
"I'm seeing my words translated into the images that perfectly capture the feelings and fears I'm trying to convey. Images coupled with words have the power 
to capture the imagination and convey multiple layers of thought, feeling and information all at once in a way that words alone cannot. In truth, this is a more 
realistic representation of how we experience the world - as a flood, sometimes a tidal wave - of intellect and emotion to which we respond..."

"For example, the image of the Jabberwocky looming over an Alice-in-Wonderland figure captures the universal theme of fear.  Who can't relate to being afraid? 
What exactly we're afraid of really doesn't matter, which is why the Jabberwocky works so well as the pictorial representation of that fear: whatever the 
specifics might be, anyone can look at that image and see reflected back at them the fear that looms over them that is so overwhelming, so monstrous and 
predatory that the desire to escape may drive them to behave in ways that are irrational and self-destructive."

more discussion of these and other current projects, as well as more images from the comics at: http://johngswogger.wordpress.com

                                                                     Drawing the stratigraphy of personal experience
The stratigraphy of personal experience is deeply layered, involving multiple voices and multiple narrative threads. The result can be
complex, even non-linear in nature. Recording this kind of personal experience can be difficult, as can presenting it to an audience
unfamiliar with its specific context. These two case studies suggest that graphic approaches are an effective way to both record and present 
complex personal experiences in diverse contexts. Although the projects I have described have been very different in nature, they share cer-
tain similarities in the layered nature of their narrative and in the need to communicate them effectively. Although my experience of using com-
ics is rooted in other areas of practice, I can see the implications for anthropology.

The use of comics as a research and communication tool is more than just novelty. Comics are not simply a medium  - they are a methodology. 
Comics have a powerful potential to create a different kind of personal narrative. Through use of sequence, through the use of specifically-
chosen visualisations, they can build arguments about who and how as much as about what and when. Comics can allow the presence of multiple, 
parallel narrative threads within a text. In such a work, some of those threads work within the image, and others within the words. By 
adopting such an approach, a graphic story can be built around a narrative that is multi-faceted, alien or deeply personally-situated. At the 
same time, that narrative can be made more readily accessible, transcending the specificity or individuality of a story and reaching out to 
audiences in new ways. 

The practice of making comics and the product that emerges represent a way to both record and create stories that is significantly different 
from those traditionally employed in archaeology, medicine - or anthropology. But this is changing 23. I will continue to use comics in archaeology; 
others across the sciences are doing the same. Through collective and diverse experiment, these graphic approaches have the potential to help 
unlock new kinds of narrative voices within our respective professions.

16. Hillsborough Government School and Harbour Light Christian School, Carriacou.  i7.  Grenada National Museum, Grenada.  i8.  Ade's Dream Hotel, Carriacou. Carriacou Tourism Office.  i9. Jay Hosler, and  K.B. Boomer, "Are Comic Books an Effective Way to Engage Nonmajors in Learning and Appreciating Science?" CBE Life Sciences 
Education 10(3): 309-317 (2011).  20.  The issue of gathering feedback on Carriacou is complicated by the fact that our field project will not be returning to the island. However, I am currently working on new comics-based archaeological and historical projects at the Grenada national Museum, where I hope it will be possible to 
utilise the museum's own feedback collection programme. Also, I may be able to use material from interviews conducted during PhD ethnographic fieldwork on the island in which my comics are discussed. Annie Caruso, University of Oregon (Pers.Comm.)

23. I have a paper on the adaptation of an article from "American Antiquity" into a comic appearing in the journal "Advances in Archaeological Prac-
tice". The paper itself is also a comic. "Ceramics, Polity and Comics: Visually re-presenting formal archaeological publication" (In press. Feb. 20i5)

Using comics as a tool for exploring non-linear personal narratives:

Case Study Two: One of Those People - 
Using comics as a tool for exploring non-linear personal narratives of illness

Narrative is the primary language of personal experience. The natural sense 
of chronology allows us to relate events "as they happened"; and where 
that is disrupted, to use that effect to emphasise the relative importance 
of specific events. Narrative gives its creators structural control over 
the representation of sequence, allowing them to construct meaning by 
emphasising the distance or proximity between narrative elements.

Personal histories both elide and separate events, 
compressing and expanding time as they map experience. 
Nowhere is this more in evidence than in personal illness 
narratives, where the "living" of an illness is rarely 
strictly chronological, and where its reporting is overlaid 
with other considerations. The non-linear nature of 
the experience makes the recording of such narratives 
difficult and relating them problematic.

When my sister and I first started collaborating 
on a graphic novel about her experiences of 
eating disorders and depression, we began with 
a series of informal recorded interviews. During 
these interviews, The non-linear nature of those 
experiences quickly became apparent.

Liesl's narrative focused on events organised 
in a hierarchy of importance to her. To anyone 
unfamiliar (including myself) with the people, places 
and episodes she was describing, the narrative 
was difficult to understand. The chronological 
framework was so heavily weighted towards other 
priorities that it was difficult to get a grasp on 
what happened when, and consequently why things 
happened in the way that they did.

