installations, performance, film, sound, etc.) of archaeological practice?

Asking these questions has prompted me to look below the surface of the comic images I was 
producing to their context and impact. They have served to push me beyond the details of the 
actual illustrations towards a more general consideration of a theoretical framework for the use of 
comics, graphic narratives and other forms of sequential media within archaeology. 

I believe – and I hope I will also demonstrate – that sequential media presents archaeologists and 
archaeological visualisers with a unique communication toolset. Beyond simply creating a different 
looking visualisation, it has the potential to create a different kind of visualisation entirely. As such, 
it  has  applications  both  in  communicating  externally  to  non-specialist  audiences,  as  well  as 
internally, as part of the discourse between various archaeological practitioners. 
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It is probably best - as Humpty Dumpty might agree - to start with names. How do we define “these 
formats”?

An important starting point is the recognition that these formats are extremely flexible in terms of  
definition – and, by extension, in terms of application. There are a wide number of both popular 
and specialist terminologies in use. 

Within the specialist field of literary and art studies, the term coined by the mid-twentieth century 
artist  and illustrator  Will  Eisner  – Sequential  Art  –  has found greatest use,  as has its modern 
cousin, Sequential Media.

In popular terminology, the terms comic, cartoon, comic-book and graphic novel are used almost 
interchangeably to refer to this same medium.

All  these  terms,  broadly  speaking  refer  to  a  medium  which  combines  text  and  pictorial 
representation  sub-divided  across  an  overall  composition  to  create  structure  and/or  narrative 
meaning.

But in the context of a definition, it is important to understand that within the medium there are 
many different modes of composition and presentation, each of which has very distinctive cultural 
resonances and presupposes very different patterns of creation and consumption. In considering 
what we mean by the term “Sequential Media”, we must look at useful ways to categorise these 
differences in order to consider how to link theory with practice, and how best to use the medium to 
achieve particular outcomes.

Cartoons,  Comics/Comic Books and Graphic Novels are three common terms are widely used to 
refer to distinctive modes of  sequential  media, and are popularly understood to define various 
levels of expectation regarding narrative content, thematic focus and stylistic approach. For our 
purposes,  these  three  terms  usefully  group  together  consideration  of  my  original  clusters  of 
questions. 

Broadly speaking, then, cartoons are commonly regarded as being shorter and more humorous 
than comics, which are themselves regarded as being less literary than graphic novels. Cartoons 
and  comics  are  expected  to  employ  more  stylised  and  caricatured  imagery,  whereas  graphic 
novels may often have a more sophisticated, mature or deliberately de-structured visual language.

However, one of the most interesting and appealing aspects of sequential media is the mutability of 
these accepted boundaries  and the ability  of  individual  authors  and illustrators  to subvert  the 
expectations of audiences in all  these regards. It is therefore important to realise that cartoon, 
comic/comic book and graphic novel cannot be regarded as stylistic labels, but as guidelines to 
format, dependent, more generally, on length – from the single-panel cartoon, through the multiple- 
panel comic strip, to the multiple-page comic book and graphic novel.

These formats have evolved since the eighteenth century, absorbing and reflecting a multitude of 
stylistic developments along the way. The history of sequential media is long and complex, and 
worth exploring in its own right. In particular, the development of regional stylistic schools in the 
United States, Europe, and Japan, China and Korea, which continue to fuse, cross-fertilise and 
evolve to this day.

2/7



VIA 2011                                                                                                                                                      John G. Swogger

But these stylistic groupings are merely broad brush-stroke generalisations. There is no artistic 
style – from painted to stencilled, from hand-drawn to computer generated – and no mode of 
representation – from Classical realism to hallucinogenic abstraction – which has not been used at 
some point by this medium.

Individuality of style, therefore, is a key component – which means that, from the point of view of 
production, the medium is highly inclusive. 

And,  in  parallel  with this development  of  style has come a development of  content.  From the 
political and social satire of the eighteenth century to the slapstick and visual fantasy of the early  
part of the twentieth century, to the superhero hyperbole, action-adventure and science-fiction of 
the latter part of the century, back to the social satire and political commentary of contemporary 
graphic artists. There is nothing which has not been used as a narrative subject. The medium has 
embraced  high  and  low  drama,  fiction  and  non-fiction,  reality  and  fantasy,  from  battling 
superheroes and monsters, crime dramas, literary adaptations, mythological retellings, personal 
experiences of love and loss, diaries of illnesses and mental  health conditions, coming of age 
stories,  historical  documentation,  propaganda,  erotica,  comedy,  tragedy,  travelogues,  and 
journalistic reportage - even, on occasion, archaeology.

