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UNDERSTANDING	  Pre-‐digital	  Books	  
	  

This	  session	  of	  the	  Summer	  Institute	  of	  Digital	  Humanities	  will	  define	  “Book	  
Culture”	  in	  history	  and	  in	  contexts.	  Contrasting	  the	  circumstances	  of	  production	  and	  
the	   continuous	   reception	   of	   objects	   which	   were	   “unique	   reproductions”	   (the	  
manuscripts),	  then	  “repetitive	  reproductions”	  (the	  printed	  books),	  it	  will	  provide	  an	  
overview	   on	   the	   historical	   dimensions	   of	   creation,	   of	   transmission	   and	   of	  
conservation.	   Conceived	   in	   complementarity	   with	   the	   digital	   workshops,	   this	  
session	   	  will	   give	  methodologies	  and	   reference	   tools	   for	   replacing	  digital	  books	   in	  
their	   original	   contexts	   (historical,	   codicological,	   contemporary)	   but	   also	   for	  
proposing	  new	  contexts;	  	  so	  doing,	  it	  will	  provide	  a	  toolkit	  for	  looking	  at	  facsimiles	  
and	  digital	  reproductions	  with	  different	  perspectives.	  
	  

Place	  and	  Projects	  
	  
Thanks	   to	   the	   collaboration	   of	   the	   Special	   Collections	   at	   the	   McPherson	  

Library,	   this	   session	   will	   take	   place	   in	   the	   library	   	   and	   will	   provide	   a	   hands-‐on	  
experience	  with	  the	  manuscripts	  and	  books	  held	  in	  these	  collections.	  Students	  will	  
be	   offered	   the	   opportunity	   of	   exploring	   the	   holdings,	   the	   catalogues	   and	   the	  
digitized	  versions	  of	  items	  held	  in	  the	  library.	  	  

	  
As	  a	  course	  project,	  students	  will	  choose	  one	  item	  (or	  a	  set	  of	  items)	  from	  the	  

UVic	  Libraries	  catalogues	  and	  they	  will	  present	  the	  ideal	  contextualization	  for	  its	  
digitization.	  As	  a	  group,	  the	  workshop	  will	  post	  up	  a	  webpage	  on	  the	  items	  that	  were	  
selected	   and	   studied.	   Ideas	   for	   books	   to	   study	   will	   be	   also	   proposed	   by	   the	  
instructors.	   Every	   afternoon	   will	   be	   hands-‐on	   and	   collective	   work	   on	   books	   and	  
manuscripts.	  See	  http://predigital2014.wordpress.com/	  and	  register!	  

	  
Pre-‐digitizations:	  processes	  and	  questions	  
	  
The	  coherence	  of	  the	  project	  is	  the	  notion	  of	  book	  culture	  and	  the	  restitution	  

of	  contextualizations	  in	  an	  age	  where	  books	  and	  manuscripts	  are	  often	  virtual.	  The	  
outcomes	   will	   be	   a	   familiarization	   with	   the	   concepts	   and	   language	   of	   codicology,	  
history	  of	   the	  book,	   and	   “new	  bibliography”;	   it	  will	   also	  provide	   a	   theoretical	   and	  
practical	   frame	   to	   understand	   the	   digital	   book	   as	   a	   new	   object	   of	   book	   culture.	  	  
Methodology	  will	  be	  a	  combination	  of	  lectures,	  debates,	  and	  workshops,	  with	  a	  final	  
collective	  project	  consisting	  in	  a	  non-‐virtual	  exhibition	  and	  the	  description	  of	  what	  
would	  have	  the	  corresponding	  virtual	  exhibition	  looked	  like.	  

	  
The	   present	   coursepack	   is	   intended	   as	   a	   set	   of	   readings,	   a	   collection	   of	  

reference	  terms	  and	  vocabulary,	  a	  notebook,	  and	  the	  beginning	  of	  a	  conversation.	  	  
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Pre-‐digital?	  
	  
Pre-‐digital	   (or	   predigital).	   Adjective.	   Neologism	   2011.	   Definition	   in	   progress.	  
Describes	  a	   textual	  object	  before	   its	  digitization.	   Implies	  a	   series	  of	  questions	  on	   the	  
nature	   of	   the	   object	   to	   be	   digitized	   and	   on	   the	   planned	   readings	   of	   the	   object	   in	   its	  
digitized	  format,	  such	  as	  :	  
	  

• What	  is	  the	  present	  environment	  of	  the	  object?	  	  
• What	  are	  the	  past	  environments	  for	  this	  object?	  
• Who	  are	  the	  creators	  (author(s),	  scribe(s),	  editor(s),	  printer(s),	  publisher(s),	  

bookseller(s),	  commentator(s)	  ...)	  of	  the	  object	  as	  it	  reaches	  the	  hands	  of	  the	  
digitizer?	  

• What	  is	  the	  intended	  digital	  environment	  for	  this	  object?	  Is	  the	  change	  of	  medium	  
part	  of	  a	  larger	  project	  (digitization	  of	  a	  collection,	  of	  different	  states	  of	  the	  same	  
title,	  of	  the	  printer’s	  works,	  of	  an	  author’s	  works,	  of	  someone’s	  library,	  of	  a	  reference	  
library,	  of	  a	  genre)	  or	  centered	  on	  the	  one	  pre-‐digital	  book	  (as	  a	  unique	  artefact	  with	  
its	  unique	  destiny)?	  	  

• Which	  information	  is	  it	  important	  not	  to	  lose	  during	  the	  process?	  	  
• How	  will	  the	  notice	  attached	  to	  the	  object	  can	  convey	  information	  on	  its	  history,	  its	  

materiality,	  its	  meanings?	  	  
• Which	  parts	  of	  the	  object	  do	  have	  priority	  for	  the	  final	  form:	  text,	  image,	  

ownerships,	  provenance,	  craftmanship,	  annotations,	  all	  of	  these,	  none	  of	  these?	  	  

Pre-‐digital	  discourse	   is	   linked	  with	   bibliography	   and	   bibliology	  —understood	   as	  
means	   to	  write	   and	   read	  meaningful	   accompaniments	   to	   the	   digital	   object	  —	   but	  
also	  with	  options	  and	  intentions	  for	  the	  digital	  project	  itself.	  Its	  contents	  vary	  with	  
the	   locutor,	  with	   the	  situation	  of	  communication,	  and	  with	   the	  readers.	   Its	  generic	  
definition	  varies	  as	  well,	  from	  caption,	  catalogue	  entry,	  bibliographical	  reference,	  to	  
analytical	  description	  or	  research	  paper.	  
	  

6/2	  Monday	  Hélène	  Cazes,	  General	  Principles	  and	  Organization	  :	  "Pre-‐digital"?	  /	  
Why	  bibliography?	  Choosing	  an	  item	  for	  the	  final	  presentation	  
6/3	  Tuesday	  Janelle	  Jenstad,	  Looking	  at	  Maps	  	  
6/4	  Wednesday	  Justin	  Harrison,	  Looking	  at	  Graphic	  Novels	  	  
6/5	  Thursday	  Mary	  Elizabeth	  Leighton,	  Looking	  at	  Illustrated	  Victorian	  Books	  &	  
Periodicals	  	  
10/6	  Friday	  Final	  presentation	  and	  workshop’s	  closure	  
	  
NB:	  Every	  afternoon	  will	  be	  hands-‐on	  collective	  work	  on	  books	  and	  manuscripts.	  
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Ideally,	   the	  pre-‐digital	  discourse	  opens	  a	  dialogue	  with	  post-‐digital	  continuations:	  
comments,	  questions,	  complements,	  corrections	  etc.	  
	  
Pre-‐digital	  discourse,	   thus,	   is	  not	   to	  be	  mistaken	   for	   “bibliography”	  although	  some	  
tools,	  notions,	  and	  references	  are	  being	  borrowed	  to	  this	  set	  of	  disciplines.	  
	  
“Vertical	   and	   horizontal”	   bibliographies	   exist	   since	   lists	   of	   books	   have	   been	  
compiled:	  

• Required	  readings	  
• Useful	  titles	  
• Catalogues	  
• Inventories	  
• Description	  

Pre-‐digital	  assessment	   and	  writing	  make	  use	   of	   bibliographical	   notices,	   lists,	   and	  
descriptions.	  But	  it	  builds	  its	  own	  categories.	  In	  the	  pre-‐digital	  zone,	  references	  and	  
entries	  come	  handy,	  both	  from	  bibliographies	  (lists	  of	  books	  or	  titles)	  and	  bibliology	  
(description	  and	  analyzis	  of	  the	  materiality	  of	  a	  book).	  
	  
This	   workshop	   alternates	   basic	   elements	   of	   bibliography/bibliology	   and	   new	  
questionings	  on	  digital	  objects	  and	  collections.The	  proposed	  readings	  are	  a	  situation	  
and	  a	  compilation	  of	  material	  for	  these	  questions,	  not	  a	  set	  of	  notions	  and	  words	  to	  
be	  memorized	   and	   used	  without	   examination.	  An	   unexamined	   catalogue	   is	   not	  
worth	  writing.	  
	  
	  
The	  pre-‐digital	  experience	  
	  

• Size	  (all	  my	  screens	  are	  the	  same	  size)	  
• Formats	  (and	  their	  attached	  traditions)	  
• Weight	  
• Touch	  (ans	  sometimes	  smell)	  
• Caution	  (and	  care)	  
• Bookstacks	  and	  serendipity	  
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Bibliography?	  
	  

	  
	  
Useful	  links	  for	  bibliographers:	  
	  
Bibliopolis	  Glossary:	  a	  searchable	  database	  of	  terminology	  for	  the	  history	  of	  the	  book	  
http://www.bibliopolis.nl/termen	  	  
	  
ABC	  for	  Book	  Collectors	  :	  a	  mainstay	  of	  bibliographers	  and	  book	  collectors,	  this	  work	  by	  
John	  Carter	  is	  freely	  available	  as	  a	  PDF	  from	  the	  ILAB	  website.	  
http://www.ilab.org/eng/documentation/29-‐abc_for_book_collectors.html	  	  
	  
For	  paper	  in	  general	  :	  http://watermark.kb.nl/	  
	  
For	  watermarks,	  paper	  etc.	  
See	  http://www.memoryofpaper.eu:8080/BernsteinPortal/appl_start.disp	  	  

An	  a-‐z	  of	  paper	  terms	  in	  English:	  http://www.biltpaper.com/atoz2.asp#20	  
	  
For	  the	  Aldine	  editions,	  
http://www.ebookdb.org/reading/122426343363GE20G1G1G269/The-‐Aldine-‐Press–
Catalogue-‐Of-‐The-‐Ahmanson-‐Murphy-‐Collection-‐Of-‐Books-‐By-‐Or-‐Rel	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
Basic	  Elements	  of	  a	  Bibliographical	  Description	  	  
	  

[Heading]	  	  
Title	  page:	  [description	  of	  compartment,	  frame,	  or	  rules;	  give	  measurement	  in	  height	  x	  
width]	  
[Letterpress	  transcription]:	  
[Collation	  and	  colophon:	  includes	  statement	  of	  format;	  statement	  of	  gatherings;	  
statement	  of	  signings,	  foliation,	  paginations]:	  
Contents:	  	  
	   [Also	  include]	  

a) catchwords:	  
b) running	  titles:	  
c) type	  page:	  

Binding	  
Notes	  

	  
Cf	  M.	  J.	  Pearce,	  A	  Workbook	  of	  Analytical	  &	  Descriptive	  Bibliography	  (Sl:	  Archon	  Books,	  1970).	  
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Further	  readings	  
	  
Wagner,	  Bettina,	  and	  Marcia	  Reed.	  Early	  Printed	  Books	  As	  Material	  Objects:	  Proceedings	  of	  
the	  Conference	  Organized	  by	  the	  IFLA	  Rare	  Books	  and	  Manuscripts	  Section	  Munich,	  19-‐21	  
August	  2009.	  (Berlin	  [etc.]:	  De	  Gruyter	  Saur,	  2010).	  
	  
Bibliography	  before	  the	  “new	  bibliography”	  :	  J.	  D.	  Cowley,	  Bibliographical	  Description	  and	  
Cataloguing	  (New	  York:	  B.	  Franklin,	  1970).	  
	  
Patrick	  Wilson,Two	  Kinds	  of	  Power:	  An	  Essay	  on	  Bibliographical	  Control	  (Berkeley,	  Calif:	  
University	  of	  California	  Press,	  1978).	  
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The	  Pre-‐digital	  touch	  
	  
Because	   Special	   Collections	   hold	   rare	   irreplaceable	   items,	   readers	   are	   advised	   to	  
take	  special	  care	   in	  handling	  books	  and	  manuscripts.	  The	  attention	   that	  should	  be	  
given	  to	  the	  holdings	  goes	  way	  beyond	  the	  ban	  of	  food	  and	  drink:	  it	  is	  more	  akin	  to	  
the	   type	  of	   attention	  a	  midwife	  gives	   to	  a	  newly	  born	  baby.	   I	  paste	  below	  various	  
advices	  from	  the	  Folger	  Shakespeare	  Library	  and	  the	  William	  Osler	  Library.	  
	  

Wash	  Your	  Hands	  Frequently	  	  	  
	  
Wash	   and	   thoroughly	   dry	   your	   hands	   before	   handling	   rare	  materials.	   Continue	   to	  
wash	  your	  hands	  throughout	  the	  day	  as	  you	  work	  with	  the	  collection.	  This	  will	  help	  
reduce	   damage	   from	  natural	   oils	   and	  help	   prevent	   acidic	   leather	   dust	   (commonly	  
known	  as	  “red	  rot”)	  from	  transferring	  to	  and	  damaging	  other	  books	  and	  materials.	  
	  
Please	   refrain	   from	  using	  hand	   lotion.	  The	  oils	   left	   on	  your	  hands	   from	   lotion	   (no	  
matter	  how	  well	  you	  rub	  it	  in)	  can	  show	  up	  over	  time	  as	  stains.	  
	  
	  

Opening	  and	  Supporting	  Books	  
	  
All	  rare	  books	  must	  be	  placed	  on	  a	  table	  cradled	  by	  foam	  supports.	  These	  supports	  
help	  minimize	  damage	  to	  spines	  and	  joints,	  the	  most	  common	  damage	  occurring	  in	  
collections.	  Allow	  the	  book	  to	  tell	  you	  how	  far	  to	  open	  it;	  if	  you	  feel	  resistance,	  don’t	  
open	   the	   book	   any	   farther.	   Do	   not	   hold	   a	   book	   open	   with	   your	   hands:	   ask	   our	  
librarian	  for	  a	  weighted	  “snake”	  or	  ribbon.	  
	  

Turning	  Pages	  
	  
Take	  your	  time.	  Pages	  may	  be	  weak	  and	  brittle	  from	  age,	  use,	  and	  acidity,	  and	  this	  
causes	   corners	   to	   break	   off	   and	   fore-‐edges	   to	   tear.	   Evaluate	   each	   page	   before	  
turning	  and	  select	   the	  best	  area	   to	  hold	  before	  slowly	  turning	  the	  page.	  Touch	  the	  
surface	  of	  the	  paper	  as	  little	  as	  possible.	  Never	  fan	  quickly	  through	  the	  pages.	  
	  
Do	  not	  keep	  your	  page	  with	  a	  finger,	  or	  with	  any	  object	  other	  than	  a	  thin	  bookmark	  
(it	   is	  easy	  to	  burst	  open	  a	  binding).	  Similarly,	  do	  not	   let	  your	  fingers	  play	  with	  the	  
corners	   of	   the	   pages	   (a	   habit	   for	   some	   of	   us,	   which	   I	   confess	   to	   have	   contracted	  
when	  I	  read	  for	  pleasure...	  but	  I	  refrain	  to	  indulge	  into	  this	  fidgeting	  of	  fingers	  when	  
I	  sit	  in	  the	  Special	  Collections	  reading	  room).	  
	  
	   Our	  beloved	  librarians	  
	  
For	   any	   question,	   doubt,	   remark,	   ask	   our	   beloved	   librarians.	   If	   you	   notice	   that	  
something	  is	  amiss,	  if	  you	  do	  not	  know	  how	  to	  keep	  this	  huge	  folio	  on	  its	  cradle,	  if	  
pages	  are	  stuck	  together	  etc.,	  they	  always	  know	  what	  to	  do!	  
	  



