
    
tt

At the
same time, this
type of document is
also full of the "experience" of 
archaeological field work, and could 
conceivably be aimed at an "external" 
audience outside of archaeology.

The field journal or 
site notebook is an 
archaeological docu-
ment which is often 
hugely valuable as a 
record of the prac-
tice of archaeology, 
but one that is only 
rarely more widely 

published.

 In many ways, the field jour-
nal is a good example of an 
"internal" archaeological doc-
ument - one aimed at an audi-
ence of other archaeologists.

DRAWN TOGETHER
an illustrated field journal of a season’s excavations on Palau, Micronesia

...and I've been an archaeological 
illustrator for almost twenty years.

In order to understand why I've 
been using comics to visualize aspects 
of archaeology, it's probably worth 
taking a look at how my career 
in archaeological illustration has 
developed.

I graduated from the University of Liverpool in the uk with a BA in the archaeology 
of the eastern Mediterranean, and worked for several years as an excavator in the 
northwest of the UK as well as abroad.

Both these illustrators worked closely with 
the field teams doing the excavation, the 
finds processing and the on-site analysis.

Steve allen was an archaeological illustrator 
who did finds illustration and produced 
technical reconstructions of much of the 
mediaeval industrial finds.

David Walsh was an architectural historian 
who painted reconstructions of the church 
we were excavating and who was always in the 
trenches, explaining how the architectural 
fragments of windows, columns, etc. were 
related to the building phases we were 
identifying.

both Steve and David were knowledgeable and 
approachable. Steve would demonstrate how 
he drew specialist illustrations of fragile 
objects such as painted window glass and 
wood, while David used to set up his easel 
and paint in the open air, ready and happy to 
talk to anyone who was interested in what 
he was doing.

Both of these illustrators approached the 
whole question of producing visualizations in 
very different ways. Steve's highly   specialized 
illustrations were produced primarily 
for an audience of other archaeologists 
– whereas David's accessible oil paintings 
helped bring the site's architecture to life 
to all the visitors that came to the site.

But brought Together, their approaches 
told more about the archaeology for both 
staff and students as well as visitors. These 
differences in approach – and the way they 
were brought together - interested me 
even before I began doing any archaeological 
illustrations myself.

In 1998 I joined the çatalhöyük research project in central anatolia, Turkey, as site illustrator. For 
the next ten years I worked with the project's director, Ian Hodder, and a large international team 
on the excavation and publication of the neolithic site.

PALAU

The Republic of Palau, 
Micronesia. The island 
of Orrak lies just off 
the south-eastern end 
of the large island 
of Babeldaob, the 
largest of the islands 
of Palau.

Steve Allen - now Archaeolog-
ical Wood Technologist with 
York Archaeological Trust, 
England

David Walsh - Professor of Art 
History & Monastic Art History, 
University of Rochester, NY

As I worked on the project, producing illustra-
tions of the artifacts, buildings and lifeways 
of the site's neolithic inhabitants, I suddenly 
found myself with an oppor-
tunity to try something new.

About four hundred miles north of 
Papua and four hundred miles east 
of the Philippines, Palau sits at the 
western edge of the Caroline islands in 
the pacific ocean, seven degrees north 
of the equator.
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the site of chelechol ra orrak, a cave-shelter complex 
at the water's edge. The earliest levels of occupation 
are represented by human burials in the main and rear 
cave. Subsequent levels are associated with stone money 
quarrying activity. After the quarries fell into disuse, the 
shelter was used on an occasional basis by fishing parties. 
During WWII, the shelter was fortified by occupying 
                     Japanese troops.

but in the comic I realized I could draw 
them all together.

I'm certainly by no means the 
first person to use comics in 
archaeology - 

- not the only -

- and not the first to talk about 
them to the SAA - only a few years 
ago, the society had a special "com-
ics" edition of its newsletter. 
The appeal of comics as a stylis-
tic approach is well-known to many 
working in public archaeology and 
outreach.

There's a whole range of material on my blog about using comics in archaeology - from papers I've given to 
the SAA, The Visualisation in ARchaeology project (English Heritage/Southampton University) and the York 
University Heritage Research Seminar series, to posts about producing my comics from Palau, the Caribbean 
and elsewhere. 

By all means contact me via my blog - I'm always happy to talk with anyone about
using comics in archaeology!

I learned illustration as a 
field skill while working at 
a mediaeval monastic site in 
England while still a student. 
On that site I had a chance 
to learn from two very 
different experts in the field 
of archaeological visualization.

I’m John Swogger...

a comic about archaeology?

why a field journal?

 his presentation is about an         
  archaeological comic -

– a field journal of a 
season's excavations on 
the island of Palau in 
Micronesia. 

It's also about what comics can 
bring to the visualization and 
presentation of archaeology...