Diversity of content – matching the diversity of stylistic approach – is also a key component. Once 
again,  this  is  a  medium which  is  defined by  its  very  lack  of  boundaries,  by  its  flexibility  and 
adaptability.  If  we had to create a complete definition of  Sequential  Media,  it  might  then read 
something like this. But having created such a definition, how is such a medium to be used in the 
visualisation of archaeology?

Let  me return  to  the three common divisions  of  this  medium:  cartoon,  comic/comic-book  and 
graphic novel. Let me identify in each one a defining characteristic of that format and demonstrate 
how it might be applied to the visualisation of archaeology, and go some way towards answering 
some of these questions.

Firstly, the single-panel cartoon. It is the unique combination of image and text – working together 
– that make the communication of the cartoon's message clear. The image without the text and the 
text  without  the  image  are  individually  unclear.  The  message  –  in  this  case,  a  classic  Pont 
observation from Punch, 1938 – is only communicated by the combination of the two.

We juxtapose image and text all the time – the painting and its label, the illustration and its caption 
– but in most cases the text is simply an adjunct to the image. Within the cartoon is one of the  
basic defining characteristics of Sequential Media – the interdependent combination of image and 
text. The archaeological cartoon has been a fixture of magazines like Punch since the nineteenth 
century.  Their  humour  derives  mostly  from  a  shared  appreciation  of  the  visual  landscape  of 
“archaeology” - pyramids, stone circles, be-whiskered men in pith helmets – and a juxtaposition 
between that and a simple gag. Archaeology – much like modern art – remains just so much visual  
set-dressing.  Although  they  are  common  to  popular  publications  –  as  well  as  departmental 
noticeboards – they cannot be said to be effective tools for communicating archaeology to either 
external or internal audiences.

But their value to us lies in understanding the true nature of the interdependence between image 
and text. We have always been aware of the divergence in archaeological practice between the 
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context of image-production and the context of text-production, and the fact that so often, these 
two integral parts of knowledge production and dissemination become separated early on in the 
process and only joined together again much later on. We have all struggled – individually and 
collectively – with the inherent separation of image and text within publication protocols, and the 
problems that it causes in the visualisation of archaeology.

But here we have as a key component in the structure of sequential media  interdependent text 
and image. Even in a single-panel cartoon, you cannot write your text and create an image for it 
later;  neither  can  you  draw  your  image  and  create  text  further  down  the  line  –  for  the 
communicated message to be effective, image and text production must be, if not simultaneous, 
then inextricably linked.

As single-panel cartoons are expanded to multiple-panel comic strips and multiple-paged comic 
books, this relationship becomes ever more entangled. Here we have a medium in which illustrator 
and writer act as a single unit. Sometimes they are the same person – more often than not they are 
a true creative partnership. From my own experience, this creative relationship can become very 
close indeed, easily creating a situation where neither text nor image follow the other, but develop 
in  tandem.  Even  inexperienced  writers  and  illustrators  soon  find  that  they  are  creating  truly 
interdependent works. 

In  considering  the  current  divergent  nature  of  image  and  text  in  archaeological  publication, 
sequential media and its interdependent combination of these two elements raises the possibility of 
creating a different kind of working relationship between writer and illustrator.

In the single panel cartoon, the sequential nature of the composition is implied; as the number of 
panels is increased to become four, five or six - a comic strip – that  sequential nature becomes 
explicit. And as the comic expands to cover first a whole page and then multiple pages to become 
a comic book, so sequence eventually evolves into narrative.

The interdependent nature of the combination of image and text can create potential  for many 
different kinds of narrative structure. The introduction of sequential images of people, places and 
objects can introduce visual elements such as body language, expression, action and the passage 
of time directly into the narrative. The subdivision of a page into panels of different sizes, shapes 
and arrangements can be used to direct the reader in specific directions, and gives great control to 
writers and illustrators over the pace of storytelling or the relationship between different kinds of 
information. Extremely long and complex narratives can be constructed, and dense information 
given new structure, weight and emphasis.

It is because of their ability to manipulate narrative both textually and visually that comics have 
been adopted as educational tools. Re-presenting complex information in a way which spreads the 
“responsibility” for the narrative between both text and image can be a way to bridge cultural and 
social gaps, as well as gaps in literacy, comprehension or experience.

