
Underground Archaeology: Comics as alternative agents of professional discourse

Comics Forum 2013

John G. Swogger

1. SLIDE: Titles

Archaeology exists at the boundaries of art and science. It  is equally dependant 

upon the creativity and intuition of the humanities and the arts, as much as it is 

dependant upon the rigour and discipline of the sciences. Whether in the field or in 

the lab, the successful practice of archaeology must involve a complex interplay of 

skills taken from both camps. 

Perhaps because of this delicate art-science positioning, archaeology maintains a 

constant  struggle  against  its  own  fringe.  Partly  as  a  result,  archaeological 

publication is something of a bastion of an intellectual status quo.

It  is hard to point,  then, to a genuinely alternative voice in archaeology. I'm not  

talking here about alien astronauts or Atlantis - I'm talking about opportunities for 

those within mainstream academia and field practice to engage in a different kind of 

professional  discourse,  one  not  governed  by  modes  of  presentation  and 

dissemination dating back a century or more.

2. SLIDE: JG sampler 1

I have been an archaeological illustrator for almost twenty years. In that time, I have 

drawn everything from stone tools, pottery, figurines and archaeologically-preserved 

seeds to reconstructions of temples, houses and harbours.

3. SLIDE: JG sampler 2

I  have  produced  technical  drawings  for  site  records  and  academic  journals,  

reconstructions for museums and on-site interpretation boards, paintings for book 

covers and illustrations for educational publications.

But I have always had the nagging sense that my illustrations have ended up talking 

to  the  same  kinds  of  audiences  in  the  same  kind  of  ways  -  and  that  as  a 
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consequence, there were archaeological conversations that were not happening.

4. SLIDE: JG comics

I think it was this that first pushed me in the direction of comics. Here seemed to be 

an opportunity for myself and my clients to present archaeological information in a 

different way. Off and on since 2005 I've been producing comics about archaeology 

for various public outreach and education projects. They have become an important 

medium  for  presenting  complex  archaeological  information  in  a  concise  and 

accessible format to a wide range of different audiences. 

Working with this medium has made me aware that it has the potential to develop a 

new –  an alternative – voice  with  which to  present  archaeology in  its  broadest 

sense. And I have also become aware that I am not the only archaeologist who 

thinks this way.

5. SLIDE: six portraits

I  would like to  look at  the work  of  five different  archaeologists  who also create 

comics  -  six,  including  myself.  All  of  us  are  creating  very  different  kinds  of 

archaeological comics. All of us are doing so because creating an archaeological 

comic allows us to create a very different kind of archaeological knowledge.

6. SLIDE: six portraits + key

Despite  all  our  differences,  I  would like  to  concentrate  on  the  various thematic 

directions which link us together.  I  would like to look at  ways in which we are 

exploring  aspects  of  access in  knowledge  production  which  are  new  to 

archaeology, as well as using them in zones of archaeological practice which can 

be problematical for other, traditionally-employed forms of presentational media. 

7. SLIDE: blank map

8. SLIDE: Troy

The first of these archaeological comics creators is Dr. Troy Lovata. An Associate 

Professor of Archaeology at the University of New Mexico Honours College, Troy 

teaches courses on public archaeology, the social use of technology and the use of  

the past as cultural currency. In 2000 he used comics in a scholarly context -
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9. SLIDE: Troy scholarly

-  he  produced  part  of  his  PhD thesis  at  the  University  of  Texas  on  the  visual  

presentation of archaeological research - in the form of a comic.

10.SLIDE: Troy PhD 1

The comic portion of the PhD was a case-study which looked at the presence of 

dog bones at Archaic Period sites in eastern Colorado and discussed ways in which 

such collections are used to generate archaeological knowledge about prehistory. 

11. SLIDE: Troy PhD 2

In 2005 Troy wrote another, shorter comic for the Society for American Archaeology 

Record  outlining  the  ambivalent  attitude  of  the  review  committee  to  the  comic 

portion of his thesis – and his consequent inability to find a publisher for his PhD.

12.SLIDE: Troy scholarly (2)

But the comics portion of the thesis did establish an interesting precedent. Here was 

an attempt to  present  archaeological  argument  and data in comic format – and 

within a formal framework.

13.SLIDE: Troy internal

Troy has also produced other comics. As with his PhD, these were comics primarily 

for an internal audience – although in a far less formal context: an archaeological 

comic fanzine edited by Trent De Boer.