	  

	  

8	  

The	  Statement	  of	  Gatherings:	  Basic	  Formula	  (from	  Pearce	  1970,	  p.	  73-‐74)	  
	   A	  painful	  but	  necessary	  task?	  
	  

a) The	  statement	  of	  gatherings	  is	  given	  using	  the	  gatherings	  signature	  letters	  to	  construct	  a	  
short	  hand	  formula.	  A	  formula	  which	  goes	  A-‐C	  represents	  a	  book	  of	  three	  gatherings	  signed	  
in	  sequence	  A,	  B	  ,	  C.	  

b) Normally	  the	  letters	  J	  U	  W	  were	  not	  and	  are	  not	  used	  in	  this	  sequence.	  The	  formula	  A-‐Z	  
represents	  a	  book	  of	  23	  gatherings	  signed	  regularly	  A,	  B,	  C,	  D,	  E,	  F,	  G,	  H,	  I,	  K,	  L,	  M,	  N,	  O,	  P,	  Q,	  R,	  
S,	  T,	  V,	  X	  Y,	  Z.	  

c) If	  any	  of	  the	  letters	  not	  normally	  used	  is	  used,	  it	  must	  be	  noted	  separately	  within	  the	  
formula.	  The	  formula	  A-‐I,	  J,	  K-‐T,	  U,	  V,	  W,	  X-‐Z	  represents	  a	  book	  of	  26	  gatherings	  signed	  in	  the	  
following	  manner:	  A,	  B,	  C,	  D,	  E,	  F,	  G,	  H,I,	  J,	  K,	  L,	  M,N,	  O,	  P,	  Q,	  R,	  S,	  T,	  U,	  V,	  W,	  X,	  Y,	  Z.	  

d) If	  a	  normally	  used	  letter	  is	  omitted,	  its	  absence	  must	  be	  noted.	  The	  formula	  A-‐D,	  F-‐Z	  
represents	  a	  book	  of	  22	  gatherings,	  normal	  except	  that	  there	  is	  no	  gathering	  with	  the	  
signature	  E.	  

e) Combined	  with	  this	  statement	  of	  the	  gatherings	  is	  the	  statement	  of	  the	  number	  of	  leaves	  in	  
each	  gathering.	  The	  formula	  A-‐Z⁴	  represents	  a	  book	  of	  23	  gatherings	  signed	  in	  sequence	  
from	  A-‐Z,	  in	  which	  each	  of	  the	  gatherings	  has	  4	  leaves.	  The	  superscript	  figure	  always	  
indicates	  the	  number	  of	  leaves	  in	  the	  gathering	  or	  gatherings.	  (note,	  In	  a	  description,	  a	  
number	  not	  in	  superscript	  attached	  to	  a	  signature	  refers	  to	  an	  individual	  leaf,	  e.g.	  A4	  refers	  
to	  the	  4th	  leaf	  in	  signature	  A.)	  

f) The	  statement	  of	  gatherings	  combined	  with	  the	  statement	  of	  format	  reads	  4°	  :	  A-‐Z⁴,	  to	  
represent	  a	  quarto	  book	  with	  23	  gatherings	  regularly	  signed,	  each	  gathering	  with	  4	  leaves.	  
Also	  8°	  :	  A-‐Z⁸	  represents	  an	  octavo	  book	  in	  23	  gatherings	  regularly	  signed,	  each	  gathering	  
having	  eight	  leaves.	  But	  4°	  :	  A-‐Z⁸	  represents	  a	  quarto	  book	  with	  gatherings	  each	  consisting	  of	  
2	  sheets,	  one	  inside	  the	  other,	  folded	  together	  to	  make	  a	  quarto	  format,	  but	  making	  a	  
gathering	  of	  8	  leaves.	  In	  this	  case,	  where	  books	  on	  handmade	  paper	  are	  being	  dealt	  with,	  
there	  should	  be	  two	  watermarks	  in	  the	  gathering.	  The	  format	  does	  not	  invariably	  indicate	  
the	  number	  of	  leaves	  in	  the	  gathering.	  

g) All	  arbitrary	  signs,	  such	  as	  type	  signs,	  punctuation	  marks,	  which	  are	  used	  to	  sign	  gatherings,	  
must	  be	  copied	  and	  listed	  separately	  with	  the	  formula.	  Thus:	  *⁴,	  A-‐Z⁴	  represents	  a	  gathering	  
of	  four	  leaves	  signed	  *	  followed	  by	  23	  gatherings	  regularly	  signed	  A-‐Z.	  

h) The	  superior	  suffixed	  numbers	  refer	  only	  to	  the	  sequence	  with	  which	  they	  are	  linked,	  and	  
must	  be	  restated	  after	  every	  break,	  whether	  it	  indicates	  a	  letter	  or	  type	  sign	  abnormally	  
used,	  or	  by	  a	  different	  number	  of	  leaves	  in	  a	  particular	  gathering.	  e.g.:	  *2,	  A-‐B4,	  C6,	  D-‐E8,	  F2,	  G-‐
I4,	  J2	  represents	  a	  book	  in	  which	  there	  are	  the	  following	  gatherings—a	  total	  of	  eleven	  
gatherings	  the	  first	  of	  which	  is	  signed	  with	  an	  asterisk	  and	  has	  2	  leaves,	  the	  next	  two	  signed	  
A	  and	  B	  each	  have	  four	  leaves,	  followed	  by	  C	  which	  has	  six	  leaves;	  then	  D	  and	  E,	  which	  each	  
have	  eight	  leaves,	  then	  F	  which	  has	  two,	  after	  which	  come	  G,	  H	  and	  I	  which	  have	  4	  leaves	  
each,	  and	  finally	  J	  which	  has	  2	  leaves.	  

i) The	  letters	  on	  the	  signatures	  must	  be	  followed	  in	  the	  usage	  of	  upper	  and	  lower	  case,	  if	  these	  
are	  single	  letter	  sequences.	  In	  the	  sequence	  A-‐Z4,	  a-‐z4	  the	  formula	  represents	  a	  book	  of	  46	  
gatherings	  the	  first	  23	  of	  which	  have	  been	  regularly	  signed	  form	  A-‐Z	  and	  the	  second	  23	  of	  
which	  have	  been	  regularly	  signed	  from	  a	  to	  z.	  

j) When	  the	  signing	  alphabet	  is	  gothic,	  it	  is	  normal	  to	  use	  roman	  in	  the	  statement	  of	  gatherings.	  
If	  the	  signatures	  in	  the	  book	  are:	  A,	  B,	  C,	  the	  formula	  may	  be	  written:	  A,	  B,	  C.	  

k) However,	  when	  an	  alphabet	  such	  as	  Greek,	  or	  Hebrew	  is	  used	  to	  sign	  a	  book,	  this	  must	  be	  
used	  in	  the	  formula.	  
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How	  to	  find	  the	  title	  or	  “Latin	  for	  Pre-‐Digital	  Bibliographers”	  
	  
A	  Latin	  Lexicon	  on	  line:	  http://www.freedict.com/onldict/onldict.php	  	  
	  
Roman	  Numbers	  
	  
Usual	  Roman	  
Numeration	  

Corresponding	  
Arabic	  numbers	  and	  
Latin	  numerals	  

Roman	  Variations	  

I	  	   1	  unum/unus	   	  
II	   2	  duo	   	  
III	   3	  tres	   	  
IV	   4	  quatuor	   IIII	  
V	   5	  quinque	   	  
VI	   6	  sex	   	  
VII	   7	  septem	   	  
VIII	   8	  octo	   	  
IX	   9	  novem	   VIIII	  
X	   10	  decem	   	  
XL	   40	   XXXX	  
L	  	   50	   	  
XC	   90	   LXXXX	  
C	   100	   	  
D	  	   500	   	  I	  ⊃	  (inversed	  C	  )	  	  (17th	  c.)	  
M	   1000	   C	  I	  ⊃	  (inversed	  C)	  	  (17th	  c.)	  OR	  	  ∞	  

(infinity)	  (especially	  when	  
handwritten)	  

	  
The	  principle	  is	  to	  add	  what	  is	  on	  the	  right	  if	  numerically	  inferior,	  to	  substract	  what	  
is	  on	  the	  left	  if	  numerically	  inferior.	  
	  
XXII:	  22	   	  XIX:	  29	   MDLXXIII:	  1573	   MDCXLII:	  1642	  
	  
Other	  Latin	  numerals:	  100	  centum	  1000	  mille	  
	  
Places	  
	  
The	  website	  ORBIS	  LATINUS	  gives	  a	  translation	  of	  all	  the	  known	  (and	  unknown)	  
Latin	  names	  for	  places:	  http://www.columbia.edu/acis/ets/Graesse/contents.html	  	  
	  
Names	  of	  places	  are	  written	  at	  the	  “locative”,	  which	  looks	  like	  a	  genitive:	  the	  ending	  
of	  a	  name	  changes	  then	  
from	  –um	  to	  –i	  :	  Lugduni	  (Lyons)	  
from	  –a	  to	  –æ	  :	  Coloniae	  (Kohln)	  
from	  –æ	  to	  –iis	  :	  Lutetiis,	  Venetiis	  (Paris,	  Venice)	  
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NB	  precision	  is	  of	  essence,	  here!	  	  
Lugdunum=	  Lyons	  (France)	  
Lugdunum	  Batavorum	  =	  Leiden	  (Netherlands)...	  
	  
In	  a	  description,	  give	  in	  brackets	  the	  modern	  name	  of	  the	  city	  after	  its	  Latin	  
transcription.	  
	  
Authors	  and	  Titles	  
	  
In	  the	  long	  sentence	  that	  makes	  the	  title,	  it	  sometimes	  feel	  like	  finding	  one’s	  way	  in	  a	  
labirynth!	  The	  “half-‐title”,	  shorter,	  sober,	  often	  helps.	  
The	  name	  of	  the	  author	  is	  at	  the	  genitive:	  
Thus	  names	  in	  –us	  will	  end	  in	  –i:	  Francisci...	  opera	  (works	  by	  Francis)	  
Names	  in	  –o	  will	  end	  in	  –onis	  :	  Ciceronis	  Orationes	  (Speeches	  by	  Cicero)	  
Names	  in	  –ens	  will	  end	  in	  –ensis:	  Lugdunensis	  	  
Names	  in	  a-‐	  will	  end	  in	  -‐æ:	  Falconiae	  Opera	  (Works	  by	  Falconia)	  
Names	  in	  –or	  will	  end	  in	  –oris:	  Melchioris	  Liber	  (Melchior’s	  Book)	  
	  
Sometimes,	  the	  title	  is	  itself	  at	  the	  genitive,	  for	  it	  is	  qualified	  by	  the	  mention	  “Six	  
Books	  of..”	  or	  “The	  Book	  of...”	  or	  “The	  Seven	  Volumes	  of...”	  
Same	  rules	  apply	  and,	  for	  the	  plural,	  	  
-‐i/a	  becomes	  –orum	  
-‐es	  becomes	  –um	  
-‐æ	  becomes	  –arum	  
	  
Useful	  terms:	  
Liber:	  book	  
Libri:	  books	  
Volumen:	  volume	  
Volumina:	  volumes	  
Opus:	  work	  
Opera:	  works	  
Opera	  Omnia:	  complete	  works	  
	  
In	  the	  address	  of	  the	  printer:	  
apud:	  by	  (followed	  by	  accusative,	  -‐us	  become	  –um,	  -‐ens	  becomes	  –ensem,	  -‐a	  
becomes	  –am)	  
apud	  haeredes:	  by	  the	  heirs	  (of	  +	  genitive)	  
apud	  viduam:	  by	  the	  widow	  (of	  +	  genitive)	  
apude	  socios:	  by	  the	  associates	  (of	  +	  genitive)	  
	  
Under	  or	  after	  the	  address	  
Cum	  Superiorum	  Permissu:	  with	  the	  Permission	  of	  the	  Superiors	  
Cum	  Privilegio:	  with	  the	  privilege	  (proto-‐copyright)	  
Cum	  Privilegio	  Regis:	  with	  the	  privilege	  of	  the	  King	  
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Cum	  Privilegio	  Caesaris:	  with	  the	  privilege	  of	  the	  Emperor	  
Approbatio:	  approbation	  (approval	  by	  the	  hierarchy)	  
	  
Indices:	  plural	  of	  “index”	  
Tabula:	  table	  
Tabulae:	  tables	  
Index	  rerum:	  index	  of	  the	  topics	  
Index	  nominum:	  index	  of	  the	  proper	  names	  
	  
Locupletior/locupletissimus	  index:	  a	  very	  detailed,	  more	  detailed	  index	  
emendatus	  index:	  a	  corrected	  index	  
purgatus:	  corrected,	  obliterated...	  
menda:	  mistake	  
cum	  (+	  ablative):	  avec	  
additus/um/i	  est:	  is	  added	  
additi	  sunt	  indices:	  indexes	  are	  added	  
	  
Some	  flatteries:	  nobilissimus:	  very	  noble	  
illustrissimus:	  very	  glorious	  
pius:	  pious	  
doctissimus:	  very	  well	  learned,	  excellent	  scholar	  

































































1his book is about how the page matters. To matter is not only to be of importance, to 
signify,. to mean, but also to claim a certain physical space, to have a particular presence, 
to be uniquely embodied. The matter and mattering of the page are entangled in com-
plicated ways as they reconfigure each other iteratively through time.' Across cultural 
boundaries and through centUries of change, the page has emerged as a safeguard for 
intellectual ahd artistic achievemeilt. It has been u$ed to share knowledge and commu-
nicate ideas from those of Sappho to those ofWilliam Shakespeare to our own. Much 
of what we have learned has been transmitted to us on the page; much of what we have 
wished to remind ourselves and others of has been broadcast in the same way. The page 
is a powerful interface between designer and reader, flexible enough to respond to a 
variety of demands while remaining comprehensible and communicative. The page is 
now ubiquitous - we flip absendy through the pages of a scribble down notes 
on a pad of paper, and surf web pages on our laptops, PDAs, or mobile phones - but 
this ubiquity has led to assurnptionsabout the page and its o)X:ratiQ.D. How 
the Page Matters re-examines these assumptions and focuses attention on the page by 
tracking the dynamic relationship of material and meaning in the medieval manuscript, 
printed book, and computational device. The following investigation will thus explore 
the significance of the page. in the development of West em civilization and consider why 

to Pl;i.y,SllCh an important role in the transmission of thought. 
Tooay.-tlfe page is most familiar to us as a leaf of paper, perhaps ietter-sized or A4: 

a thin sheet of material in three dimensions, usually rectangular in shape, sometimes 
bound into a book. Each page has a rect().and a ver.f(), a front and back side. The height 
and width of the material regulate the space that may be allotted to teXt and image 
on these two sides, and ·the thickness determines the possibility of inscription upon its 
edges. From a young age, we are trained to believe that the boundaries of the interface 
are always identical t9 the edges of the material platform of the page - namely, that the 
cognitive space and the physical dimensions of the page are necessarily conterminous. 
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How the Page Matters 

But the page has not always been circumscribed in this way. Before its emergence as a 
discrete piece of writing material, the page had an organizational function in the scroll. 
The Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans of antiquity arranged text and image into columns 
called paginae, or pages, on long rolls of papyrus.lThe conceptual structure of the page 
was thus used by scribes to organize ideas graphically, and readers correspondingly 
developed the manual, visual, and cognitive skills with which to navigate the serialpagi-
nae of the scroll. Meanwhile, other initiatives in writing technolOgy sought to match the 
dimensions of the physical material with the dimensions of the pagina. These develop-
ments made the platform and the conceptual space of the pagina coextensive, examples 
of which may be seen 'in the (ectangular frame of the wax tablet and, later, the folio of 
the codex or what is now called the page of the book. Although the scroll and the tablet 
continued to be used in special Situations, the codex with its bound pages was .adopted as 
the favoured vehicle for the transmission of thought by the early Middle Ages. 

The codex quickly became the customary method for the graphic communication 
of ideas after the first century AD, and was employed without hesitation through the 
greater part of the medieval and modern periods. Two millennia later, the codex contin-
ues to hold a central place in the transmission of knowledge, and its particular formula- ' 
tion of the. page has become embedded as a default in our cultural imaginary. Because of 
this practical and conceptual longevity, the term 'page'is now commonly used to refer to 
the simultaneous and coextensive embodiment of the pagino with material platform 
in the book. But the page need not exclusively be the page of the book. The page can and 
has existed outside its unique configuration in the codex, and these alternative incar-
nations have been sites of important developments in Writihg technology. This study 
reconsiders the conflation between the page and the page of the codex; the 
page, I argue, is not always what we may think it is. 