Empathising with the narrative also became difficult; as the person whose 
job it was to construct a "story" out of these experiences, it presented 
me with a difficult editorial decision. Should I rearrange the narrative as 
recorded so as to construct something that was easier to understand? 
Easier to represent? My concern, however, was that such an editorial 
approach would not just rob the narrative of its original structure, but 
would have the effect of imposing my "voice" over that of my sister's. Not 
only would the original structure and voice be missing from the narrative, 
but also it's original meaning.

the problem remained, however. If I was to preserve the non-linear 
nature of my sister's narrative, I would need to create a different kind 
of comic from those I was using in archaeology. Comics are traditionally 
used to construct more straight-forwardly chronological narratives. But 
comics can embody so much more than those traditional, straight-forward 
approaches. 

In searching for inspiration, I looked at the work of comics creators who dealt 
with other kinds of non-linear narratives: poetry 2i and abstract, stream-of-
consciousness prose 22. These works utilised a series of parallel narratives 
- some which ran through the words, others which ran through the images. 
Together, word and image played against one another, offering varying - deeper? 
- readings of the text as a whole.

My sister, Liesl Swogger, talking about our collaborative project in a forthcoming edition of "Asylum magazine" - Asylum magazine: A journal of 
democratic psychiatry, Asylum collective (Forthcoming: Autumn 2015). http://www.asylumonline.net

This is the approach I adopted for our graphic work: an approach 
that allowed me to structure the non-linear nature of Liesl's 
original narrative through the use of a parallel, complimentary 
visual narrative. Avoiding a literal or historical (ie: rooted in 
chronology) visualisation of the experiences has appeared to 
result in a "truer" representation of them.

2i. See the work of Bianca Stone, for example: "Because You Love You Come Apart", Factory Hollow Press, 20i3.  22. Martin Vaughn-James, 
"The Cage", 1975. An older work, but one whose treatment of abstract narrative has not been equalled. 

Pages from "One of Those People", John G. and Liesl Swogger 
(work in progress)

Case Study One: Archaeology, comics and public outreach - 
Using comics as a tool for recording fieldwork

  arrative is the primary language of fieldwork. The natural sense of 
chronology allows us to relate events "as they happened"; and where that is 
disrupted, to use that effect to emphasise a connectedness through time in 
order to create a distinct train of logic or argument. Narrative gives those 
relating the experience of working in the field the ability to build a sense 
of structure out of sometimes disparate events.

Creating this logic - building an argument - both elides and separates events, 
compressing and expanding time across the map of fieldwork experience. I 
observe this in my work as an archaeologist, but this is true for all field 
sciences. While the daily experience of fieldwork is obviously chronological, 
other, diachronic threads link that experience to other elements beyond the 
work itself.

N

Narrative as a means of recording and understanding 
the experience of fieldwork has become a standard 
component of fieldwork data in a range of sciences.

But fieldwork is also visual, an experience based in 
observation. The over-reliance of scientific fieldwork 
narratives on text alone runs the risk of overlooking 
the importance of its visual component.

Using comics in other areas of archaeological visualisation made me 
wonder: what might a fieldwork journal look like in comic format? 
Could it better record - and communicate - the diverse influences 
and events which make up the experience of archaeological fieldwork?

During the course of a field season in the Pacific in 20i2, I com-
piled thirty pages of my journal in the form of a comic, not only 
recording my daily routine as project illustrator, but also the 
lived experiences of working as an archaeologist on a small Pacific 
island.

The result was not necessarily intended for publication i4, but 
was a working document exploring the structures and mechanisms 
of comics and their efficacy as a tool in recording fieldwork. 
Two years later, in 20i4, I produced a slightly more structured 
journal as a piece of public outreach during a field season in the 
Caribbean. i5

Pages from "Palau: An Archaeological Field Journal" (2012)

I have always written fieldwork journals. They are a critical part of my professional 
record-keeping, allowing me to keep track of information and events from one season to 
the next.

They are loose, rambling diaries, containing lists of illustrations drawn, notes from 
various specialists consulted in the field, reminders to check particular storage boxes 
or museum shelves, etc. They are primarily text-based, but are punctuated by sketches 
and doodles, with the odd photograph or loose drawing. They contain notes on the 
weather, diary entries and observations, and the pages are interleaved with receipts, 
tickets, napkins and other ephemera from the season and my travels. They are a complex 
mix of personal journal and professional record - a document of my archaeological life 
as much as my archaeological work.

  Could comics be a meaningful way to 
record the diverse range of personal and 
professional experiences that make up 
fieldwork? 

  how would the resulting record differ 
from primarily text-based field journals? 

1

2

Panels from "Archaeology on Carriacou: 20i4" - Carriacou Field 
Archaeology Project (University College London, University of Oregon)

Panels from "Archaeology on Carriacou: 
20i4" - Carriacou Field Archaeology 
Project (University College London, 

University of Oregon)

14. "Palau: An archaeological field journal" (unpublished), pages viewable online at: johngswogger.wordpress.com  15. "Archaeolo-
gy on Carriacou: 2014", Carriacou Field Archaeology Project (University College London, University of Oregon), Carriacou Tourism 
Office/Carriacou Historical Society. 