And how this MEDIUM can suggest new ways to 
visualize, record and present archaeological 
data, practice and interpretation to both old 
and new audiences.

Palau is an island republic in 
the pacific. excavations under 
the direction of Dr. Scott 
Fitzpatrick started in 2012 at 
a cave-shelter burial site on 
the small island of orrak. the 
project is also run as a field 
school by the University of 
Oregon.

In terms of my own research into the use of narrative media 
in archaeological visualization, the field journal, lying on 
the boundary between "internal" and "external", was an 
obvious choice of document. With it I could further explore 
how narrative content in archaeology was articulated by a 
closer integration of image and text.

What quickly became apparent was that this format 
was uniquely suited to the narrative complexity 
of field work, able to draw together (yes, pun 
intended, of course) the multiplicity of narrative 
threads that make up the professional experience 
of field work - and, most importantly, link them 
through a shared visual context. 

For myself, as an illustrator, i found for 
the first time in my career a medium which 
allowed me to document not just my work - 
the artifact illustrations, reconstructions 

and other graphics - 
but its process and 
context as well.

What other aspects of archaeological practice might similarly 
benefit from this kind of visualization?

what next?But I wondered whether it was possible to use this 
highly versatile medium to produce images – works – 
that were aimed not just at a non-specialist audience 
outside archaeology, but an internal, specialist audi-
ence. 

In other words, what could Archaeology comics do 
for archaeologists?

Trent De Boer, author of the long-
running archaeological 'zine & comic 
"Shovel Bum".

Troy Lovata, author of a phd in comic 
format, now associate professor at
the University of New Mexico.

It was easier to climb the roots 
than the water-pocked stone...

Dare I say: what couldn't they do?

"Left a bit - hold it steady... 
Now let's take those points 
at the back of the cave..."

site plans artifacts

a medium which has the capacity to bring 
together all the varied visual contexts and 
sources in which archaeology operates -

- gives them narrative structure -

reconstructions

environment

Burials

research

local community

A village elder from Airai - or had Calvin 
said a chief? - drove the boat, one eye on 
the tide - the other on the fish...

teaching

johngswogger.wordpress.com

Many Thanks to Dr. Quetta Kaye, 
(University College London) Co-Di-
rector of the Carriacou Excavation 
Project, and Dr. Scott Fitzpatrick, 
(University of Oregon) co-director 
of the Carriacou Excavation Project 
and director of the Palau Excava-
tion Project for their support over 
the years. Thanks also to Stephanie 
Moser, Sara Perry, Ian Williams, Ian 
Hague and Al Wesolowsky for com-
ments, advice and interest.

Fortunately, Sunny and 
Calvin were there. I'm not 
sure what the project 
would have done with out 
them, quite frankly...

team members

Several years later, working on 
an excavation and survey project 
in the Caribbean, I had another 
opportunity to work with comics and 
archaeology. Here, the challenge 
was to try and explain what the 
archaeological team were doing 
to a local audience completely 
unfamiliar with archaeology.

Once again, comics proved to be an 
excellent medium, allowing me to 
combine an explanatory text with 
images of the team, the archaeology, 
the prehistoric and the present-
day inhabitants of the islands. In 
terms of a tool for education and 
public archaeology, it proved to 
be ideal.

Sonya Atalay, a friend and colleague who was 
involved in doing outreach work with the local 
community, asked if I could produce some kind 
of illustrated handout suitable for giving to 
local kids at a site open day. The handout would 
have to be easy to understand even if the kids 
could not read it well (or, indeed, at all), and 
so the style of the illustrations would 
be very important.

Sonya Atalay - now Asst. Professor in public 
anthropology, University of Massachusetts 
Amherst.

As we discussed her idea, I suggested 
that we could produce the leaflet in the 
form of a comic – and so we did. All of 
a sudden, I found I was working with 
an illustration medium that could make 
specialist visualization accessible and 
appealing to a non-specialist audience.

I felt as if I had found a way to bring to-
gether those two approaches to visualization 
that had so interested me back at Bordes-
ley Abbey: specialist and accessible; illus-
trations of archaeology for archaeologists 
and illustrations of archaeology for, well, 
everyone else.

I had been used to separating out artifact 
drawing, site reconstructions, sketches of 
dig life, graphics for publication such as 
maps, etc. into separate illustrations – each 
one telling part of the visual story of the 
archaeology.

Hon. Senator George Prime - Minister for 
Carriacou Affairs. A great supporter of 
all our public outreach efforts.

DR. Quetta Kaye, University College 
London - Co-director of the Carriacou 
Excavation Project.

Dr. Scott Fitzpatrick, University 
of Oregon - Co-director of the 
Carriacou Excavation Project.

Phillip had found a stone 
money disc - just sitting 
there under the sand!

had it come from the 
Orrak quarries?