How the Page Molten offers a comparative and historical analysis that challenges 
present-day assumptions about reading, writing, and the production of texts. Chief 
among these supposjtions is the simple coordination between physical platform, mode 
of production, aQd historical period: that is, that pages were wr:itten by hand on parch-
ment in the Middle Ages; were printed with moveabie type on paper after 1455, and 
are encoded for digital display in the twenty-first century. As the following study will 
show, these relationShips of materiality, temporality, and context operate in creative and 
dynamic tension. The strategies of the page may he simultaneous, overlapping, mutually 
responsive, complementary, and even contradictory, and have been domesticated over a 
period of centuries, not tied exclusively to one particular platform or mode of produc-
tion. For instance, parchment is still used by printers today; readers decorate the mar-
gins of printed pages with notes and drawings; we increasingly write by hand on digital 
tablets, pads, and other portable devices; and 'born-digital' documents are printed from 
our computers onto paper. Even as we innovate now in the twenty-first century, we are 
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drawing upon. rich traditions in the design of our scripts and typefaces, the layout of ta.t, 
image, space, and the para teXtual devices of title pages, headings, tables, and indices. 

The page transmits ideas, of course, but more significantly influences. meaning by its 
distinctive embodiment of those ideas.3 Discernible in this embodiment is an ongoing 
conversation between designers and readers. As writers, artists, translators, scribes, print-
ers, booksellers, librarians, and readers configute and revise the page, in each case they 
leave redolent clues about how the page matrers to them and how they wish it to matter 
to others. The architecture of the page is thus a complex and responsive entanglement of 
platform, text, image, graphic markings, and blank space. The page hosts a changing inter-
play of form and con tent, of message and medium, of the conceptual and physical, and this 
shifting tension is vifal to the ability of the page to remain persuasive through time. 

A1; a foil for exploring the material and the mattering of the page, this study uses a 
treatise from the fifteenth century entitled the Controversiade nobilitate. The Controver-
sia is a debate about the origins of nobility, written around 1428 in Latin by the Floren-
tine humanist Buonaccorso da Montemagno. Within two decades of its composition, 
the text was circulating in manuscript and print, in Italian, French, German. and English 
translation on both sides of the Alps. More recently, digital versions of the French and 
English transla:tions have been released on CD-ROM and the Internet. Because the 
treatise stiJ1 survives today in these different iterations from the fifteenth to the twenty-
first century - on parchment, paper, 'and computer, and in manuscripf, print, and digital 
forms - it possesses an ideal material history for our examination of the page. 

Tracing the development of the page will allow us to see the extent to which many 
recent explorations of writing technologies have been circumscribed variously by formal, 
national, or temporal divides. At present; the study of books continues to be enriched 
with a plethora of detailed analyses of manuscripts to 1450, meticulous investigations 
of early modem printed texts, careful assessments of digital informational resources, and 
introspective ruminations about the future ofreading. Much of this research is organ-
ized by the boundaries of material and time, despite early efforts by James.]. O'Donnell 
and Roger to show how thesedivisio.ns might be traversed.4 The fragmentation 
of the history of books was encouraged by the work of Lucien F:ebvre, Henri-J ean Mar-
tin, and Elizabeth Eisenstein, which cast the printing press as a major force of change in 
the development of Western civilization. 5 These scholars created a rift in the traditional 
landscape of the study of books by characterizing the age of print as a discrete period in 
history with its own particular culture of readers and writers. For Eisenstein, the advent 
of the printing press heralded a new epoch in the diffusion of knowledge because a text 
could apparendy be 'fixed' and replicated with no degradation.6 The era of print was thus 
distinguiShed by the circulation of stable an.d identical in contrast to the age 
of manuscript, which Eisenstein imagined to. have suffered from an transmis-
sion of progressively corrupt texts. It was contended that the arrival of the printing press 
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freed Western society from the fallibility of hand-copied and initiated the next 
phase in communication. Moreover, Eisenstein argued that the standardization of texts 
that was engendered by printing technology in turn gave rise to ,a new social order. 'This 
order, a specialized group of writers, readers, and artis,ans, came to understand books in a 
fundamentally different way from their predecessors, whose intellectual activities, it was 
believed, had been encumbered by the inconsistencies a,nd deficiencies of manuscripts. 

Owing to the labours of Eis en stein and others, the printed book emerged as a cultural 
artefact that was fit for historical analysis. Bibliographers 'and textual editors such as 
D.F. McKenzie and Jerome 'McGann further constituted the printed book as material 
evidence of the past by encouraging the exploration of 'bibliographic codes' of particu-
lar editions and the investigation of social histories or 'sociologies' of printed texts that 
identified the particular circumstances of their production, circulation, and reception.7 

Moreover, the complementary notion of a 'print culture' Was introd.uced tb define a com-
munity that could be studied for its habits of reading and writing. The 'printed book' and 
'print culture' were thus circumscribed as approved entities for scholarly investigation; 
disciplinary recognition enabled histo.rians and literary scholars to understand the print-
ed Qook as a site for explorations of the use and reception of a text, and also prOvided 
warrant (or the examination of specific readets and their activities. 

But these efforts to demarcate the printed book as a locus for the investigation of 
reading and writing practices have also fractured the broader history of the codex and 
communication technologies. !he favour shown to the printed book has quietly eroded 
the ,significance of its manuscript counterpart, and theprivileging of a print culture has 
likewise diverted attention from earlier developments in the transmission of ideas. More 
than three decades after its publication, Eisc;nstein's thesis continues to shap'e discus-
s109s about the .history of the writing technolOgies, with much attention being given 
to supporting, elaborating, and even refuting the idea of a print revQlution.s Scholars in 
the late twentieth century found Eisenstein's correlation of technological change and 
socio-cultural revolution especially attractive as they struggled to gain perspective on 
the contemporary shifts in communication that they were themselves experiencing. Like 

-the introduction of the printing press before 'it, the advent of digital media was thought 
to .signal the beginning of a new' age that was to experience similarly profound changes 
in reading and writing. The death of the printed book was proclaimed as an imminent 
and inevitable conclusion, with print culture soon to be supplanted by a digital successor. 
The 'print revolution' and the 'digital revolution' were quickly constituted as comparable 
if not equivalent discontinuities in the history of books and reading.9 The reiteration of 
these notions in both scholarly literature and popular culture established the two'revo-
lutions' as major signposts in the cultural imagination, and guided the direction of future 
research by indicating that the history of textual tr.ansmission should be viewed in terms 
of a material or technological division. 

In order to examine the traditions of graphic communication across these discontiitui-



Introduction 

ties, How.the Page Matters proposes an alternative history that is organized around the 
page. Despite its key role in the codex, the page has n'ot yet been analysed in detail,l° and 
has therefore escaped being scored by the conventional divisions of medium, language, 
and geographical area. Reappearing in different contexts through time, the page invites 
us to bridge these boundaries and explore how and why its communicative space con-
tinues to matter, both within and without the codex. The next chapters explore the ways 
in which the materiality of the page influences its own reception across technology; lan-
guage, geography, and time by using QCamples drawn from the CQntroversia de nohilitate 
and its translations.To establish a footing for this chapter 1, 'Architectures 
of the Page,' surveys the different kinds of material platform that have been used in 
the construction of the page over the past two millennia, .as well as the different rhe-
toricalstrategies that have been deployed in the layout of text and image. By identifying 
and examining the functions of different components of the page, the discussion shows 
how these routinely overlooked elements are critical in the express"Jon of ideas and are 
indeed an important part of the signifying strategies of the page. 1 thus begins to 
uncover the dynamic relationship between the material embodiment of the page and its 
mattering, and furthermore proposes a way in which to' investigate the· complex expres-
sion of the page which is constituted of both - and more than - form and content. 

With.the foundations for a historical and theoretical analysis of the page thus estab-
lished, chapter 2 investigates. a range of examples that have been selected from the 
surviving manuscripts and printed books of the Contro'Uersia de nobilitate and its transla-
tions. The chapter considers how certain elements of the pages of Buonaccorso's text, 
such as the choice of script, type, image; and physical platform, may be interpreted by 
different audiences. Although these aspects of the page are often deemed inconsequen-
tial or even accidental, the examination reveals how one arrangement of material ele-
ments can associate the COl1tro'Uersia with a particular tradition at the same time that a 
different configuration tan identify the treatise as a participant in another. By studying 
the ways. in which the construction of the page has influenced the transmission of the 
Controversia de nobilitate, chapter 2· brings to light the fundamental role of the material-
itj of the page in its meani!1g and mattering. 

Chapter 3, 'The Paratext and the Page,' explores' the impact of title pages, dedica-
tions, and other paratextual mechanisms upon the trajectoty of the Controversia. The 
chapter examines how designers used these devices to consolidate their own reputations, 
customize the treatise for new audiences, and otherwise direct the reception of the Con-
tro'Uersia de nohilitat.e. Pararexts shape the page graphically and cognitively, and chapter 
3 tracks the ways in which the.se devices have exerted pressure on the treatment of the 
Controversia. Building upon the previous chapter, 'The Paratext and the Page' demon-
strates that ostensibly minor features of the pages of the Controversia can significandy 
affect the interpretation of the treatise. 

Chapter 4 shows that the materiality of the pase can be entangled in meanings which 
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resop,ate far beyond a localized study ,of a particular text or codex. This chapter explicitly 
addresses the mattering of the page by examining how the books of the Contro'Wl'sia 
de nohilitate and its translations become implicated in the longer trails of the produc-
tion and representation of knowledge as they are catalogued and stored in the library. 
The exploration first raises questions about the fimctiQn of the library by analysing 
the description of the book collecri:on in the tex;t of the Controversia as a phenotypic 
respon,se to, and contemporary critique of, fifteenth-century notions of spaces of study. 
These questions are further pursued in an interrogation of the arrangement of the books 
of the Controversia in the intellectual and architectural spaces of the modern library, 
specifically, those of the Bibliotheque nationale de France. 'Reading the Library' consid-
ers how the principles that govern the library of the twenty-first cennuy can shape the 
presentation and reception of a late medieval treatise, and thus contribute to a further 
dynamic of meaning and mattering in the pages of the Controversia de nohilitate. 

Lastly, chapter 5 offers an investigation of the relationship between materiality and 
meaning in the newest versions of the Controversia de 'nobilitate. The page in its dig-
ital instantiation is yet another phase in the long history of graphic transmission and 
therefore shares the same lineage as its counterparts in the scroll and the ,codex.1his 
chapter finds that the latest pages of the Contro'Uf!TSia are imbricated wim multiple strat-
egies of expression. The digitized pages are configured by both traditional and emergent 
approaches, and informed by both cultural and computational, codes. The approaches 
and codes that underpin Buonaccorso's treatise in the digital environment determine 
which pages have been made available, how, and why, and together constitute a system 
that rnftuences the ways in which the Cantroversiatie nohilitate now matters. 

In our haste to establish a history of the book. we have read the page too quickly. 
The page has remained a favoured space and metaphor for the graphic communication 
of ideas over the span of centuries and across different cultural milieux. Handwritten, 
printed, and digital pages - as well as their hybrid combinations - continue to be gener-
ated, circulated, and read today. 11 Yet the page has become transparent, 'disappearing in 
its very function.'u So accustomed to its form, we no longer notice how the page is fun-
damental to the transmission ofideas lI,nd that it shapes ?ur interpretation of those ideas. 
How the Page Matters seeks to remedy this oversight by examining the page as a cultural 
phenomenon, the product oflocal circumstances as well as p-articipant in a long tradition 
of graphic communication and knowledge production. More than a diachronic explora-
tion of the interface, then, this study argues that each page facilitates, circumscribes, 
and even checks the transmission of next chapters investigate the dynamic 
relationship between the materiality and in the de nohi/itate, and 
in so doing will at last draw attention to the significance of the page in the intellectual 
and artistic traditions of the West. 
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Maps within printed books have long been both useful for research
and often difficult to access. Numerous indexes have been published
in the past 150 years to resolve this problem, though these efforts
have necessarily been limited in scope. A selection of these works
is reviewed, and an online and collaborative cartobibliography
aimed at providing a method to index embedded maps using wiki
software is discussed.

KEYWORDS map indexes, collaborative indexes, indexing, online
databases, cartobibliographies, Cartoko, Wikis, cartobibliographic
tool

INTRODUCTION

Some of the best cartographic resources one might have occasion to consult
to answer a research question too often are hidden away on some dark,
unlikely shelf, and just as often are found while looking for something
completely different, or only after mind-numbing hours of page-flipping
and browsing through indexes. After repeatedly trying to recall in what title
or resource a map covering a particular topic for a reference question was
located, it eventually became obvious that the time was right to develop an
Internet-based solution.

This article discusses the author’s proposed solution (named Cartoko) to
help alleviate this long-term problem. Cartoko’s purpose is to create a shared
database (see Figure 1) that helps people locate high-value cartographic con-
tent by utilizing a collaborative framework, and particularly by including em-
bedded maps. Specifically, an embedded map is defined here as a map that
is not in itself a bibliographic entity or separate resource, but rather exists to
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Creating a Digital Cartobibliography 41

illustrate information within a larger resource. For the purposes of Cartoko,
a resource is defined to include such diverse publications as atlases, ency-
clopedias, subject-oriented non-fiction journals and magazines, and where
useful, fictional works. The database is intentionally flexible enough to allow
for any format, whether in print or digital form, offline or online. Although
the focus is on embedded maps since this is the type of map that remains
the least indexed, the scope of the database includes any map, regardless of
where it might be found.

FIGURE 1 Landing page for visitors to Cartoko, with login option, help guides, and basic
instructions.

It does not make sense to attempt to create an online solution for this
type of problem without looking back at the wealth of historical predeces-
sors. By reviewing these titles, it was hoped that their indexing approaches
could provide some insight into creating a research tool of long-term value.
Beyond the obvious elements usually indexed such as title, geographic cov-
erage, and subject, limitations inherent in the print media proved restrictive.
Headway made toward greater indexing on the one hand meant sacrifices
made somewhere else. Similar to a cartographer’s choice of map projection,
the decision came down to deciding what works best for the intended pur-
pose. Since the purpose of Cartoko is to provide as much useful information
as possible about embedded maps, it was decided instead to mine these
historical resources for their choice of metadata captured in the citations
themselves as a check to ensure that any database created to succeed these
published works (most usually) would prove as valuable a tool as possible.

No attempt was made to survey every printed index ever made covering
this subject since the focus of this article is ultimately on the digital cartobib-
liography itself, and there are too many printed works to adequately review
here. A comprehensive study of those indexes would be a worthy project in
its own right and there is enough material to write a complete article about
just those indexes and the people and stories behind them.

Nevertheless, over 20 of the most relevant titles (i.e., those focusing
primarily on indexing maps within printed books and periodicals) were
surveyed. These titles offer a fascinating glimpse into the past 120 years of
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42 C. Haggit

embedded map indexing, and each one casts light on one or more of the
perennial issues surrounding the problem of access to these maps.

EARLY WORKS

The past century and a half has witnessed an outpouring of published efforts
at making much of the cartography hidden within books more accessible.
Previously, while it might have been easy to pull a book off the shelf and
locate a map using its index or the table of contents’ map list, knowing
which book to reach for was no mean task.

Richard Bliss, librarian at the Redwood Library in Newport, Rhode Island
from 1884 until 1914, was one of the earliest to make a serious attempt at
increasing access to such maps. In 1886, he produced his Classified Index
to the Maps in the Royal Geographical Society’s Publications, 1830–1883,
indexing the title, subjects, dimensions, situation date, and country, plus the
title in which it was found with its relevant page number (Bliss, 1886).

In addition to his work as a librarian, Mr. Bliss served as a biographer
with the U.S. Geological Survey and authored a number of scientific articles
in the field of natural history. In short, he was a 19th century Renaissance
man with an abundance of interests, energy, and intellect (New York Times,
1920). Although he produced two similar map indexes for other sets of
publications from 1884 to 1887, it becomes unclear at this point whether he
withered under the massive array of available maps to index, or if he could
no longer find a publisher willing to keep up with him.

As impressive as this early effort was, it brought to light some of the
limitations that were to characterize succeeding indexing efforts. Since most
of the published indexes of this stripe were the work of a single person,
they were necessarily limited to a fairly small topical or geographical arena,
or were meant only to index a small number of titles.

The first notable attempt at producing a more comprehensive index
came from Philip Lee Phillips, librarian at the Library of Congress (LC) and
LC’s Chief of the Division of Maps and Charts, forerunner to the Geography
and Map Division. Published in 1901, A List of Maps of America in the Library
of Congress constituted an ambitious attempt to make known to the world a
significant part of the unparalleled map collection in the Library of Congress.
Using words that could have been written yesterday, he says in his introduc-
tion that “many maps of rare interest are buried in books and atlases, and
difficult to find when most wanted” (Phillips, 1901). This would not prove
to be the last time a statement like this appeared in an introduction.