In  the  field  of  medical  humanities,  comics  are  increasingly  being  used  to  establish  points  of 
dialogue between patient and specialist experience of mental health issues such as depression, 
neurological  and  behavioural  syndromes  such  as  autism  and  Asperger  Syndrome,  and  life-
changing illnesses such as cancer. The communication gap between the approach and needs of 
medical professionals and experiences of patients is mediated in a context where both image and 
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text  can  be  used  to  unravel  complex  emotional  issues  as  well  as  unpick  dense  specialist 
knowledge. 

My own experience last year in illustrating and co-writing just such a comic book about Asperger  
Syndrome has made it very clear to me that archaeology, too – also sitting in the gap between art 
and science – can benefit from a similar use of such narratives. Archaeology often suffers from a 
similar communication gap, and comics can be very effective in communicating unfamiliar, often 
highly  complex  notions  about  the  past  and  its  impact  and  meaning in  the  present  to  a  wide 
audience with varying rates of literacy and comprehension. 

Indeed, this ability to communicate archaeological information to external audiences simply and 
clearly has already been exploited in the context of public outreach – using comic strips to explain 
archaeology to the public is not that uncommon.

The concept of layers of soil in the ground corresponding to the passage of time is one which 
benefits from some visual explanation. The process and procedure of excavation, field-walking, 
floatation – even finds illustration and reconstruction drawing are all aspects of archaeology which 
become  clearer  if  accompanied  by  visual  explanations.  The  development  and  evolution  of 
buildings, sites and landscapes too, are visual narratives whose sequential nature makes them 
ideally suited to this media.

But this not simply a way of speaking to an external, non-archaeological audience – as a teaching 
tool on-site, sequential media could be used to generate many forms of procedural training guides 
-  laminated cards,  like  airline  safety  cards  –  for  use in  rapidly  and effectively  communicating 
protocols for complex tasks such as environmental sampling, finds washing, site health and safety. 
This  could  enable  meaningful  integration  of  participants  unfamiliar  with  some  archaeological 
procedure – students, community volunteers, etc. – as well as be an efficient way of introducing 
new procedures to experienced excavators or lab staff.

With their ability to negotiate complex narratives on multiple levels, expanded forms of sequential 
media such as comics and comic books can be used to create a different kind of communication 
relationship between archaeologists and audiences, by overcoming gaps that often exist in the 
communication of specialist information.

It was during the 1970s that the term “graphic novel” or “graphic narrative” came to be applied to 
comic  books  whose  subject  matter  began  to  extend  beyond  the  latest  adventures  of  caped 
superheroes and masked villains.

By the time it was used to describe Will Eisner's book “A Contract With God” - a collection of four 
connected short stories in comic format about the lives of Jewish tenants of a New York tenement 
building exploring their relationship with God – the term had come to mean comic books whose 
narrative aspirations were to give their storytelling not just length or complexity, but depth. In doing 
so,  they  tackled  subject  matter  both  fictional  and  non-fictional,  developing  both  writing  and 
illustration techniques to meet these aspirations.

These graphic novels became works equal to any in literature, film or fine art, capable of exploring 
the full  range and depth of  human experience,  often in  surprisingly  innovative  ways.  In  these 
works, text and image were just as often used to play off against one another as to work in concert.
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Perhaps the greatest example of the extraordinary narrative power of this kind of sequential media 
is that of Art Spiegelman's Maus: A Survivor's Tale. Ostensibly the tale of Art Spiegelman's father, a 
Polish Jew who survived being sent to Auschwitz by the Nazis, the book is extraordinary for its 
depiction of Jews as mice and Nazis as cats. It would be a difficult book to read if it were text alone 
– as a graphic novel the visual realisation of the absurdist metaphor adds another layer of horror to 
the story. Not for nothing was book awarded the Pulitzer Prize in 1992.

The kind of story that Art Spiegelman has told with this book is simply impossible to imagine being 
told in film, in literature, or in fine art. In any other medium, the story would not be the same. As  
such, it has not simply told the story of a holocaust survivor in a different way, it has told a different 
story. Just as it is impossible to imagine Maus being the same story if told on film or in literature, it  
is as impossible to imagine many other graphic novels being the same story in other media. In 
these narratives, people have become characters, locations are imbued with a true sense of place, 
events  and  storylines  explorations  of  wider,  thematic  issues  –  sexuality,  politics,  catastrophe, 
belonging. Their ability to mix together elements from genres such as biography, history, fiction, 
journalism and personal experience mean that they have given voice to a new kind of narrative.