14.SLIDE: Trent

Trent is a professional archaeologist working in Cultural Resource Management in 

the western United States. Since 1997, Trent and his wife have co-produced an 

archaeological  fanzine  called  Shovel  Bum -  an  American  colloquial  term  for  a 

contract archaeological excavator. The 'zines were hand-drawn, photocopied and 

stapled, circulated by mail to a readership of about a hundred or so subscribers. 

15.SLIDE: Shovel Bum 1

Although originally conceived as an outreach tool, Shovel Bum was essentially – as 
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Trent himself describes it – a “lifestyle publication” (!) for the itinerant archaeological 

excavation community.

16.SLIDE: Shovel Bum 2

A  typical  'zine,  it  contained  recipes,  quizzes,  puzzles,  and  humour,  but  was 

dominated by slice-of-life comics about the daily grind of archaeological work in the 

US midwest.

17.SLIDE: Trent experience

As  such,  it's  narratives  were  increasingly  aimed at  those  with  some degree of 

familiarity with this kind of professional experience. 

18.SLIDE: Trent external

But in 2004, Alta Mira Press in California published a collected volume of these 

issues,  and as a result,  Shovel  Bum  was now aimed at  an  external audience. 

Though fairly basic in their execution, the comics clearly struck a chord. Perhaps, 

for the first time, audiences were seeing the grassroots practice of archaeology as 

archaeologists themselves saw it: warts and all. Archaeological biography – rather 

like so much else in archaeology – has always been the preserve of those who 

direct,  not  those who dig.  And yet,  a  majority  of  the professional  experience of 

archaeology is more like what we read in Shovel Bum.

19.SLIDE: Al

It's this genuine representation of the archaeological experience which fully informs 

the comics of my third archaeological comics creator, Al B. Wesolowsky. Al is the 

retired Managing Editor of  the  Journal  of  Field  Archaeology and the current  Art 

Editor of the same publication. He has a rich and extensive background in field work 

and excavation in Texas and across the Balkans. In 2009 he received a Masters 

degree in Fine Art from the Centre for Cartoon Studies in White River Junction, 

Vermont. 

20.SLIDE: Al comic 1

 Al creates comics based on his experiences excavating in the field. 
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21.SLIDE: Al comic 2

These are stories from his years working in the US and in the Balkans. They are 

instantly recognisable to any archaeologist: the awkward practicalities, the Kafka-

esque dealings with local bureaucrats, the humour, sometimes even the peril.

These are internal  documents,  intended to  be circulated among colleagues and 

students; a record of professional experience; a private autobiography in progress. 

Like the comics in Shovel Bum, they depend for their success and meaning partly 

on having an insider's perspective. 

22.SLIDE: Al external

But interestingly,  as a result  of  his  training at  the Cartoon College, they do not 

depend entirely on that insider's perspective; Al's storytelling and artwork has been 

shaped to also communicate with an external audience. His work now represents 

the input of professional visualisation skills not usually seen in archaeology.

23.SLIDE: Hannah

The  next  two  archaeological  comics  creators  work  exclusively  with  external 

contexts.  Hannah  Sackett  did  her  PhD in  landscape  archaeology  at  Leicester 

University, and has published on time, archaeology and landscape for the Scottish 

Archaeological Review. She is currently developing a project on visual narrative and 

the perception of museums at the University of Southampton. She's also a librarian, 

school-teacher and writer – winning the Orion Books Legends and Landmarks prize 

for her short story “The Legends of Bladud”.

24.SLIDE: Hannah educational

Hannah creates archaeological comics with an educational intent. 

25.SLIDE: Archaeological Oddities 1

“Archaeological Oddities” is a series of one-page comics which she has posted on 

her Prehistories blog. 

26.SLIDE: Archaeological Oddities 2

The object of these comics is didactic; each one focuses on the artefact history of a 
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particular object. But instead of the history being narrated by some kind of third 

person, it is, instead, told by the object itself. These archaeological comics have the 

unusual  quality  of  having  the  archaeologists'  voice  entirely  removed  –  an 

experiment  in  narrative  which  seeks  to  create  a  direct  connection  between the 

material remains of the past and the reader.

27.SLIDE: One Girl Goes Hunting

This  interest  in  the  sound  and  shape  of  visual  storytelling  in  archaeology  is 

something which Hannah and I  share. She and I are collaborating on a graphic 

short story set in Neolithic Orkney. Both the story and the artwork jointly explore the 

boundaries  of  what  is  “customary”  in  archaeological  visualisation  and  narrative, 

testing the impact  of  unfamiliar  storytelling and visual  style  on the informational 

content of the comic.