Mr. Phillips’ entries included additional elements beyond those of Mr.
Bliss’ work, including naming the cartographer where known. Also added
were additional geographic elements, including former names and those for
local areas.
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A full half-century elapsed before this type of index began to be pub-
lished again. Several publications emerging in the 1950s seemed to rein-
vigorate the genre. An obscure and unpublished manuscript from Agnes
Grametbauer in 1951 covered a wide chronological span as she indexed
maps of New Jersey located in the books she was surveying (Grametbauer,
1951). Her work, however, is more notable for the fact that it also listed
which New Jersey libraries owned the books themselves. In doing this she
recognized the high value this information holds for a researcher. Whether
she was planning on keeping this list up to date periodically is unclear, but
this ideal is made much more achievable with today’s networked resources.

The relatively local coverage of her compilation admittedly allowed
her to add library holdings information much more easily than would have
been possible with more geographically ambitious efforts. Nevertheless, it
highlighted the value of such information. Knowing a map exists pales in
comparison with having it in front of you, and the ability to search quickly
across diverse resources to locate not just the information needed, but where
to find it, is an essential element of any networked information system.

Not long after Grametbauer’s contribution, indexing came to life dramat-
icaly with the initial publication of Index to Maps in Books and Periodicals
(IMBP) by the American Geographical Society (AGS). This seminal work set
the standard in that it attempted to be the resource for maps in any book
or periodical, on any subject, for any time period. The monumental nature
of the project is reflected in the fact that the original publication itself was
10 large volumes in size. Several supplements soon followed before inter-
nal issues, not the least of which involved a physical move from New York
City to AGS’s new headquarters in Milwaukee, Wisconsin in the late 1970s,
caused a halt to further supplements. In the introduction to this massive opus,
Roman Drazniowsky notes that maps in books and periodicals “are lost in the
avalanche of new publications; particularly, because they are not included
in any map bibliographies” (AGS, 1968). Since that time, this has become
only more true.

Various other indexes of a more focused bent have emerged in the time
since the first publication of the IMBP, and continued to express familiar
sentiments. The author of Maps of America in Periodicals before 1800, David
Jolly, summarized well the feeling of many librarians who have dealt with
the embedded map problem. In his preface, he colorfully admits that his
project “has been gestating and simmering for several years” due to other
commitments (Jolly, 1989). The same could be said by many who would
like to build an index of embedded maps but lack the time or resources.
Interestingly though, Internet technology now makes it possible to construct
a collaborative standards-based cartobibliography that allows online contri-
butions by numerous people instead of one, as well as universal access.
The limited application of these technologies, combined with the steadily in-
creasing ease of implementation, raises the question of whether such a tool is
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44 C. Haggit

indeed desired enough, and by enough people, to prove successful. Perhaps
ultimately the printed indexes will serve well enough to fulfill the demand
for access to embedded maps. However, this project (Cartoko) proceeded
based on the growing realization that such a collaborative cartobibliography
could make a contribution towards accessing more embedded maps, and
that the printed indexes necessarily suffer from four inherent weaknesses.

The first and one of the most significant limitations involves personnel.
Individuals, even teams of individuals, can only check and index a limited
number of sources. By necessity, only the most promising titles are indexed
in order to save time, and many high-quality reference maps are not con-
siderate enough to be located in the more obvious titles, as was discussed
earlier.

A second limitation is the printed size of the physical index. Even the
most generous publishers are only willing to print a limited number of pages
for a single publication. Larger volumes mean more cumbersome indexes,
which then need to be supplemented, updated, and cumulated to an eventual
point of being impossibly voluminous and costly if the index is to be kept
up to date. Consider that between 1995 and 2005, new title output in the
United States increased by 51%,1 while in the following year 291,920 new
titles were published.2

Additionally, a printed source striving for current and complete coverage
begins to age not just from the time of publication, but from the moment
the author’s deadline passes. The enormous value of the effort put forth to
generate these printed indexes begins to diminish too soon. If this limitation
is mostly overcome through dedicated and regular revisions, it nevertheless
suffers from the first two limitations, noted above.

Last, but far from least, is the cost involved in producing a printed in-
dex. The larger and more comprehensive the index, the more expenses
are incurred in compilation, editing, and production costs. This means
that the better the index, the scarcer it becomes in the physical world.
No matter how valuable the information might be, not many libraries or
other institutions have the funds necessary to purchase a comprehensive
multi-volume index. Conversely, smaller indexes, while more affordable,
are too circumscribed in their coverage to be widely acquired. Addition-
ally, as a reference item such a title is not one that generally gets loaned.
Some who are fortunate enough to work in a library with such a re-
source might not see this as a major limitation, but the primary purpose of

1 Bowker, R.R. “U.S. Book Production Plummets 18K in 2005; Smaller Publishers Show
the Largest Drop in New Titles” [press release, May 9, 2006]. http://www.bowker.com/
press/bowker/2006 0509 bowker.htm (accessed January 2, 2008).
2 Bowker, R.R., LLC. “Bowker Industry Report, New Book Titles and Editions 2002–2006”.
http://www.bowker.com/news/IndustryStats2007.pdf (accessed January 2, 2008).
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Creating a Digital Cartobibliography 45

creating Cartoko is to provide a universal solution accessible to anyone re-
gardless of their geographic location.

With the development of more interactive Internet technology and stan-
dards, these limitations no longer need to be the restricting factors they once
were. Indeed, the David Rumsey Map Collection, established in 1996, has
for some time shown how effectively such a technology can be wielded. His
exceptionally detailed metadata cover the wide breadth of information often
associated with archival materials, including detailed notes on the history of
a given map and its various incarnations and modifications through multiple
editions (Cartography Associates, 2007). However, while offering such de-
tailed information, the scope of the Rumsey collection is historical in nature,
and as such is more limited than the universal type of database that is still
needed.

DESIGNING THE DATABASE

Adapting the methodologies and goals of the past 150 years with the tech-
nology, methods, and standards of today, a collaborative cartobibliography
was created in an attempt to resolve the issue of making embedded maps
known and accessible. To accomplish this, it was imperative that any such
tool fit within the habits and behaviors of the intended audience. This in-
tended audience therefore needed to be well defined. As an index that needs
to be collaborative to maximize its usefulness, this audience also had to be
broadly defined for both contributors and end-users.

The primary intended contributor base includes librarians as well as
subject specialists in any branch of knowledge. Even casual users, with
the shallow learning curve of wikis, can easily add useful information to
the database. Although this no doubt makes some people understandably
nervous, the data structure of the wiki is such that almost anyone should be
able to constructively add information. A likely major reason why something
like Cartoko had not been developed in the past is the lack of time available
for such a task, and it is for this reason that the potential contributor base
needs to be as extensive as possible, and also why the learning curve needs
to be shallow.

The end-user base includes the contributors as well as any researcher
who needs an illustration or supporting material for their research project,
a librarian needing to answer reference questions, or casual users just look-
ing for illustrations for web projects or to use in a homework assignment,
or to satisfy their own curiosity. Maps include such a wonderfully wide
variety of topics that if even casual users see how many maps there are
on topics of interest to them, they will take the time to contribute addi-
tional information of their own, thereby increasing the value of the overall
database.
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46 C. Haggit

With the overarching purpose and audience definitions outlined, it re-
mained to decide how to create this database. Two primary decisions had to
be made: first, how to structure the database itself, and second, what types
of metadata to include.

Initially, a traditional database was built using the well known Internet
database combination of a PHP (Internet scripting language) interface linked
to a SQL (Structured Query Language) database. Requiring registration prior
to contributing any data, metadata fields were defined and the structure
for data entry was fairly rigid, with a limited number of paths through the
system. This approach had the benefits of providing effective searching on
many specific metadata elements simultaneously, as well as providing a
reasonably decent approximation of traditional cataloging by including a set
of metadata elements.

The down side of this approach unfortunately became rapidly apparent.
Early experiments with cataloging in this system soon revealed the limitations
inherent in this approach. The major limitations were:

1. The database was designed to handle monographs as sources, but each
additional format would have required additional programming and inter-
face development.

2. Early informal testing using non-librarian subjects indicated that the po-
tential contributor and end-user bases would be significantly limited using
such a formal approach.

3. The sheer variety of maps and the environments in which they are found
made a formalized database structure problematic if essential information
about the maps was to be effectively included. Using “Comments” fields,
while helpful, could not hope to deal with the situation adequately.

4. Attempting to reproduce a means to describe the maps in a manner even
roughly similar to a full MARC21-standard cataloging record fails to ap-
preciate one of the major reasons such a database has not been created
before: time. The time to make an effective contribution needed to be
significantly shortened for a database such as this to be successful.

Early in this project, the idea of using MediaWiki software was ruled
out as insufficiently authoritative and inherently prone to corruption due to
its open nature, not to mention its questionable reputation within academia.
After the aforementioned limitations of a traditional database approach were
accepted, however, the idea of using a wiki to resolve the issues was revis-
ited. A thorough investigation into the potential of this approach thus began.

Looking at the wiki approach from the vantage point of the limitations
of a traditional database, several advantages become obvious.

1. The free-form nature of the wiki allows for maps in any format to be dealt
with easily.
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2. Lack of a rigid data format structure, and use of software that has become
widely known and popularized, makes use of the database more likely by
a wider number of people, increasing its potential for success in meeting
its primary purposes.

3. The emphasis within a wiki on textual descriptions and free-form entry
allows entries to be adapted to any unexpected situation by contributors,
and lets them decide the best way to handle a particular case.

4. With an open registration policy, anyone can quickly add information.
This can be done much more quickly using MediaWiki than with the
more traditional approach attempted earlier.

A down side of this approach is the difficulty in which MediaWiki
does not natively support searching metadata in the same way a traditional
database allows. This problem was resolved in part by using wiki extensions
and customized templates. The Semantic MediaWiki extension, for exam-
ple, enables searching on user-defined data elements. To date, the searching
aspect of this metadata is not as painless as desired nor, it is believed, as
seamless as it is possible to make it. Improvements continue to be made
with both the MediaWiki software and, as an evolving resource, with the
Cartoko-generated interface as well.

CARTOKO WIKI IMPLEMENTATION

As stated earlier, Cartoko’s purpose is to create a shared database to help
people locate useful cartographic content using a collaborative framework.
All design elements are considered from this overarching perspective.

Once it was decided to proceed with using a wiki-based database, and
with the aforementioned concerns about usability and learning curves in
mind, using Wikipedia as a starting point seemed the most logical choice.
Wikipedia has a large user and contributor base, a well-developed collection
of templates, and remains one of the most familiar wikis on the Internet.

Although the overall operation of Cartoko is necessarily similar to
Wikipedia by virtue of the shared software, the different purpose of Cartoko
resulted in sometimes unexpected changes in direction. Two of the more
notable distinctions include:

1. More heavy reliance on a customized namespace (Source) to keep the
map information distinct from the source in which the map is found, and

2. A completely redesigned category structure. Wikipedia’s category structure
did not capture subject elements in a coordinated enough manner. While
this is perhaps to a certain degree inevitable with an open wiki format, it
is not the way to begin a wiki.
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SEARCHING THE DATABASE

To locate information in Cartoko, several search methods are available. Be-
fore describing these, a look at the data structure is necessary.

Data Structure

All websites are composed of multiple pages. There are three primary types
of these pages within Cartoko, each containing a different type of cartobib-
liographic content:

• Subject Pages (Main namespace): one page for each topic; this is the
primary location for map citations with each page covering a specific topic,

• Map Images (Image namespace): one page for each specific map; this
is where uploaded scans of map images are placed if available and not
restricted from such a use by copyright (or a placeholder image can be
used if the map itself cannot be uploaded for copyright or other reasons);
this is also where detailed map metadata is stored, and

• Sources (Source namespace): one page for each monograph title, giving
a listing of maps contained therein and information on how to find the
source when the map is not available on Cartoko.

Namespaces allow a wiki to organize content in a more efficient way,
and allows content in one namespace to be searchable separate from content
in other namespaces. A more detailed explanation of these three namespace
areas follows.

SUBJECT PAGES

Each subject page is structured according to its subject, with no defined
headings or limitations. Given that some general subjects are heavily mapped
(for example, a reference map of the world), these pages can either be split
into separate sub-topical pages, or can follow the editorial policy by not
citing maps that do not represent the best cartography for that topic. This
is in keeping with the overarching mission of Cartoko helping people to
locate useful maps. Helping them to locate mediocre maps or maps that are
otherwise not exceptional defeats the purpose of the database.

In keeping with this policy, each subject page and subsection of that
page should list those maps first that represent the best cartography for that
subject. Subsidiary topics can be expanded later in the page as needed,
though if this list gets too long the page would be broken up into sepa-
rate pages and the content of the subsidiary topics moved to those new
pages.
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Any page can also be enhanced with relevant free-form text. Note that
Cartoko is in no way intended to replace, nor is it able to replace, Wikipedia.
Rather, the purpose of free-form text within pages is strictly to offer informa-
tion about, and clarification of, the cartographic representation of the subject
at hand. Conversely, Wikipedia is not designed to incorporate the type of ma-
terial contained within Cartoko, though there is necessarily a limited amount
of overlap.

Within each subject page (see Figure 2) are bibliographic citations with:

• map name
• title of the source containing the map
• page number that the map is found on
• date of publication
• one- or two-sentence description of the map if no Map Image has been

created yet, if needed

These details are selected to quickly provide browsable data upon which
to decide whether to pursue that particular map further. If a citation looks
promising, a user has two options.

First, they can view the map online if the map has either been uploaded
to Cartoko, or if an external link to the map is provided. For external links,
permission from the external host is necessary before a link is authorized.
Otherwise the link may be removed.

FIGURE 2 Example from a subject page for the Lewis and Clark Expedition. For uploaded
map, thumbnails are visible next to the citation.

The second option is to link to the Source page if this has been created.
See below for additional information on this type of page.

MAP IMAGES

The ability to view map images immediately online is a major feature of
Cartoko. While storage limitations are not a major issue, at present an
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50 C. Haggit

upload limit of less than 10 MB is in place, allowing high-resolution images
to be added.

In addition to the image itself, this page allows for a free-text description
of the map, along with a customized template to allow for the storage of
tagged metadata to facilitate greater searching capability, as well as a highly
descriptive and readable summary of the map.

Due to the importance of this feature of the database, a small ‘dummy’
image is available that can be renamed and uploaded to provide an anchor
upon which to build the important map-specific metadata. The dummy im-
age is a requirement of the software in order to generate automatically the
page needed to anchor the metadata. Should the actual map later become
available to upload, this dummy image is simply replaced with the real map
image.

SOURCE TITLES

Since a major concern of Cartoko is maps embedded within monographs,
the Source Title pages complete the three-tier data structure. Each page’s title
is composed of the main monograph title (not subtitle), publisher, date, and
where appropriate, edition. A simple redirect page should always be created
at the same time as the source page to allow a researcher to locate the title
directly. As described below in the section on searching methods, where
multiple monographs share the same title, a disambiguation page should
replace the redirect page. Disambiguation pages are special constructs that
allow a user to choose between several possibilities if their initial search
could mean any of several different possibilities.

This page contains essential information to assist the user in both know-
ing what other maps were printed with this book and what variations there
may have been between different versions. In addition, ISBN numbers plus
any commentary on the reliability of the work or other pertinent details may
be included.

Critical to this page is information on ways to find a title in your local
library or bookstore if the information is not available online.

Search Methods

LOCATE MAPS BY SUBJECT

The most direct search method utilizes the standard wiki search box in the
left menu column, and within this wiki it is set by default to search only for
Subject Pages since locating maps on any particular topic is a critical element
of Cartoko. However, searching directly in any of the other namespaces for
sources or map images is also possible.
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SEARCH METADATA ON IMAGES ONLY

Metadata captured using the Semantic MediaWiki extension is attached to
Map Images using custom-designed templates. This data is stored within the
templates and is directly searchable by a special page within Cartoko. Data
defined within this template include the following:

• Map title
• Caption
• Rights status of the map
• Publication date
• Name of the source the map appears in
• Language
• Time period covered (both dates and descriptive)
• Cartographer, if known
• Organization(s) responsible for map
• Color or black-and-white
• Projection
• Scale
• Subject terms (Library of Congress)
• Keywords
• Dimensions
• Geographic representation
• Thematic representation
• Geographic coverage area

Note that not all information will be available in most cases. Only those
elements considered critical are mandatory (a warning message appears if
such fields are not completed). Other fields are simply left blank. Metadata
that cannot be strictly defined or is composed of multiple terms can be
included on the map image page as free text. Although such text cannot at
this time be searched on in the same way that the Semantic MediaWiki data
can, it can still be searched using the standard wiki search methods based
on keyword(s).