Both journals posed the same two research questions:

Using comics as a tool to record fieldwork
Can comics create meaningful records of fieldwork? From the point of view of a creator: absolutely. The complex interplay of information, interpretation and 
experience is well served by specific mechanics such as image-text juxtaposition, sequence, layout and design - and the overarching comics structure provides 
continuity across multiple image types (cutaway, portrait, reconstruction, diagram, etc.) and narrative subjects (context, process, diagesis, exposition, etc.) 
This holds true as much for personal documentation (my Palau field journal), as public presentation (the Caribbean outreach comic). In both cases, the por-
trait of myself and my work that emerges feels more layered, more complete - more "real" - than a primarily text-based account.

Anecdotally, I know that my Palau journal has generated interest among undergraduates in participating in future field seasons, and that copies of the Carib-
bean comic were requested for display by local schools i6, museums i7 and businesses i8 who appreciated the accessibility the comic afforded. But anecdote is 
not evidence. Although the effectiveness of comics in the communication of science in general has been studied i9, I have not yet been able to conduct my own 
analysis on the impact of these comics. This will come in time. 20 But continued requests by clients for similar work strongly suggests that comics are succeed-
ing at communicating the complexities of archaeology where more text-based or "traditional" illustration approaches stumble.

N

i2. Kirsti Evans & John G. Swogger, "Something Different About Dad", Jessica Kingsley Press (20i0)  i3. For 
more information on the conference series and texts associated with the genre: http://graphicmedicine.org

7. "Catal Nedir?" Catalhoyuk Research Project (2005)  8. Anglesey Prehistoric Sites: Llyn Cerrig Bach, Barclodiad y Gawres, Bryn Celli Ddu, CADW/MB Heritage Management (20i3); Middleport Pottery, Princes 
Regeneration Trust/MB Heritage Management (20i4); Claudius' Invasion of Britain, Museum of London (20i4)  9. "Archaeology in the Caribbean", Carriacou Field Archaeology project/Grenada National Museum (2007 
- 20i4) i0. "Asteroid Belter", British Festival of Science/Newcastle University (20i2) ii. Jay Hosler, and  K.B. Boomer, "Are Comic Books an Effective Way to Engage Nonmajors in Learning and Appreciating Science?" 
CBE Life Sciences Education 10(3): 309-317 (2011).

i. Site illustrator, Catalhoyuk Research Project (i997 - 2007)  2. Site illustrator, Lepenski Vir/vlasac (2007-2008) 3. Clients include: University College London, CADW/Wales historic 
environment agency, British Museum Press, Museum of London  4. Clients include: North Carolina State University, University of Oregon  (20i0, 20i3)  5. site illustrator, Carriacou Field 
Archaeology project (2007 - present), Nevis field archaeology project (20i0), mustique Archaeology Project  6. site illustrator, Palau Field Archaeology Project (20i3 - present)

This poster presentation draws on my work both with 
comics in archaeology and graphic medicine to suggest 
how graphic approaches such as comics can both record 
and give form to complex issues of identity and personal 
agency, and how those can be used to create subtle and 
detailed narratives of our experienced past.

It was discovering this conference project, the genre of graphic medicine and the 
community of creators which has grown up around it, which inspired myself and my 
sister Liesl to embark on our own graphic medicine project: the story of her ex-
periences with eating disorders and depression.

parallel to my work with comics and archaeology has been my use of comics in medical contexts. 
In 20i0 I was asked to illustrate and co-write an educational graphic novel about Asperger 
Syndrome, Something Different About Dad. 

i2 As both writer and illustrator, I was impressed 
with the medium's ability to present both complex medical information and personal experience 
clearly and effectively.

Through this project I discovered the conference series Comics & Medicine  
i3, whose members 

actively explore the use of comics as a medium for discussing and presenting medical 
information and experience. The ever-expanding genre of comics and medicine embraces not just 
short-format comics and cartoons, but full-length graphic novels, memoirs and academic papers. 

Since then I have used comics to create public outreach material in Turkey 7, the UK 8 and the Caribbean 9, aimed at a wide 
range of audiences with varying levels of literacy and familiarity with archaeology. I have also contributed to comics-
based science communication projects 10. Comics have proven to be an exceptionally effective tool, capable of being appealing 
and accessible, while at the same time vehicles for both complex and detailed information. Recent studies have been able 
to quantify the effectiveness of comics as a learning tool.11 

 'm John Swogger, and My background is not specifically in anthropology, but in field archaeology. My degree is in the Archaeology of the Eastern 
Mediterranean, and for the past twenty-odd years I have worked as an archaeological site illustrator for excavation projects, as well as for 
museums and visitors centres in Turkey 

i, Serbia 
2, the UK 

3, the USA 
4, the Caribbean 

5 and the Pacific 6. Recently, I have become increasingly 
aware of the vast gulf between the visual languages of traditional archaeological and scientific illustration, and the visual languages understood 
by many of their professional and lay audiences.

              This realisation led me to look for a medium which could bridge that gulf, and eventually to comics.

I

Identity, Graphic Narrative and the Past: Drawing the stratigraphy of personal experience