28.SLIDE: Sonya

Sonya Atalay also  creates  a  kind  of  educational  comics  aimed at  an  external 

audience.  She  is  an  Assistant  Professor  in  the  Department  of  Anthropology  at 

UMass Amherst. An archaeologist with a Native American tribal affiliation, she has 

written extensively on the decolonialising of archaeology in indigenous contexts, 

and is the author  of  Community-Based Archaeology:  Research with,  by and for  

Indigenous and Local Communities.

29.SLIDE: Çatalhöyük Nedir?

Sonya and I  worked on a comic together  back in 2005, at  the Neolithic  site of  

Çatalhöyük in  central  Turkey.  The short  comic served to  introduce the site,  the 

archaeology  and  the  archaeological  teams  working  there  to  local  communities. 

These  are  people  with  very  little  understanding  of  –  but  ironically,  plenty  of  

investment in – the archaeology taking place in their towns and villages. 

30.SLIDE: Sonya page

Sonya has continued to use comics as tools for public outreach, running workshops 

where local Turkish village children can use comics-creating software to make their 

own comics about the site and the work being done there. This is less comic-as-

artefact than comic-as-process: comics as a visual narrative about the social and 
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cultural impact of archaeological practice; educational comics whose subject is as 

much  the  community's  place in  archaeology  as  it  is  the  stones  and  bones  of 

archaeology itself. 

31.SLIDE: JG

Since that  collaboration with Sonya, my own work with comics has also looked 

outward – external, educational. Newspaper comics in the Caribbean -

32.SLIDE: Archaeology in the Caribbean

- an archaeological field journal in the islands of the northern Pacific - 

33.SLIDE: Palau: An archaeological field journal

- and site-based booklets in North Wales; my current project.

34.SLIDE: Anglesey comics 1

35.SLIDE: Anglesey comics 2

I have produced comics for museums, archaeological excavation projects, heritage 

management  companies  and  cultural  NGOs  for  use  in  public  outreach  and 

educational  contexts.  We  have  printed  these  comics  as  newspapers,  one-off 

publications and posters. But some of these comics have also been aimed at an 

internal audience of archaeological colleagues -

36.SLIDE: Drawn Together

- used at conferences and in lectures to create a visual context for my work. These 

have drawn on my experience in the field building narratives which both question 

and document professional practice. 

And early next year, I should have an article published in the journal  Advances in 

Archaeological Practice, on the use of comics in archaeology - 

37.SLIDE: Revision

as a comic;  internal,  scholarly.  In  it,  I  argue -  with a comics adaptation of  an 

existing article on polychrome ceramics in the US southwest - that comics can be 

used to draw out the intrinsic visual richness of even formal discourse
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38.SLIDE: Revision 2

- creating new reasons for scholarly and expert audiences to engage with specialist 

data.  

The  various  directions  I  have  indicated  here  –  scholarly,  internal,  external, 

experience and educational – outline both the context and the content of our work 

with  comics  and  archaeology.  Rather  than  simply  think  of  them  as  “areas”  of 

working, I see these as routes by which alternative archaeological visual narratives 

are being developed – both  taken in  from and leading out  to,  other  regions of 

comics practice.

These connections have also informed new ways at looking at access to visually-

constructed archaeological knowledge: through publication types familiar enough to 

comics, but unfamiliar to archaeology.

39. SLIDE: Commercial

The  commercial  collection  -  the  graphic  novel  -  is  a  new  vehicle  for  visual 

archaeology, one that Trent De Boer's Shovel Bum has utilised to great advantage. 

There  is  no  doubt  that  the  audience reached through  the  Alta  Mira  publication 

(available on Amazon,  for example),  is both greater and more diverse than that 

reached through the original 'zine editions.

40.SLIDE: Print

But print formats such as 'zines are also unfamiliar territory for archaeology. As are 

local newspapers, which I'm using in the Caribbean and might also use in North 

Wales.  Both  have  long  and  continuing  relationships  as  vehicles  for  comics, 

however,  and  now the potential  for  accessing  completely  different  audiences to 

scholarly  journals  or  even  mainstream  popular  publications  such  as  National 

Geographic or Current Archaeology.