BROWSE BY CATEGORY

The concept of categories in MediaWiki allows a researcher to drill down
from a large topic to a narrower one, with the ability to view the list of subject
pages that fall within any given category (see Figure 3). Since each subject
page can be tagged with multiple categories, depending on its subject, this
process of drilling down can reach any given page from multiple directions
and starting points. This is not counted as one of the primary page types
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52 C. Haggit

because these pages do not contain cartobibliographic content themselves,
but rather lead a person to one of the pages that does.

FIGURE 3 Categories provide in-depth browsability to the Cartoko Library.

SEARCH FOR A SPECIFIC MONOGRAPH

It is entirely possible that a user might merely want to get more information
on what maps exist within a particular title, or to see if a source has been
added to the database. Using the standard namespace searching page, or
the main search box, a user can search for a particular atlas. Where multiple
atlases share the same name (for example, Atlas of Medieval Europe), a
disambiguation page is created manually to differentiate these titles.

Users and Permissions

Like Wikipedia, anyone is able to make changes to the database, whether
registered or not. While this does require some policing as the user base
grows, any vandalism that occurs will be more quickly found and undone.
An editor who has established a reputation as a valuable contributor has
the authority to block malicious users or protect certain pages from further
editing if necessary and desirable. The obvious risk involved in such a setup
is outweighed by the benefit of making it more easily used by the greater
number of people who have no malicious intent.

COPYRIGHTS AND CARTOKO

With the relatively free-for-all nature of wikis, copyrights have understand-
ably become one of the most pressing issues in any wiki environment. The
textual material within Cartoko consists almost exclusively of citations, which
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Creating a Digital Cartobibliography 53

do not in themselves include any “original authorship” (U.S. Copyright Of-
fice, 2008) and as such are not available for copyright.

In the event that some creative work is added to the site, this is protected
under a Creative Commons non-commercial license. As Botterbusch and
Parker (2008) note, a Creative Commons license sufficiently protects the
community of contributors while at the same time encourages the use of
such information in the collaborative environment of the wiki. There are not
many places to insert truly original literary works, but Cartoko’s open format
certainly leaves the door open, and therefore some method of control over
this possibility is necessary.

Images offer a greater cause for concern. The ease with which images
may be uploaded must be weighed against the risk of infringing on someone
else’s intellectual property. After uploading an image to the site, it is required
to include certain information regarding, among other things, the copyright
status of the image. If this information is not included the image is flagged
and immediately becomes a target for summary deletion. No copyrighted
images are allowed without proper permission given. An explanation of any
such images can and should be offered in the Map Image date template
describing the map.

SECURITY CONSIDERATIONS

Although the openness of wiki software is one of its greatest strengths, it
also represents a major vulnerability. Unlike Wikipedia, protecting certain
pages is less of an option with Cartoko since it is impossible to say a Subject
Page is “complete.” New maps can be found or published on any given day.
Security is largely accomplished through two measures: 1) policing by active
members, and 2) limiting what unregistered users can do through configu-
ration settings. While not hacker-proof, the ease with which vandalism can
be undone provides an additional deterrent.

CONCLUSION

It is recognized that not everyone is or can be convinced of the value of a
wiki-based solution to the problem of providing access to embedded maps.
There is also no guarantee that this endeavor will be able to draw the critical
mass of active contributors necessary in order to be successful. However,
the need for a cartobibliographic tool of universal scope and offering a high
reference value has gone too long unanswered. To this end, Cartoko is
offered as a free collaborative tool to help fill this need.
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Hidden special collections are increasingly being made visible and accessible 
by small digitization projects. In the project described in this paper, the British 
Library employed existing library standards and systems to accomplish key func-
tions of a project to digitize a selection of maps contained within rare books. The 
integrated library system, using the Anglo-American Cataloguing Rules (AACR) 
and Machine-Readable Cataloging (MARC) format, acted as a lynchpin, linking 
directly bibliographic descriptions of both the original and the digital copies of the 
map, the book containing the map, the digital image, and preservation data and 
strategy, making the items widely searchable and visible while uniting them with 
the broader collections.

In tandem with the surge of mass book digitization projects has been a move-
ment to highlight small special collections with digitization and cataloging. The 

Library of Congress (LC) Working Group on the Future of Bibliographic Control 
recommended as a priority enhancing access to rare, unique, and special hidden 
materials, encouraging digitization and creation of detailed descriptions, as well as 
integrating access to these materials with wider institutional holdings.1 With the 
capabilities of today’s library systems, a surprisingly large number of these tasks 
are possible in many libraries using existing library skills and resources.

In the project described in this paper, the British Library (BL) employed 
existing and emerging library standards and systems to accomplish key functions 
in a project to digitize a selection of maps and views contained within rare books. 
While the project involved a number of stages and areas of expertise, this paper 
will explicate the manner in which the authors handled the need for descriptive 
metadata identifying the item and its source, documenting copy-specific attri-
butes, and making the record and its digital surrogate accessible. The main library 
system in the BL, the Aleph 500 integrated library system (ILS) produced by Ex 
Libris, acted as a lynchpin, linking directly bibliographic descriptions of both the 
original and the digital copies of the map and the book in which the map appears, 
the digital image files captured, and the preservation strategy, making them wide-
ly searchable and visible while uniting them with the broader collections. This 
project represents the first use in the BL of the digital asset module in Aleph. 

Description of the BL Project 

The Vulnerable Collection Items Project was undertaken at the BL to select, digi-
tize, and collect metadata for maps held within the rare printed books collection. 
Following thefts of valuable maps contained within books from multiple institu-
tions that included the BL, it was thought that a method should be developed 

Descriptive Metadata for 
Digitization of Maps in Books:  
A British Library Project

By Kimberly C. Kowal and Christophe Martyn



 53(2)  LRTS Descriptive Metadata for Digitization of Maps in Books  109

to firmly identify the unique copies 
of rare and important BL holdings 
to better protect valuable collection 
materials considered vulnerable. The 
resulting process combined sets of 
high-resolution security photographs, 
bibliographic metadata to describe the 
physical object (which includes copy-
specific descriptive metadata such as 
condition descriptions), metadata for 
the digitized image, and linking this 
and the image to the bibliographic 
metadata. This enabled the highest 
possible level of identification of dis-
tinguishing features that existing BL 
systems can accommodate, improving 
the security of the selected maps.2

The original, security-oriented 
project aims eventually blossomed into 
something of more universal use and 
wider research value. Having acquired 
digital photographs of the collection 
items and associated metadata, it 
became clear that sharing the infor-
mation would contribute to accom-
plishing other BL strategic priorities. 
The project could serve to answer 
the library’s security concerns while 
enhancing user access to the collec-
tions by providing publicly accessible 
metadata for, and images of, the maps 
under consideration. The advantages 
of revealing these hidden collections 
were deemed to far exceed the poten-
tial pitfalls inherent in extending the 
project’s aims. 

Literature Review

In the plethora of funded digitiza-
tion projects throughout educational 
and cultural sectors, visual collections 
identified as “otherwise hidden” have 
been well represented in recent years. 
Methods for capturing metadata dur-
ing digitization projects for such spe-
cial collections have been plentiful 
in the current literature, represent-
ing manuscripts, ephemera, fanzines, 
remotely sensed imagery, original art, 
architectural images, posters, and 
postcards.3 

Maps are no exception to this 
attention, with numerous scanning 
products using a variety of stan-
dards and methods for metadata 
capture evident on the Web. The 
American Library Association Map 
and Geography Round Table Map 
Scanning Registry, ongoing since 
2006, is the primary online listing of 
map scanning projects.4 This constant-
ly updated source provides outline 
information (prepared by the project 
owners) about the projects, describing 
the content, technical standards used, 
and metadata captured. Though most 
of the projects represented are either 
not collecting metadata or have not 
provided this information in the reg-
istry, those that have done so list the 
Federal Geographic Data Committee 
Metadata Standard (FDGC), Machine-
Readable Cataloging (MARC) 21, or 
Dublin Core (DC) standards, which 
are widely adopted by metadata librar-
ians for digitizing projects and born-
digital data collections. 

 MARC as a Metadata Solution

The use of MARC and the Anglo-
American Cataloguing Rules (AACR) 
has been a less popular approach 
for capturing descriptive metadata for 
special format digitization projects. 
MARC as a tool in digitization proj-
ects has been criticized in the past for 
being “too complex, requiring highly 
trained staff and specialized input 
systems,” and for being too focused 
on print material and not extendable 
for digital collections.5 More recent 
reviews and comparisons have looked 
upon MARC more favorably. Beall 
outlines twelve criteria for comparing 
metadata schema, suggesting numer-
ous advantages for the use of MARC 
in library projects.6 Significant among 
Beall’s criteria is the availability of 
systems and software to support any 
given metadata scheme, meaning that 
MARC metadata can be created and 
searched in library ILSs, a desirable 
feature often taken for granted. Layne 

reported as early as 1991 the use of 
the MARC format for a digitization 
project of images in medieval manu-
scripts.7 Recognizing that MARC is 
very often not the method of choice 
for manuscript materials, her primary 
question related to the usefulness of 
MARC for this purpose, which was to 
provide description and access, while 
applying widely known and accepted 
standards. She concluded that the 
flexibility of the format was effective, 
and it continues to be used. Other 
small, special format digitization proj-
ects described in the literature using 
MARC include the joint University 
of Pennsylvania Library–Cambridge 
University Library project in 2006 
to create online catalog records and 
an image database on the Web of 
dispersed manuscript fragments and 
the mixed collections of ephemera 
(Pennsylvania German broadsides and 
Fraktur) taking place at Pennsylvania 
State University Libraries.8 The for-
mer selected MARC principally to 
integrate the descriptive metadata 
into the existing library system while 
the website uses a crosswalk to con-
vert the records to DC. The latter 
focussed on the challenges of using 
the multiple sets of cataloging rules 
accompanying formats of monograph-
ic broadsides, graphic materials, and 
manuscripts. 

These cases represent compara-
tively small projects limited to finite 
collections. MARC is also applied for 
ongoing, nonproject-based digitization. 
Two major institutions using MARC 
for ongoing maps digitization are the 
LC Geography and Maps Division, as 
part of the American Memory Project 
(http://memory.loc.gov/ammem), and 
the Harvard Map Collection (http://
hcl.harvard.edu/libraries/maps). 
Both of these use MARC records 
for descriptive metadata and to pro-
vide access to scanned map images 
from the online public access catalog 
(OPAC) through hyperlinking. When 
the link in the OPAC is selected, an 
external viewer is launched that allows 
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interactive features with the image, 
such as panning and zooming. 

Previously published research 
relating experience with the use of 
MARC for special format digitiza-
tion projects enriches understanding 
of the benefits of using MARC as a 
format and the challenges and meth-
ods of interpreting Anglo-American 
Cataloguing Rules, 2nd ed. (AACR2) 
cataloging standards for such collec-
tions.9 Thus far, however, no detailed 
practical reports on the way in which 
MARC analytics can be applied to 
reveal visual materials hidden with-
in another bibliographical unit (e.g., 
maps in books) or how bibliographical 
data would be structured to accommo-
date this have been published. 

Other Metadata Solutions for 
Digitized Maps

Many digitization projects are employ-
ing metadata standards specifically 
designed to capture information about 
digital image data, and these schemas 
reflect the flexibility possible in the new 
and continually emerging systems used 
to manage them. Projects handling car-
tographic materials, in common with 
wider practice, use any number and 
combination of standards and methods 
of capturing metadata, including the 
well-established DC, MARC, Federal 
Geographic Data Committee (FGDC), 
Encoded Archival Description (EAD), 
Metadata Encoding Transmission 
Standard (METS), and Metadata 
Object Description Schema (MODS). 
The projects including maps are too 
numerous to detail comprehensively, 
so a select few are highlighted to 
illustrate the diversity and flexibility of 
solutions being developed. 

In many cases, a defined scheme 
is adapted to the project. In the case 
of the Collaborative Digitization 
Program (originally the Colorado 
Digital Program), no one standard 
was deemed appropriate; the par-
ticipating institutions’ existent meta-
data schema were all mapped to a 

minimal DC element set in order 
to facilitate efficient crosswalking of 
metadata from the archival, museum, 
and library collaborators.10 The same 
type of amalgamation was applied by 
the project librarian Nicholas Graham 
for North Carolina Maps (www.lib 
.unc.edu/dc/ncmaps), a collaborative 
project merging images and records 
from library and archives catalogs in 
both MARC and EAD.11 The data 
from existing catalog records were 
downloaded to a spreadsheet, addi-
tional fields were added, and the plan 
is to eventually export these data to 
MODS. Such a method requires con-
sistent mapping between the various 
metadata fields, and Graham’s work 
crosswalking between four standards 
is invaluable. 

In other cases, more than one 
set of metadata is captured, allowing 
different standards for different pur-
poses. METS, an Extensible Markup 
Language (XML)–based schema 
for packaging related sets of digital 
objects, was used for digitised Sanborn 
maps at University of Colorado at 
Boulder Libraries, but only after 
MARC records were created for the 
digital and analog versions in the 
library catalogs, with the data then 
converted to XML.12 In combination 
with locally developed tools, the proj-
ect used MarcEdit, a freely available 
utility developed by Terry Reese at 
Oregon State University for batch edit-
ing and converting MARC between 
formats.13 The same tool was used by 
Brenner in her innovative project with 
the Oregon Sustainable Community 
Digital Library (http://oscdl.research 
.pdx.edu) to merge metadata from dis-
parate contributors, display scanned 
materials through Google Earth, and 
provide MARC metadata, all directly 
from the library’s OPAC.14

Scanned maps that are converted 
to geospatial data, as in McGlamery’s 
monumental distributed project of 
scanned and geo-referenced topo-
graphic maps of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire, require more specialised 

content standards.15 Although the 
International Organization for 
Standardization standard for geograph-
ic information (ISO 19115) was con-
sidered, FGDC’s Content Standard for 
Digital Geospatial Metadata, with its 
antecedents in MARC, was ultimately 
selected, and a customised application 
was developed for metadata input.

These standards are used effec-
tively with a host of new commercial 
software products devised to manage 
metadata collection, discovery, distri-
bution, and display of digitized imag-
es. Referred to collectively as Digital 
Visual Information Management, 
these systems include library OPACs, 
content management systems, digital 
asset management systems, and digital 
repositories.16

Managing Digitized Content  
in the BL 

A number of approaches are currently 
being taken to manage digitized con-
tent in the BL. Although MARC and 
AACR2 are used for the majority of 
BL cataloging, the BL has used dif-
ferent standards for specific circum-
stances, and a combination of in-house 
BL work and components provided by 
third parties for metadata and systems 
is usually used.

The BL Application Profile 
(BLAP), an extended DC –based 
declaration of descriptive metadata 
terms encoded as XML, was devel-
oped to support a high-level cross-
searching facility among BL resources 
of different types and with different 
metadata formats, and has been used 
in several large BL digitization proj-
ects. An early implementation was 
Collect Britain (www.collectbritain 
.co.uk), one of the largest digitization 
projects thus far carried out by the 
BL, the aim of which was to digitize 
a selection of historic content from 
several BL collection areas. BLAP 
metadata was stored in an Structured 
Query Language (SQL) Server 2000 
database and digital objects in a file 
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store, using content management sys-
tems to upload and deliver Web con-
tent. Another large project, British 
Newspapers 1800–1900 (www.bl.uk/
reshelp/findhelprestype/news/news 
pdigproj/ndproject), digitizing up to 
two million pages of British nation-
al, regional, and local newspapers, 
used a customization of BLAP and an 
Open Archives Initiative for Metadata 
Harvesting (OAI-PMH) data provider 
service for interoperability require-
ments within third party content man-
agement systems. BLAP also has been 
used to describe sound recordings in 
the Archival Sound Recordings project 
(http://sounds.bl.uk) and to provide 
a metadata standard for use with BL 
Web resources. 