Al B. Wesolowsky, managing editor (1976-2009) and art 
editor (2010 -) of the Journal of Field Archaeology & 
recent MFA graduate of the Center for Cartoon Studies 
(White River Junction, VT). 

Singly or in isolation, 
comics in archaeology 

may well remain 
nothing more than a 
stylistic novelty - 

their true potential 
left untapped.

The challenge for 
those interested

in using comics
in archaeology 

is to now go
beyond this -

- and in doing, 
show how this
medium can be 
used to draw 

archaeology and 
its many audiences 

together.

- and makes them accessible to as wide 
an audience as possible...

Surely the possibilities for such a medium 
are virtually limitless?

The photographs were full of the memories 
of veterans, haunted by the experience of 
those 73 days - in their eyes, an echo of 
that thousand-yard stare...

tourism

I gave a paper on our public 
outreach work on the island 
of Carriacou at the 2012 SAA 
conference.

What I've done is to look at some of the 
methodological background of comics, 
and suggest reasons why it works in 
the projects I've undertaken so far - 
and how those ways can be used both 
to visualize aspects of archaeological 
data, interpretation, practice and ex-
perience - and to talk to efficiently 
and effectively to archaeology's multi-
ple audiences.

Comics and the sequential arts can be 
used for far more than just educational 
publications for kids. The medium has 
the ability to tap into narrative unlike 
many image media used in archaeology.

Work must be done now to study how 
the diverse styles of the comic arts can 
best be used in a range of archaeological 
publication and presentation  contexts.

interested in comics and archaeology?

Some of my current archaeological 
comic projects, all looking at ex-
ploring the possibilities and bound-
aries of this medium.

Archaeology is a highly visual science. We record sites, artifacts, landscapes, 
processes and other data in a wide range of visual documents: photographs, 
drawings, graphics, charts, plans, sections, maps.

But presentation of archaeology is predominantly text-
based: scholarly articles, papers and books, reports and 
interpretation panels.

Archaeology should make more use, therefore, of a 
particular communications medium which draws these 
two distinct strands together:

Comics

Comics use sequential images and 
interrelated text to construct 
complex and involved narratives. 
Its use in archaeology has been 
extremely limited.

Often exploited as a stylistic device, 
and for its humorous, naïve, or "folk" 
attributes, comics offers other, 
far more sophisticated possibilities 
as a medium for the communication 
and visualization of science.

Analysis of narrative quality and 
intent, both at creator and audience 
level, suggests the potential to 
enable access to detailed and highly 
specialized information at multiple 
levels by multiple audiences.

By interleaving text and image, by 
providing visual context and exploiting 
semiotic and ontological features 
particular to comics, it is possible to 
engage readers through a number of 
devices not often available in other 
media:

THe use of Identifiable narrators 
who act as agents throughout the 
narrative.

the use of those narrators to 
create multiple or alternate 
points of view on events.

the simultaneous use of many dif-
ferent narrative strands - pro-
fessional, personal, anecdotal, 
historical, political, procedural.

The use of visual context to bring 
specific meaning to a narrative 
thread and to link to other 
threads.

the bringing together of design 
and layout as integral to the 
flow of sequence and narrative, 
and as a mechanism for suggesting 
multiple or alternate readings.

Uniquely, comics presents a wide, varied and developed 
range of textual, stylistic and design approaches (certainly 
not limited to my hergÉ-like style) which can be used to 
further create specific visual and informational identities 
and readings.

In this context, comics offers the possibility of creating 
a "voice" for overlooked narratives within archaeological 
practice, particularly those at the margins of text-based 
presentation.

But as comics are becoming recognized in science 
communication as also particularly suited to complex 
technical and procedural exposition, it raises the 
question:

Given the visual basis of so much archaeological 
practice, and the text-based nature of so much 
archaeological presentation, what might comics 
– with their unique interrelationship between 
image and text – do for archaeology?

T

I am using the term "comics", as it 
is a familiar term to most people. 
However, in literary criticism, nar-
rative theory and comics studies, 
other, more specific terminology is 
used – sequential art, narrative im-
agery, graphic narrative, etc. These 
terms may be more precise, but 
they are less
well-known.

For more on the methodology of narrative images in archae-
ology, see - Swogger, J: "Description, Discussion or Debate: 
Examining the role of narrative in the visualisation of ar-
chaeological", York Heritage Research Seminars, February 
2013. archived at: //bit.ly/U6VMFX

And for an excellent example of the use of comics in a tech-
nical context, check out Scott McCloud's work for Google 
Chrome - McCloud, S.: "Google Chrome: Behind the Open Source 
Browser Project", archived at: bit.ly/2SJzbP

                                         Or look in the seat pocket 
in front of you...

"It's hot and air-
less down there - 
in E1 S4..."

"and I'm not sure that the 
skeleton is an as good 
condition as we first 
thought..."