41.SLIDE: Digital

Archaeology has not been shy to embrace digital publication, but online and web-

only journals are protected by subscriptions and paywalls, reproducing the same 

issues of access that keep print journals out of the hands of the lay public. Not so 
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blogs, Facebook,  Twitter and other social  media.  What is important about these 

routes  of  access  is  not  that  they  are  free  or  technologically  and  culturally 

contemporary, but that they operate within a personal context.

Attaching  a  face  and  a  personality  to  the  results  of  scientific  work  helps  to 

encourage a personal  sense of  responsibility  and investment  in  that  work.  This 

contrasts  very  sharply  with  the distinct  lack  of  personal  context  within  scholarly 

journals (particularly in archaeology). 

42.SLIDE: Mainstream

There is one more route of access which is not so much a medium as a measure. I 

mention  mainstream  publication  to  demonstrate  where  archaeological  comics 

creators  intersect  with  writers  and  artists  such  as  Eric  Shanower,  Michael 

Yahgulanaas  and  Larry Gonick. Their success demonstrates that, beyond those 

audiences we six have reached, there exists an appetite for archaeological comics 

and  that  this  is  a  route  of  access  not  just  to  be  aspired  to  (for  the  fame and 

champagne lifestyle), but exploited.

Alex Maleev and Mariel Furlong: National Geographic/Otzi

Haggarty and Brockbank: Mezolith

43.SLIDE: Others

I mentioned at the beginning of this paper that the six creators I am focusing on 

here are not the only archaeologists creating comics. Others have used or are using 

comics in their archaeological work with various degrees of success.

44.SLIDE: Archaeology the Comic

Dr. Johannes Loubser, a rock art specialist (that's prehistoric art on rocks, not the 

Black  Sabbath  or  Status  Quo,  by  the  way),  created  a  first-year  archaeological 

textbook  entitled  Archaeology:  The  Comic  to  introduce  basic  concepts  to  an 

undergraduate and high-school audience.

45.SLIDE: Alice - Forteviot

Alice Watterson,  an archaeologist now doing a PhD on archaeological computer 
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modelling at the Glasgow School of Art Digital Design Studio, has (following in the 

work of Philip Rahtz) talked about her informal use of comics at the archaeological  

site of Forteviot to mediate between different interpretations and perceptions of the 

past.

46.SLIDE: Others + lines

And, as the network of archaeologist comics creators widens, so it has started to 

bring  in  other  students  and  professionals  taking  their  own,  tentative  first  steps 

towards writing comics about contemporary archaeological practice. 

47.SLIDE: Zones

Lastly,  there  exist  within  archaeology  several  zones  of  practice  which  embody 

particular  sets  of  methodological  difficulties  when  it  comes  to  presenting 

archaeological data, interpretation and experience.

Dr. Muna Al'Jawad, a consultant geriatrician at the Royal Sussex County Hospital in 

Brighton,  and a  creator  of  comics  in  medicine,  has spoken about  the  ability  of  

comics to address and explore “difficult areas of practice”. Archaeology has these – 

if you'll pardon the expression – in spades.

48.SLIDE: Native

Archaeology's  interaction  with  native  and  indigenous  groups,  traditions  and 

material culture, for example,  presents ongoing challenges.  Sonya Atalay –  who 

has a Native American tribal background – has already used comics in archaeology 

to combine community working and visual representation.

49.SLIDE: Red

In recent discussions, Sonya has expressed an interest in looking at the example of 

Michael  Nicholl  Yahgulanaas,  whose  “Haida  Manga”  combines  comics  and 

indigenous  tradition.  In  US  tribal  contexts,  questions  surrounding  land-use, 

contested access to sites, artefacts and intellectual property as well as the use of 

“the museum” as a space for knowledge discourse – the problematic intersection of 

archaeological visualisation and community involvement – could be mediated in a 

significantly different way through the use of comics which draw on hybrid artistic 
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traditions  already  part  of  indigenous  heritage:  ledger  book  art,  for  example;  or 

storyboards, from my own experiences working on the Pacific Island of Palau.

50.SLIDE: Art

The question of whether visualisation and representation should be “craft” or “skill” 

is also methodologically problematic for archaeology. Is it on the one hand, possible 

for  a  non-scientist  to  appreciate  the  subtleties  involved  in  the  visualisation  of 

scientific knowledge? But it is possible for a scientist to be able to devote the time 

required  to  become  sufficiently  skilled  at  producing  professional-quality 

visualisation?