Many small, discrete digitiza-
tion projects fall into the Themed 
Collections Programme, defined as 
“systems developed using a standard 
software architecture designed to hold 
varied and complex data and allow it 
to be searched, edited, and presented 
in various ‘themed’ ways, usually on 
the internet.”17 These were devised 
to provide cataloging and a search 
interface for collections considered 
incompatible with the ILS; biblio-
graphic data is stored in XML in SQL 
Server 2005. The Themed Collections 
has been used successfully for sev-
eral BL projects that mix metadata, 
text, and images. These include data-
bases of, for example, Renaissance 
Festival Books (www.bl.uk/trea 
sures/festivalbooks/homepage.html), 
Database of Italian Academies (www 
.bl.uk/catalogues/ItalianAcademies), 
and Historic Photographs (www 
.bl.uk/onlinegallery/features/photo-
graphicproject/index.html). In addi-
tion to resource discovery through 
the BL website, the system facilitates 
data exchange with other organiza-
tions, links to digital objects, and item 
requesting. METS has already been 
used in the BL as a “wrapper” for the 
Archival Sound Recordings project 
(http://sounds.bl.uk) and is now also 
being used to package the various 

types of metadata associated with 
e-journals (e.g., MODS, PREservation 
Metadata: Implementation Strategies 
(PREMIS)). The use of METS will no 
doubt be extended to other content 
types.

OAI-PMH is currently being 
investigated by the BL to harvest data 
from digital objects stored in the BL’s 
Digital Library System so that it can be 
used for a variety of resource discovery 
initiatives such as the European Union–
funded Europeana project (http://dev 
.europeana.eu). OAI-PMH is still 
being used in the BL only for specific 
projects such as these, and although 
not ready to be used for this project, 
the BL plans to expand its usage into 
more general areas. 

Selection of a System 

The need to capture and organize 
descriptive metadata to accompany 
the digitized map images meant that, 
in order to be effective, the system 
needed to

ingest the description of the •	
map, its bibliographic source, 
and the individual copy condi-
tion;
accommodate electronic search-•	
ing and access to the records 
and potentially images, ideally 
linking the two; and 
ensure institutional long-term •	
maintenance, preservation, and 
technical support. 

At first glance, the Themed 
Collections system seemed appropri-
ate, since it had been used at the BL in 
the past to manage images and meta-
data associated with special collections. 
With further examination, however, the 
ILS was chosen, for several reasons:

Avoiding the unnecessary cre-•	
ation of a new software or 
website-specific database for 
this project was considered of 

paramount importance. The 
use of Themed Collections soft-
ware and hardware would have 
necessitated building and popu-
lating a new database, which 
would have been costly and 
time-consuming.
Bibliographic records for the •	
books containing the images 
were already in the ILS, as 
were some records represent-
ing individual maps contained 
within books or atlases.
The ILS supported the use of •	
analytical bibliographic records 
to describe discrete elements 
contained within bibliographic 
units (e.g., a map within a book) 
by means of “child” analytical 
bibliographic records linked 
to the “parent” bibliographic 
record representing the work 
containing the map.
The ILS possessed functionality •	
to link the digital images to the 
metadata, so it could in theory 
present a complete representa-
tion of the image to the user.
Resource discovery by the pub-•	
lic was already possible through 
the OPAC and allowed the flex-
ibility to make the record public 
(or not). This was an important 
consideration as the project 
developed and the desired out-
comes changed.
Because the ILS is the core cat-•	
aloging and resource discovery 
system used by the BL, future 
support for records created for 
this project was guaranteed.
An infrastructure (the BL’s •	
Digital Library Programme) 
was already in place to support 
ingesting and preserving digital 
objects.

Selection of Standards

Several of the various standards 
described above appeared to be poten-
tial solutions, including MARC 21/
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AACR2, BLAP, MODS/METS. The 
reasons why MARC 21/AACR2 was 
chosen included the following: 

DC-derived standards such •	
as BLAP likely would have to 
be customized for this project, 
which would be time consum-
ing, whereas the most common-
ly used standards in the BL, 
MARC and AACR2, could be 
employed without modification. 
AACR2 •	 is the international con-
tent standard used by the BL to 
describe much of its collection, 
and it is the standard used in 
current cataloging. In addition 
to printed books, AACR2 fully 
supports cartographic materials.
The MARC 21 bibliographic, •	
authority, and holdings formats 
(all used by the BL) provide a 
way to express catalog records 
created according to AACR2 
standards in MARC format, and 
provides some additional infor-
mation (e.g., coded data and 
content designation) used by 
computers to enhance access.
MARC is a proven standard; •	
its stability and its granularity 
for descriptive metadata recom-
mended it. With these quali-
ties it can both operate well in 
current systems and easily be 
migrated in the future.
MARC is continuously growing •	
to accommodate new techno-
logical advancements, and so is 
equipped to handle the neces-
sary hybrid of print and digital 
information. 
MARC contains data elements •	
for recording preservation 
actions. 
MARC supports the expression •	
of relationships between related 
items. 
MARC and •	 AACR2 enable the 
recording of information spe-
cific to particular copies of a 
work. This means that unique 

characteristics of the map could 
be recorded, providing obvious 
benefits for collection security.
MARC and •	 AACR2 are at 
the heart of mainstream BL 
cataloging. Thus records cre-
ated or reused for this project 
using those standards would 
follow the same development 
path as most other BL cata-
log records (e.g., forthcoming 
moves from AACR2 to its suc-
cessor, Resource Description 
and Access (RDA), and from 
MARC 21 to XML–based 
MARC formats).

In addition to AACR2, its collateral 
publication, Cartographic Materials: A 
Manual of Interpretation for AACR2, 
was used as the primary authority 
consulted for reference, along with 
“MARC 21 Format for Bibliographic 
Data.”18 Other standards used includ-
ed Library of Congress Subject 
Headings and the NACO (Name 
Authorities Cooperative) Authority 
File.19 Although AACR2 was used to 
construct the bibliographic records 
representing the images, the host book 
records would most often not be con-
structed according to AACR2 because 
they were created long before AACR2 
was introduced. 

Because entire books were not 
scanned but only the maps, structural 
metadata was simple and could be 
noted in MARC. The level of techni-
cal metadata, included in the Aleph 
Digital Asset Management (ADAM) 
metadata record representing the raw 
images, was deemed sufficient. 

Project Implementation 

Although the use of the ILS as well as 
MARC and AACR2 appeared to be 
the most suitable approach, several 
aspects were untested. For example, 
the BL had until then cataloged below 
the level of the item only in the case 

of conference proceedings and did not 
yet have a policy for recording copy-
specific information. Additionally, 
the ADAM module, a priced add-on 
option to Aleph available beginning 
with version 16.03 that operates with-
in the cataloging module, had been 
acquired by the BL but not exploited 
extensively; it allows small-scale (i.e., 
not a digital archive) management 
of digital objects within the Aleph 
environment. This project therefore 
presented a unique opportunity to 
test the feasibility of applying the 
BL’s existing systems and standards to 
manage these complex facets of the 
project as well as a challenge to adjust 
local policy, technology, and practice 
to accomplish these ends. 

The authors wished to use exist-
ing resources in the library, in terms 
of established bibliographic standards 
and technology, to integrate materi-
als with the BL’s larger holdings and 
to increase the items discoverability 
to users, whether they are searching 
for a citation or the digital image 
itself. The metadata structure, for-
mat, values, and content needed to 
fit into the established standards of 
the larger institution to ensure that it 
would be supported in future poten-
tial changes, such as migrations in 
the library system, shifting library 
standards, Web access, and technol-
ogy. Cataloging this unusual medium 
(early cartographic images contained 
within books and their digital manifes-
tations) required expanding how the 
BL currently used the standards and 
system. For the metadata segment 
of the project alone, it was neces-
sary to draw on support and advice 
from numerous units of the library, 
including British Collections and the 
Map Library, for staffing, curatorial 
insight, and project management and 
to ensure the most up-to-date practic-
es were used for map cataloging and 
digitization; Systems Management for 
problem solving and technical sup-
port to enable the ILS to suit the 
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project’s needs; Bibliographic and 
Metadata Standards and Data Quality 
and Authority Control to review and 
approve the template elements and 
functionality; and Resource Discovery 
and Applications Development for 
creative development of the system 
and policy decisions regarding access 
to additional modules. 

Operational Phase One

During the first phase of the project, 
constituting an operational period of 
approximately nine months, more than 
three thousand maps of the world 
and of the Americas, produced by 
Europeans between the late fifteenth 
century and 1700, were selected for 
inclusion in the project. Figure 1 
shows a typical map included as it sits 
within its containing volume. It por-
trays the mid-Atlantic coast, a region 
of intense interest to Western Europe 
in the seventeenth century, and is con-
tained within a 1651 English text, the 
Discovery of New Brittaine (London: 
I. Stephenson, 1651), describing the 
“discovery of New Brittaine.” The 
book will be included in the catalogs 
of most libraries that own it; the map 
(illustrated in figure 1) will not. In 
some cases, the maps selected already 
had skeleton catalog records in the 
system, whereas in other cases there 
was no catalog representation because 
the BL only selectively catalogs spe-
cial format material (e.g., illustrations 
and maps) contained within books. 
The books in which the maps were 
held were already represented in the 
BL catalog, the majority with mini-
mal records retrospectively converted 
from the printed catalogs.

Staff for the cataloging portion 
of the project initially consisted of 
three individuals. The map curator 
designed the templates for the records 
and coordinated with other relevant 
teams in the library for policy deci-
sions, advice, and to arrange required 

functionality. Two full-time project 
curators were employed to devote the 
majority of their time to cataloging. 
Between these two, exceptional exper-
tise was brought on different fronts. 
One offered knowledge of the map 
literature and extensive experience 
with antiquarian maps, background 
appropriate to provide bibliographical 
reference citation notes, detailed con-
dition descriptions and copy-specific 
information that would aid in identify-
ing particular distinguishing features 
for each map. The other, a trained 
cataloger, brought adeptness with the 
library system, current standards, and 
the technology. Both had multilin-
gual abilities, beneficial for handling 
the multitude of Western European 
languages. Above all, flexibility was 
an essential attribute for the project 
because the processes and technolo-
gies were in many cases new to the BL 
and had to be developed and coordi-
nated as needs arose. 

Descriptive Metadata: Map 

The data structure for a book in the 
ILS takes the form of a MARC 21 bib-
liographic record for the book, a sepa-
rate MARC 21 holdings record linked 

to the book record and containing data 
about the book’s location as well as its 
physical condition and other aspects 
specific to the individual copy, and an 
Aleph-specific item record represent-
ing the physical copy. The item record 
is linked to the holdings record. The 
presence of an item record introduces 
some conceptual problems because 
the holdings record represents the 
individual copy in MARC; however, 
item records are essential because 
Aleph administrative functions are 
carried out against them. 

The analytic bibliographic record 
representing the map does not have its 
own holdings record because holdings 
policy in the BL dictates that hold-
ings below the item level may not be 
expressed. Instead, it is linked to the 
bibliographic record for the host item. 
This link enables viewing the location 
of the host item and requesting the 
item through the map analytic record, 
even though the holdings record is not 
linked directly to it. Figure 2 presents 
a model of this data structure.

The project team realized quickly 
that individually cataloging each map 
would be the most efficient means of 
identifying each and recording its loca-
tion and context. Creating a new record 

Figure 1. This English book, The Discovery of New Brittaine, contains a folded map within 
titled “a mappe of Virgina discovered to ye hills.”
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for the map using the MARC format 
and the AACR2 standards for carto-
graphic materials would capture the 
bibliographical information by which 
items might be searched. Additionally, 
the linking functionality offered by 
MARC and the ILS would properly 
express the relationship between the 
map and its host item. 

The project template consisted of 
a set of core data elements. Common 
to other online catalog records for car-
tographic materials, they were already 
accommodated in the ILS and fol-
low AACR2 rules. Other fields, such 
as notes, added entries, and addi-
tional subject headings, were added 
when appropriate. The LC access-
level record standard was not specifi-
cally considered for this project, but 
many data elements it includes were 
replicated.20 Some data elements it 
contains were inappropriate for this 
project, for example the MARC link-
ing fields 580 and 780 for reasons 
given in the following section.

The appendix presents a list of 
the fields in the template for the ana-
lytic bibliographic record for the map, 
with standard options and anomalies or 

features specific to the project noted. 
Numerous other fields appear in the 
records. The Aleph Linker (LKR) field 
expresses the link between the ana-
lytic and the host record in the ILS. 
Among the copy-specific information 
fields used at the BL, the 562 Copy 
and Version Identification Note was 
employed, the development of which 
is described in the similarly titled sec-
tion below. Additional required ILS–
specific fields are also used. Figure 3 is 
an example of a completed record and 
describes the image shown in figure 1.

Linking the Analytic Record to the 
Host Record 

Bibliographic records representing the 
pre–1700 books in which the maps 
were contained were already pres-
ent in the ILS. This project did not 
require changing or upgrading these 
records in any way. 

The analytic bibliographic records 
representing the maps had to be cre-
ated where they did not already exist 
according to the standard described 

above. Initially, the link between the 
child analytic map record and the par-
ent book record was a tenuous one, 
built by manually entering the host 
and shelfmark as MARC fields 740 
(added entries for related or analytical 
titles), 773 (information concerning 
the host item for the constituent unit 
described), and 852 (location) in each 
analytic record. The linking functional-
ity afforded by the MARC linking fields, 
although technically possible in Aleph, 
was not used in the BL implementa-
tion; instead, the dedicated Aleph LKR 
field was used. The ILS can accom-
modate several different types of links 
between records using the LKR field; 
for example, it is used to link the 
holdings record to the bibliographic 
record. The link that was used for this 
project was the “Up/down” analytic 
link between bibliographic records of 
different levels, in this case between 
the parent book record and the child 
analytic map record.

Record system numbers, which 
are unique to each record in the ILS 
(and are used as the unique identifiers 

Figure 2. Model of the Data Structure 
Used

Figure 3. A Bibliographic Record for Map in Figure 1, As Seen within the Staff Interface 
of the BL’s ILS
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throughout the project), are funda-
mental to the linking process. Although 
the LKR field has the functionality 
to create the links, the system num-
ber of the linked record in the LKR 
field identifies which record should 
be linked to which. The LKR field 
appears in the sample bibliographic 
record in figure 3.

Systems Management assisted 
in the development of a macro for 
inserting and populating an LKR field 
into the child record to generate a 
hyperlink between the two automati-
cally, and this was integrated into the 
cataloging workflow. By entering the 
LKR field in one record, the ILS 
functionality generates reciprocal links 
between the parent and child records. 
One effect of this is to expand the 
location information given in the hold-
ings record for the book into the ana-
lytic bibliographic record, facilitating 
requesting in the BL’s onsite retrieval 
system. 

Descriptive Metadata: Copy-
Specific Information

Recording the condition description 
of each individual map was considered 
to be vital to identify unequivocally 
the unique copy of each image owned 
by the BL. This presented a chal-
lenge as basic copy-specific informa-
tion was previously only recorded in 
item records and inconsistently and 
sporadically in bibliographic and hold-
ings records. In response to the spe-
cific needs of this project and others 
throughout the BL, a new policy to 
enter copy-specific information at the 
holdings and bibliographic level in 
standard MARC fields was devised, 
allowing for such cases where ana-
lytics are used to represent part of 
a work.21 Following this policy, the 
condition description is transcribed 
in the 562 field of the analytic biblio-
graphic record instead of in the hold-
ings record (as analytics may not have 
their own holdings records). 

The content of the condition note 
(field 562) included the location of 
the map in the volume; description 
of paper, including location of water-
marks or inequalities; printing, not-
ing strength of impression, bleeding, 
offsetting, or plate marks; damage, 
such as stains, wormholes, tears, and 
repair work; or other markings includ-
ing coloring or annotations. Because of 
the free-text nature of this field, a style 
sheet was developed with colleagues 
in the BL’s Early Printed Collections 
to establish agreed vocabulary, abbre-
viations, and punctuation. 

Identifying the copy as belonging 
to the BL within the relevant field 
was essential if the record was shared 
with another institution. Copy-specific 
fields in BL collection items are distin-
guished by the shelfmark of the copy 
being described preceding all con-
tent in the first subfield within each 
copy-specific field. This is because, 
although each note is linked to a single 
holdings record, it will be displayed 
in a bibliographic record that may be 
linked to several holdings. Also, as the 
details described only pertain to the 
BL copy, $5Uk is added to the end of 
each copy-specific field to identify the 
institution where the copy is held.

Including an indication that the 
map has been digitized (with the 
project affiliation) in each record was 
desirable to ease retrieval of maps 
included in the digitization project. 
This information was recorded in the 
area of Preservation and Digitization 
Actions (field 583), an area that could 
be compared to elements in preserva-
tion metadata schema. Use of this field 
is, as a matter of BL policy, normally 
reserved for use by conservation staff 
who use the dedicated Preservation and 
Conservation Management System, a 
separate instance of Aleph reserved 
for conservation work. Nevertheless, 
this field was used throughout this 
project so that the existence of a digital 
copy could be readily ascertained. This 
field is suppressed from public view by 

specifying a particular indicator value, 
which the OPAC has been configured 
to take into account. 