There are many stories to be told in archaeology. Some can be told in academic journals, some 
can be told on television, some can be told in biographies or through investigative journalism. But 
there are some stories which, although vital to our understanding of the experience and practice of 
archaeology, are difficult to tell in any of these ways.

In 1997, when I  joined the Çatalhöyük Research Project,  I  slowly became aware of the visual 
legacy that I had inherited from James Mellaart and those illustrators who had worked for him 
during the 1960s. My own experiences in discovering, understanding and coming to terms with that 
legacy – as well as my frustrations in failing to discover, failing to understand and failing to come to 
terms with that legacy are an interesting story, and – I think – worth telling.

But it is not an easy subject to frame in an academic paper – much of it is subjective, and there is a 
great deal of guess-work, interpretation and supposition involved. And it is a very visual story, too – 
contrasting interpretations of site and its  material  culture over the course of two very different 
kinds of excavation. And it  is  also a complicated story, blending together personal experience, 
archaeological  data,  politics,  ideology and the interaction of  people and personalities over  the 
course of five decades.  So, I  am trying to write it  as a graphic novel.  It  is  a different  kind of 
archaeological story – not one that I think I could comfortably write as a book, or present as a 
documentary film. The more I work on it, the more I am convinced that it is a story that can only be 
properly told in this format – as a piece of sequential media, where I can develop my narrative 
through both text and image, where I can use style and format to direct readers through a complex 
and  multi-stranded  storyline,  and  where  I  can  cut  from  fiction  to  biography,  from  politics  to 
archaeology,  from  personal  experience  to  historical  record.  It's  a  story  about  archaeology, 
archaeologists, illustration and legacy, and it is the kind of story which I think only makes sense as 
a  graphic  novel  –  and  it  is  the  kind  of  story  which  I  think  the  use  of  sequential  media  in 
archaeological  visualisation  allows  used  both  as  part  of  the  internal  dialogue  between 
archaeological  practitioners and as a means of  communicating to a wider audience about  the 
nature of our work and our experiences. 

In 1963, the artist Roy Lichtenstein took a panel from the DC comic book “All American Men of 
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War” and, fascinated by the use of colour, image and text in the panel, reworked it into a painting 
called “Whaamm!”. In doing so, he was part of a movement that helped to create an entirely new 
voice for  the visual  arts,  and in  many ways redefined the late twentieth century's  relationship 
between art and illustration, craft and communication.

I laying out this theoretical framework, I am hoping that archaeology might have it's own “Whoosh 
Whaam!” moment – might take the mechanics of cartoons, comics and graphic novels and adapt 
them to archaeology's own visual and narrative ends.

Sequential Media offers archaeological visualisation more than simply the utilisation of a particular 
“look”. In bringing together text and image in a wholly interdependent relationship, it offers both 
archaeological illustrators and writers the opportunity to work in a true creative partnership. By 
dividing the work of carrying a complex narrative between both image and text, dense information 
and unfamiliar concepts can be communicated to audiences in ways which bridge gaps in literacy, 
comprehension and experience. And by creating real depth of narrative structure, there exists the 
potential to visualise and tell new kinds of archaeological stories.

I will continue to explore the potential of sequential media both as a communication tool in talking 
to diverse external audiences, and as a means to give voice to some of our internal narratives. 
There are other illustrators and visualisers in archaeology – some of whom have presented papers 
at VIA before now – exploring how sequential media can be used to communicate with different 
audiences, and be used to capture some of archaeology's more ephemeral narratives.

There are links to be explored, too, between the use of sequential media in archaeology and the 
use  of  other,  sometimes-related  forms  of  visualisation:  fine  art,  film,  animation  and  virtual 
environments.  And  there  is  a  great  deal  to  be  learned  from  the  comics  industry  about  the 
economics, production and distribution of sequential media.

There may be resistance from some quarters where “comics” mean Beano and The Dandy, and 
“graphic novels” refer to something bought from the top shelf. There may be scepticism on the part 
of those who cannot see how sequential media might be integrated into current visual practice – or 
those who do not think that it is necessary to develop another yet another format of archaeological 
visualisation.

But I would like to think that this paper would ultimately encourage other archaeological visualisers 
– as well as artists, illustrators, writers, educators and the wide range of specialist clients who work 
alongside them – to consider the potential application of sequential media's unique communication 
toolset to their own visualisation of archaeology.
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