51.SLIDE: Centre for Cartoon Studies

The  fact  that  Al  Wesolowsky is  both  a  highly  experienced  professional 

archaeologist, with field, academic and editorial qualifications –  and a graduate of 

the  Cartoon  College  makes  him  the  centre  of  a  new  zone  in  archaeological 

visualisation: the qualified archaeologist who is also a qualified cartoonist.

52.SLIDE: Community

Lastly, the question of how archaeology builds relationships with the communities in 

which  it  operates  is  often  problematic.  Beyond  the  particular  issues  raised  by 

working alongside first peoples, archaeology must also conduct its research and its 

fieldwork  hand-in-glove  with  developers,  land-owners,  property-owners, 

environmental workers, social and cultural development agencies - governmental 

and non-governmental;  the tourism industry,  the leisure industry,  town planners, 

highways and transport agencies and a plethora of other local, national and pan-

national stakeholders in education, culture and heritage.

These  relationships  are  fluid,  often  asymmetric  and  exercise  disproportionate 

influence over long- and short-term funding. The need for good communication is 

imperative.

Sonya's work at Çatalhöyük and Hannah's museums projects here in the UK have 

demonstrated that comics can be used to create new ways of interacting with this 

wider community. In North Wales, where I live, my recent work with CADW -
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53.SLIDE: JG Anglesey comics

- suggested to our local school, library and WI a community history and archaeology 

project using comics: me creating comics alongside school  groups also creating 

comics, published in the local newspaper. This project is set in the context of an 

ongoing battle to protect Old Oswestry – an iron age hillfort –  

54.SLIDE: HOOH screengrab

 – from housing development: a classic example of the conflicts that arise between 

archaeology and community stakeholders.

55.SLIDE: Conclusions

I've  laboured  my  visual  metaphor  to  the  point  where  this  graphic  has  become 

somewhat messy, but its messiness serves to draw out three important final points.

56.SLIDE: Diverse

Firstly, that the use of comics in archaeology is extremely diverse. Not one of the 

six creators I have looked at in this paper is using comics in the same way. Not only 

is there a great diversity of content, there is a great diversity of context, from peer-

reviewed journals and conferences, to blogs and small-press 'zines.

One thing, however,  unites these six creators:  all  of  them work firmly within the 

archaeological mainstream; have good access to mainstream, traditional modes of 

presenting  their  data,  work  and  experience:  papers,  monographs,  museum 

publications, doctoral theses, commercial reports – and yet, despite that, all of them 

are choosing to use comics as an alternative means of presentation. Why?

Because comics opens up the potential  for  us to  develop new and specifically-

targeted visual and narrative styles.

57.SLIDE: Complex

Secondly, that the use of comics in archaeology is complex. The range of content 

being created and the range of contexts in which that content is being created is not  

limited to simple exposition of information. Rather, comics are being used to explore 

new methods of production, new methods of dissemination and new methods of 
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consumption for archaeological narratives – a range of alternative methodologies, 

offering the potential for creators to tackle problematic areas of practice.

58.SLIDE: Networked

Thirdly,  that  the  use  of  comics  in  archaeology  is  networked. Not  only  is  each 

creator linked to various aspects of the wider comics  milleaux,  it  is interesting to 

note that there are few other professional links between the six creators I have 

looked at in this paper other than comics. Clearly the communication issues being 

addressed by these six are not unique to one aspect of the profession. This being 

the case, there is every reason to think that other archaeologists working in other 

areas may look to comics to address similar issues – in other words, to speak with 

an alternative voice about their work.

A networked community of creators within archaeology will ensure that individual 

comics – regardless of whether they are commercial publications, small-press 'zines 

or  digital  and online  -  do  not  become sidelined as  one-off  stylistic  novelties  or 

dismissed as “experiments”.

59.SLIDE: Sampler 2

These  are  early  days  for  comics  in  archaeology.  But  even  at  this  stage,  the 

implications – indeed, the wider implications for other sciences as well – should be 

very clear: 

Whether in the field of public outreach, education, professional experience, formal 

data  presentation  or  narrative  experiment,  alternative  agency in  the  context  of 

comics  and archaeology – comics  and science – can (and perhaps should)  be 

about drawing out new voices from within the profession; about building a space 

that enables a genuine sense of difference within professional discourse.  

But  whether  such  an  alternative  is  perceived  as  an  underground  threat  or  a 

mainstream opportunity remains very much an open question.

60.SLIDE: fin
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