User Needs: Electronic Searching 

Most of the relevant fields in the 
bibliographic record were already 
indexed and visible, and so search-
able and viewable in the ILS con-
figuration. As part of the work to 
compile the “British Library Policy 
for Copy-Specific Information,” all 
relevant fields in the bibliographic 
and holdings record were reviewed, 
and relevant changes were made to 
the ILS to ensure that they were 
indexed and visible within the staff 
view.22 This guaranteed searching and 
access to the records across the staff 
view. For display in the OPAC, fields 
considered sensitive or unnecessary 
for the public to view (e.g., 583) were 
suppressed from public display as 
described above. Interaction with the 
BL’s requesting system was integrated 
in that, just as the parent book can be 
requested directly using the standard 
requesting function in the OPAC, 
the analytic may be requested in the 
same way. As previously stated, this 
is because the analytic also contains 
the location details of the parent book 
because of the functionality of the 
LKR field. 

The needs of users searching the 
OPAC differed little from the original, 
internal-only audience. To staff and to 
the public educated in the structure 
and elements contained in library cata-
logs, searching by title, author, or sub-
ject are the expected retrieval methods 
for published materials. Within the 
OPAC, searches for records in the 
project may be limited by searching 
only within the Digital Items subset 
of the overall collection, or by search-
ing for the Local Subject Heading, 
Scanned Maps, and Views. Outside 
of the OPAC, the new presence of 
these materials is highlighted within 
BL Help for Researchers webpages, 
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offering guidance on searching the ILS 
for maps, so it was not considered nec-
essary to create additional webpages.

User Needs: Access to Images 

The project team wanted to pro-
vide precise and quick retrieval of 
the images through a bibliographic 
search. The image and its metadata 
are linked to the bibliographic record. 
Immediate access to images serves 
several functions:

It enables project staff to ver-•	
ify the ILS record and image 
authenticity as well as check the 
correct file naming assignment 
using a single system. 
It provides a visual finding •	
aid (or a digital surrogate, 
depending on what is being 
investigated) to assist users in 
determining whether the mate-
rial is of sufficient interest to 
warrant requesting the original 
volume. 
The storage of the image in the •	
OPAC, with the bibliographic 
record and the requesting sys-
tem, provides increased access 
in an immediate and familiar 
interface while sparing the frag-
ile materials from unnecessary 
handling. 
The ADAM module allows cap-•	
ture of further technical meta-
data for rights management and 
access control with the image. 

The ADAM module, which 
enables image files to be managed, 
delivered, and discovered, allowed 
“access images” (i.e., cropped, low- 
resolution JPEG images) to be attached 
to the analytic bibliographic records. 
Though the module is not yet widely 
used in the BL, permission was grant-
ed by the ILS Service Management 
Group to the project team for this ini-
tiative. A low-resolution access image 
of approximately 100–250 kb was cre-
ated at the time of image capture for 
storage in ADAM. Like the TIFF 

master file to be stored in the library’s 
digital archive, it is named accord-
ing to the maps’ unique identifier, 
the ILS system number of the bib-
liographic record. These images are 
added manually to each of the records, 
thereby going through another process 
of ensuring the number, metadata, 
and record match. Figure 4 presents 
the object opened alongside the bib-
liographic record in the staff interface 
of the ILS. 

In preparation for the records and 
attached images to be made visible in 
the OPAC, a batch service was run by 
the ILS team to create thumbnails for 
all of the objects. A screen shot of the 
appearance of records in the OPAC, 
with the thumbnail alongside, may 
be seen in figure 5. At the bottom of 
each record is an icon that links to 
the access-sized image of the file in a 
separate window. 

The use of ADAM meant that 
some of the MARC fields that have 
become standard at other institutions 
for cataloging digital images and elec-
tronic reproductions were not used. In 
such cases, when an item is available 

on the Web, the MARC 856 field 
(Electronic Location and Access for 
“information needed to locate and 
access an electronic resource”) will 
contain the URL with an active hyper-
link to the raster image. In the case 
of a reproduction of a print item, the 
record may include a second 007 field 
in the bibliographic record to describe 
the digital reproduction. Because the 
location of the file was not being pro-
vided, and the 006 field was applied to 
designate the secondary digital form, 
neither of these fields was used. The 
first template began with a MARC 530 
(Additional Physical Form Available) 
note, but this was eschewed by the 
time of the second mutation because 
it repeated data already present in the 
record. 

This tool is successful in managing 
the digital images for internal project 
purposes; for users, it provides an 
irreplaceable visual aid for an essen-
tially graphic format that is difficult 
to visualize on the basis of the textual 
information supplied in a bibliograph-
ic record. Clicking on the thumbnail 
image produces a pop-up window 

Figure 4. Screenshot of ILS Staff Interface, with the Digital Image Displayed alongside 
the Record
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with the enlarged access image, as 
in figure 6. Unlike most projects that 
make images available through a Web 
browser, however, there is no inter-
active functionality with the images. 
This could be a serious disadvantage 
if a user is interested in conduct-
ing research solely within the OPAC 
rather than using the images as a 
finding aid to consider if the original 
is relevant or worth consulting. The 
smallest typeface and other details on 
the map may not be sufficiently leg-
ible in the access images.

Along with item and holdings 
records, the digital object record cre-
ated using ADAM forms part of the 
array of administrative data linked 
to the bibliographic records for the 
image and its host item. The ADAM 
record can contain metadata on copy-
right, access permissions to view the 
image, and technical details of the 
image. These are not as detailed or 
as sophisticated as they could be in 

METS, but they served the purpose of 
this project. 

The Effect of Changing Standards

Using established international cat-
aloging rules and format standards 
throughout the library ensures flexibil-
ity with changing technology, leaving 
open the possibilities for alternate sys-
tems, expanded functionality, and sec-
ondary uses. Amid the rapid changes 
taking place in library systems, image 
management, and metadata standards, 
this is particularly important for small-
scale project work, which can easily be 
left behind by larger changes. In the 
future, the BL will presumably move 
to an XML–based schema to repre-
sent descriptive metadata (though it 
is too early to speculate exactly what 
form this will take). The general trend 
in libraries is to move away from tra-
ditional OPACs and to replace these 
with Web interfaces that offer more 

sophisticated and configurable dis-
play options and more user-controlled 
activities, such as tagging. An XML–
based format is required for effective 
integration of bibliographic data in 
Web interfaces. Although MARC and 
the current data structures in the BL 
ILS are satisfactory, any move to an 
XML–based format will provide an 
opportunity to look at the data afresh 
with a view to improve its structure 
and display. 

The BL is already planning 
to move to RDA, the successor to 
AACR2, in 2010. RDA is based 
on FRBR principles. In traditional 
cataloging, bibliographic units are 
described out of context; in FRBR, 
items must be described in context 
in a manner sufficient to relate the 
item to the other items making up the 
work. In the fullest implementation of 
RDA (Scenario 1), data is stored in a 
relational or object-oriented database 
structure that mirrors the FRBR and 
FRAD conceptual models. This more 
effectively supports what this project 
attempted to achieve—expressing the 
relationship between individual digi-
tized images and their host work, docu-
menting information about the image 
and making it accessible. The BL will 
initially implement Scenario 2 of RDA 
(currently scheduled for the first half 
of 2010), in which bibliographic and 
authority files are linked and which the 
BL ILS supports. This means that the 
introduction of RDA into the BL will 
not have any effect on this project. 

Discussion 

Several larger issues emerged during 
the time span of the project, which, 
rather than being discussed in detail 
here, will be noted as ongoing con-
cerns.

Library Security 

The issue of security arose as a 
result of the proposal to make the 
information available to the public. 

Figure 5. A User’s View of the Record with a Thumbnail of the Attached Image in the 
OPAC (Cropped Image Represents a 1585 Map of Virginia within a 1590 Book)
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Curators questioned whether expo-
sure (i.e., making users aware of the 
existence of library materials) would 
make those items more vulnerable 
to theft. This attitude is an enduring 
one and counters widespread library 
practices such as cataloging, digitiza-
tion, and creation of indexes, research 
guides, and finding aids. There has 
been extended discussion among pro-
fessionals on library security of maps, a 
topic beyond the scope of this paper.23 
It is generally felt that a descrip-
tive catalog record, especially one that 
includes copy-specific information, is 
a record of ownership and serves to 
protect materials. 

The Role of the OPAC

Digitized images and associated 
metadata are often presented through 
separate, dedicated project websites, 
even when prepared by libraries with 
an OPAC. This may be because of 
limitations of library system technol-
ogy or metadata structures in the past. 
Alternately, it could be attributed to 
the inevitable progression of research 
methods, user expectations, and infor-
mation access in society, which can 
make OPACs, AACR2, and MARC 21 
seem inadequate and obsolete.24 

Responsibilities within the Institution

Though this paper only discusses 
a single element of the project (i.e., 
metadata capture), the project team 
was relatively successful in bring-
ing together various departmental 
interests and input. This brought out 
questions, however, as to who should 
be doing what and for whom within 
the institution, given the number of 
tasks that were new and not neatly 
designated in job descriptions or by 
precedents. Frequently, libraries have 
dedicated staff for digitization, but 
even in the best cases the institutional 
infrastructure is relied upon to make it 
functional. This raises the question as 
to whether many librarians will move 

from project to project, or if project 
tasks will be written into jobs.

Conclusion

This small digitization project at the 
BL was an opportunity to test how 
current cataloging codes and format 
standards can accommodate meta-
data and image capture within the 
ILS. The project successfully fulfilled 
the collection security needs of the 
organization while demonstrating that 
this approach can offer an improved 
product, thereby increasing the access 
and visibility of collection items to 
better meet the needs of research-
ers and providing the organization 
with data whose authenticity can be 
preserved and used in future systems. 
As opposed to purchasing a dedi-
cated digital collection software suite 
or developing new websites that may 
or may not be found by library users, 
the collection items are integrated 
into the library catalog. The image, 
together with complete bibliographic 

information about both the map as an 
independent resource and its source 
book volume, may be retrieved with 
other library holdings in the OPAC. 

The use of library system tech-
nology for creating and organizing 
metadata and making it searchable by 
users, and the MARC format with its 
flexibility and ability to handle differ-
ing levels of granularity and formats, 
is a powerful combination for han-
dling digitized objects. The combi-
nation of established standards such 
as MARC21 and AACR2 with the 
ILS, which operates in a similar way 
to many other ILSs, means that the 
approach described in this paper can 
be propagated to any library that uses 
these standards and has a comparable 
ILS to describe formerly “hidden” col-
lection items. 
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FMT (The Map format was selected 
as the format in all cases, as it cov-
ers both maps and views.) 

Leader (Type of record identified as 
Cartographic Material)

001—Record Control Number (The 
unique identifier for the record)

006—Fixed-Length Data Elements-
Additional Material (A data ele-
ment in this field indicating the 
materials’ form denotes that the 
paper item cataloged has also 
been captured as a digital repro-
duction. This was used in prefer-
ence to a second 007.)

007—Physical Description Fixed 
Field-General Information (A data 
element in this field, Category of 
material, indicates that the item 
is a map.)

008—Fixed-Length Data Elements 
(The following areas are used: 
date, place of publication, lan-
guage, and type of cartographic 
material. For the latter, all are 
“g” to identify the item as “map 
bound within another work.”)

034—Coded Cartographic Mathe- 
matical Data

040—Cataloging Source
100—Main Entry-Personal Name 

(These headings are subject to 
authority control.) 

245—Title Statement (and 246)
255—Cartographic Mathematical 

Data (This cartographic materials- 
specific field, indicating scale, 
projection, and coordinates, was 
uniformly supplied as “scale not 
given.” Scales were not generally 

supplied in a standard form on 
maps at the time, and most maps 
in the project that contained scale 
information expressed it in the 
form of a graphic scale or, in some 
cases, a verbal statement refer-
ring to scales no longer used, e.g., 
chains. Deciphering and translat-
ing either to a representative frac-
tion in accordance with AACR2 
would have meant intensive labor 
producing only lukewarm results. 
Therefore the decision was made 
that the “scale not given” option 
for early cartographic materials 
would be applied.* This decision 
will be reviewed for phase two of 
the project, given the importance 
of scale. Geographic coordinates 
were not supplied for a similar 
reason. This too requires review, 
given the advantages of future 
potential display options to pres-
ent materials in a geographical 
content. Both of these areas affect 
the contents of the correlated 
code field (034).)

260—Publication, Distribution, etc. 
(In most cases, this matched the 
date and place of publication 
for the book. In the case where 
there was a difference between 
the date printed on the map and 
that stated in the imprint of the 
book, the date on the map was 
recorded first, followed by the 
book imprint in brackets. A 500 
note was created in explanation.)

300—Physical Description Area (The 
extent of the cartographic item 

was in all cases named as either 
“map” or “view.” Most maps were 
printed in black and white, with 
less than 1 percent in color. Also 
in this area are listed the dimen-
sions, i.e., height x width of the 
map, the plate, and the sheet. 
Measurements were rounded to 
the nearest half centimeter.)

510—Citation/reference note to pub-
lished bibliographic descriptions, 
reviews, abstracts, or indexes 
(These citations provided addi-
tional information that could aid 
in deciphering the map, docu-
menting the significance of the 
piece, and informing scholars 
that the map has been described 
extensively elsewhere. A maxi-
mum of three recent citations 
per record were referenced, with 
priority given to those works in 
English.)

583—Action Note: Preservation & 
Digitization Actions (This note 
records information about pro-
cessing, reference, and preserva-
tion actions. The material specified 
was consistently “map.”)

690—Local Subject (The records were 
united by the locally assigned 
“scanned maps and views.”)

651—Subject Added Entry-
Geographic Name (Although map 
records historically have used 
a dedicated subject system, the 
Map Library commenced using 
standard LCSH in 2004 with the 
move to Aleph. These headings 
are subject to authority control.)

*   Elizabeth Mangan, ed., Cartographic Materials: A Manual of Interpretation for AACR2, 2002 Rev., 2005 Update, 2nd ed. (Chicago: 
ALA, 2006), Appendix G.2.

Appendix. List of the Fields in the Template for the Analytic Bibliographic Record for the Map
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1. 
WHY COMICS? 

An Introduction with Several Digressions 

My mother reads magazines-usually Us or Star. My father reads 
the Chicago Tribune and the occasional biography of people like 
Frank Sinatra , Joe Dimaggio, or some other Italian-American that he 
admires. When he was younger, my brother read Ellery Queen mys
teries and Mad magazine; now, he reads dental journals and every 
word in every issue of Backstreets, the official fan magazine for 
Bruce Springsteen. My two sons will read anything with an athlete or 
something resembling a ball on the cover. This is also true of their 
coach (my wife), who reads widely but prefers nonfiction-especial
ly books like H. G. Bissinger's Friday Night Lights or Darcy Frey's 
The Last Shot. Unlike her daughter, my mother-in-law reads novels 
that typically feature a gold-foil embossed title overlaying a Fabio 
look-alike, and she always insists on reading the last page first so 
that she won't have to worry about what's going to happen-a prac
tice that still drives me to deliver the most absurd lectures on the 
sanctity of narrative, even after knowing her for almost twenty years. 
As for me, I prefer to read graphic language. Not "graphic" as in 
"explicit" (though I'm certainly not averse to coarse language-just 
ask my neighbors), but "graphic" as in "illustrated ," which is a round
about way of saying that I read comic books. 

Of course, I don't read only comic books. I earn my living as an 
English professor who teaches composition, creative writing , and lit
erature, so my bookshelves are stuffed with a wide variety of read
ing material. But over the last several years, I have noticed that my 
graphic novels-or, as Art Spiegelman puts it, "comic books that 
need bookmarks" (quoted in McGrath 26)1-are incrementally edg
ing out my more "reputable" fiction , nonfiction , drama, and poetry. 
More and more often , as packages of graphic novels from 
Amazon.com arrive on my doorstep, I find myself carting displaced 
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books to my office at school in the hopes of finding a home for them 
there. This colonization by characters like Maggie and Hopey, Mr. 
Natural, the Fantastic Four, and Swamp Thing of the prime real 
estate once occupied by Rrchard Ford , Jane Austen , and Arthur 
Miller has been met with more than a few r<:~ised eyebrows-at least 
two of which belong to my wife. These eyebrows silently wonder if 
the changes on my bookshelves constitute a step back in literacy. 

Given common perceptions of comic books-that they are juve
nile, disposable trash-such concerns are unsurprising and perhaps 
even expected. These perceptions, in fact, are something that every 
serious comic book reader over a certain age has had to deal with. 
Matthew Pustz, author of Comic Book Culture: Fanboys and True 
Believers, argues that the people who read comic books form a very 
interesting, productive, but largely marginalized community. A major 
reason for this marginalization, he states, is due to the fact that " .. . 
most Americans view comic books with contempt, especially when 
read by adults. Adult fans and collectors are seen as geeks and 
worse. Reading material supposedly aimed at children is somehow 
seen as a sign of psychological maladjustment or arrested develop
ment" (208-9). Few who wander into my office at school would dis
agree; after all , it's hard to mount a case against arrested develop
ment when the first thing people notice is an eighteen-inch-high 
action figure of Galactus (flanked by a six-inch-high Silver Surfer and 
Thing, no less) standing tall atop the file cabinet by my door. 

So why would an adult have so many comic books? Or, more to 
the point: why would a seemingly well-adjusted adult have so many 
comic books? 

In many ways, this entire book is an attempt to answer this ques
tion (and , indirectly, to defend myself as a well-adjusted adult). But 
before laboring in earnest at this task, I am going to assume that 
you're a reader and ask you to put this down and take a good look 
at your own bookshelves. What kinds of books are there? How has 
your reading changed over the years, and why? Are there places on 
your bookshelves that you visit more than others? 

Why do you read what you read? 
We read for a variety of needs and desires, and sometimes sev

eral of these reasons operate at the same time: to be informed, 
entertained, instructed, challenged, or transported. I wish to focus 
briefly on this last motivation-to be transported-because it is often 
associated with a certain kind of reading that is usually not held in 
high regard: escapism. By and large, "escapism" is associated with 
the most "pop" of our popular culture: the entertainment that is 
designed for mass appeal and minimal thinking. Such examples 
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include "Chick Lit," horror, and other "genre" novels; big budget 
action films; most of what is on television , but especially sitcoms, sci
fi dramas, and so-called "reality" shows; Internet role playing games; 
and of course, comic books. Connotations of escapism are general
ly negative. Such entertainment is not "high" or even "good" art, or 
so the thinking goes; it's the kind of material that we engage with 
when we simply want to shut down our thinking centers. 
Unsurprisingly, creative works that fall under the banner of escapism 
are regarded with great suspicion by those who like to refer to them
selves as "well-read ." In their view, these works are to the "literary" 
what the corn dog is to cuisine: an indulgence that certainly does 
more harm than good to whoever consumes it. Why? Because from 
this perspective, escapist entertainment is all about "hiding" from 
what really matters-namely, the real world , the people in it, and the 
important ideas that we should be grappling with there. 

Interestingly, some comic book creators embrace the "escapist" 
label for their work. Carl Barks, the legendary writer and artist of 
Walt Disney's Donald Duck and Uncle Scrooge comics, makes this 
position plain : 

I was writing escapist entertainment. The plots that so often fea
tured the "far away and long ago" were staged in those areas and 
times because they took the reader out of his present world. The 
comic books of the "golden years" of the 40s, 50s, and 60s were 
all escapist reading in my opinion. The kids who read Superman, 
Plastic Man, and Tales from the Crypt were all taking a trip. (np) 

Here, Barks implies that the term "escapism" holds no shame, and 
this sentiment is echoed by Michael Chabon in The Amazing 
Adventures of Kavalier and Clay (a wonderful novel that still has, and 
will have for some time to come, a choice location on my shelves). In 
this book, Chabon's two protagonists-Joe Kavalier and Sam Clay
find their fortune in the new world through the nascent comic book 
industry thanks to Clay's business sense and Kavalier's imagination, 
both of which produce their greatest creation, the Escapist. This 
hero, whose main power is the ability to break free from any con
straints, owes his existence to Joe's personal history, which includes 
his own narrow escape from Nazi-occupied Prague. Over the years, 
Joe suffers many losses, and his pain fuels his affection for the comic 
book. Chabon writes, "Having lost his mother, father, brother, and 
grandfather, the friends and foes of his youth, his beloved teacher 
Bernard Kornblum, his city, his history-his home-the usual charge 
leveled against comic books, that they offered merely an easy 
escape from reality, seemed to Joe actually to be a powerful argu-
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menton their behalf' (575). Later, Chabon describes, in lyrical prose, 
how Joe has been able to forget his troubles via this escape: 

He would remember for ~he rest of his life a peaceful half hour 
spent reading a copy of Betty and Veronica that he had found in 
a service-station rest room: lying down·with it under a fir tree, in 
a sun-slanting forest outside of Medford, Oregon, wholly 
absorbed into that primary-colored world of bad gags, heavy ink 
lines, Shakespearean farce, and the deep, almost Oriental mys
tery of the two big-toothed, wasp-waisted goddess-girls, light and 
dark, entangled forever in the enmity of their friendship. The pain 
of his loss-though he would never have spoken of it in these 
terms-was always with him in those days, a cold smooth ball 
lodged in his chest, just behind the sternum. For that half hour 
spent in the dappled shade of the Douglas firs, reading Betty and 
Veronica, the icy ball had melted away without him even noticing. 
That was magic-not the apparent magic of the silk-hatted card
palmer, or the bold , brute trickery of the escape artist, but the 
genuine magic of art. (575-76) 

For Joe-and Chabon-the great achievement of comic books, or of 
any art, is to successfully transport readers elsewhere, allowing 
them to "escape." 

At this point, I hope that readers will allow me a brief autobio
graphical aside (in fact, readers of this book should probably get 
used to this sort of thing). Unlike Chabon's protagonist, Joe Kavalier, 
my own insight into the "magic art" of comic books did not arrive via 
Betty and Veronica, though I do remember pawing through copies of 
Archie, Richie Rich, and Looney Toons in Sam's Barber Shop, 
where my dad and I would get our hair cut back when I was a kid. 
These books were barely held together, having suffered the eager 
rubbing of hundreds, maybe thousands, of oily, sticky, and-above 
all-small fingers. Those read-to-within-an-inch-of-their-lives comic 
books were just about all that I looked forward to on haircut 
Saturdays (every six weeks on the button), which were character
ized by Sam's excruciating tugs with the thinning shears during the 
haircut and a free chunk of rock hard Bazooka gum wrapped in its 
own mini-comic from Sam's candy box afterward. 

At home my comic book tastes were a bit more exotic. As a child 
in the 1970s, I naturally gravitated toward the Marvel superheroes. 
Because my favorite heroes were born of the atom, their bodies 
undergoing strange mutations at the hands of science gone awry, I 
was also drawn toward monsters. And not just the mostly lame 
attempts to resurrect the once-dominant horror genre in titles like 
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Ghost Rider, Man-thing, and Tomb of Dracula; my tastes ran to the 
larger scale monster stories-the reprints of the Jack Kirby and Stan 
Lee creatures in titles like Where Monsters Dwell, Where Creatures 
Roam, and Creatures on the Loose. Like Joe Kavalier, I was trans
ported by these stories to a more brightly colored world where the 
most fantastic things could happen. If I needed to be coerced to dust 
my room, put away my green plastic soldiers, or go on y~t another 
shopping trip to the K-Mart, my mother knew that my pnce was a 
comic book. 

Eventually, I moved away from these books. Having my .mom 
throw out my entire collection (twice!) might have had somethmg to 
do with it. I did remain an avid reader, though , eventually becom
ing an English major who amassed some ninety-plus hours in lit
erature classes on my way to an undergraduate degree. It was as 
a PhD student in English when I rediscovered comic book~ via tvv:o 
sources: an on-campus lecture by Art Spiegelman and a fnendsh1p 
with someone who never stopped reading them. Inspired by both , 
1 read as much as I could and discovered a fascinating world of 
stories and storytelling that looked quite a bit different from what I 
remembered. And although I didn't know it at the time, I started 
down a path that would eventually lead to my current set of sag
ging overstuffed bookshelves. 

What weighs them down is undoubtedly "escapist" fare.' but. I 
want to examine this term-particularly as it relates to com1cs-1n 
order to recapture it from those cultural critics who denigrate such 
entertainment generally, and to complicate its "magic" as articulated 
by artists like Barks and Chabon. In response to the criti~s , I contend 
that "escapism" and "literature" are not mutuall~ exclu~1ve , a.n? that 
the former term does not have to mean, pejoratively, e1ther h1d1ng or 
retreat. On the contrary, the notion of escape lies at the heart of our 
engagement with all texts-not just those. that. fail to stimulate our 
thinking centers. For, despite the great d1vers1ty among the many 
texts that surround our lives, they nevertheless have a common 
thread: however beautifully or ineptly or movingly or lifelessly co~
veyed , these works are someone's interpretatio.n of how th~ world 1n 
which we live either is or was or should be or m1ght be or m1ght have 
been. So when we "escape" into a novel , poem, essay, television 
show, article, video game, or comic book, we enter into an auth?red 
representation of the world. Every time. And the number of vers1ons 
of the world is exactly equal to the number of texts that ever were or 
will be created. Seen in this light, "escape" does not have to preclude 
thinking; escape into these diverse worlds might m~an , parado~ic~l
ly, that we encounter meanings that are often lost 1n the chaot1c d1n 
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of our lives. In his memoir Stop-Time (1967), Frank Conroy voices 
this very situation when he writes, "I could not resist the clarity of the 
world in books, the incredibly satisfying way in which life became 
weighty and accessible" (14·3). Thus, our escape into different rep
resentational forms is not always a retreat from things that matter; on 
the contrary, such "escape" can often be a movement to the very 
things that do matter. 

But just as the equating of "escape" to "mindless" is reductive, so 
too is the equating of comics with magical transportation-the belief 
that comic books provide easy passage to other worlds. This idea is 
tempting because the worlds that are commonly associated with 
comic books-the worlds of superheroes, talking animals, space
ships, ghouls, Archie, and the like-are clearly fantastical and sug
gest a place far removed from our own location. What is more, the 
notion that a particular medium gives us unfettered access to such 
imaginative realms is both romantic and powerful. But one of my 
main contentions that will reappear later in this chapter and through
out this book is that one can never completely "escape" into a comic 
book because its form-impressionistic illustrations of people, 
places, and things-reminds us at every turn (or panel) that what we 
are experiencing is a representation. While comics are very adept at 
engaging us with their creators' representations of the world, they 
never allow us to escape completely, and this, I hope to show, is a 
source of their great strength as a sophisticated medium. 

I focus on escapism in order to deepen that term and free it from 
its traditional role as the arch-nemesis of Literature. Having attempt
ed this, I now return to an earlier question: why would a seemingly 
well-adjusted adult have so many comic books? My most direct 
answer is that comic books are not a mindless but a mindful form of 
escapism that uses a unique kind of language-"graphic lan
guage"-to invite us into different worlds in order to help us better 
understand our own. Yet there are those who look at the medium 
and scoff at comics' obvious inferiority to the novel or film. To those 
individuals, I respond with the words of science fiction writer 
Theodore Sturgeon, who so eloquently stated that "Ninety percent of 
anything is crud."2 As Sturgeon well knows, novels and films (and 
plays and poems, for that matter) also have their crud, but that fact 
does not tarnish those forms, and neither should it tarnish comics. 
The real challenge lies in how to distinguish the crud from the non
crud-the "low" from the "high ," the mediocre (and worse) from the 
"literary." The methods of doing so vary from person to person and, 
as a literature teacher, I spend most of my time helping students 
develop their own means of making such distinctions. Of course my 
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own biases factor in to this process, so I'll present them as such. 
First, as I'm sure is the case with many others, I find that noncrud is 
filled with interesting and complicated (ar.~d therefore compelling) 
characters, which in turn leads to engaging narratives. In addition , I 
see the noncrud as being that which challenges us to see the world 
differently. This challenge is mounted in a number of ways: by using 
exceptional and unique representational strategies, by subverting 
commonly held beliefs and assumptions, and by calling attention to 
both how texts represent the world and what is at stake in those rep
resentations. Certainly these are not the only means by which art 
challenges us to see the world differently, but they are important 
means, and they are the means that will factor into my analyses 
throughout the chapters that follow. 

Before getting to a more thorough discussion of how comics 
accomplish these feats, a little history is in order.3 Storytelling with 
pictures existed as early as prehistory, when tales of the hunt were 
documented in cave-paintings. Since then, this form has continued 
to develop in both Eastern and Western cultures. In fact, before lit
eracy extended beyond the privileged classes, pictures were an 
effective way to communicate information, as evidenced by seven
teenth-century British "broadsheets"-woodcut images of then-cur
rent events (Sabin 1996 11 ). Comic books are often (and arguably 
erroneously) referred to as an "American" art form because the 
comic book as we now recognize it first appeared in the US in 1934 
with the release of Famous Funnies #1 (Goulart 18). Comic books 
themselves were an outgrowth of the newpaper comics in that early 
comic books simply reprinted newspaper strips. Before long, how
ever, comic books like Famous Funnies began to feature original 
material , and with the first appearance of Superman in 1938's Action 
Comics #1 , the industry was changed forever. In the 1940s, also 
known as the "Golden Age" of comics, this medium enjoyed a pop
ularity that has never been equaled ; by mid-decade, ninety percent 
of kids aged eight to fifteen were regular comic book readers 
(Benton 41 ). 

The size and age of this readership prompted sharp criticism, the 
first shot being fired by Sterling North, who wrote, in a column enti
tled "A National Disgrace" that ran in newspapers across the coun
try, that comics amounted to "cultural slaughter of the innocent" 
(quoted in Jones 168-69). North concluded that comics were a "poi
son" whose antidote lay in bookstores and libraries and that any 
"parent who [did] not acquire that antidote [was] guilty of criminal 
negligence" (quoted in Nyberg 4).4 Predictably, the main charges 
were that comics negatively impacted literacy, that "comic-book 
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readers [were] handicapped in vocabulary building because in 
comics all the emphasis is on the visual image and not on the prop
er word" (quoted in Giddins 89). Despite several studies that deter
mined that "reading comic ·books, even to the exclusion of other 
activities, seemed to make little difference i,n reading skills, academ
ic achievement, or social adjustment" (Nyberg 11 ), the comic book 
retained its reputation as something that could cause only harm to 
young readers. 

This "harm" took on a decidedly sociological cast in the 1950s, 
when comic books were cited as a primary cause of juvenile delin
quency (Nyberg 18). One of the main forces behind this accusation 
was Dr. Fredric Wertham, who in 1953 published his anticomic cru
sade Seduction of the Innocent-a "study" based largely on anec
dotal evidence and questionable logic. His conclusion, in essence, 
was that comic books caused delinquency because imprisoned 
juvenile delinquents had read them (Sabin 1993 158). The very next 
year, 1954, saw the beginning of the "Kefauver Hearings," which 
were nationally televised Senate hearings designed to investigate 
the issue of comics' negative effects on children. One of the wit
nesses was Wertham himself, who in typical overstated fashion 
declared that '"Hitler was a beginner compared to the comic book 
industry"' (quoted in Sabin 159). 

These hearings, fueled by negative public sentiment, led publish
ers to create the Comics Magazine Association of America (CMAA), 
whose sole mission was to enforce the "Comics Code," widely 
regarded as the most restrictive ratings code that any entertainment 
medium in this country has faced (Benton 53).5 In order for a title to 
receive the "Seal of Approval," it had to adhere to the Code, which 
meant, in part, that it had to avoid complex characterization-espe
cially as regarded "official" figures like police officers and judges
and topics that might be of interest to older readers (Sabin 1993 
251-53). The end result of the Code and the publishers' conformity 
was the mainstream juvenilization of the medium, which in turn 
caused the general public to equate comic books as a form suitable 
only for children. 

This misapprehension persists today. One of the clearest recent 
examples comes in rhetoric surrounding the August 2006 release of 
Sid Jacobson and Ernie Colon's The 9/11 Report: A Graphic 
Adaptation. This comic book adaptation of The 9/11 Commission 
Report (2004 )-a book that details the events leading up to and 
including the attacks on September 11, 2001-was profiled in the 
Washington Post by Bravetta Hassell, who asks at one point, "can a 
topic as massive and sobering as Sept. 11 be dealt with effectively 
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in the pages of a comic book?" (D1 ). The assumption here is that the 
weight of the topic is simply too much for the medium to bear. In 
response to her question, one reader-a pilot for a major airline
writes that he is "outraged by the attempt to depict the horrific events 
of Sept. 11 in a comic book format" and that "while shielding children 
from the details of this horrific tragedy is appropriate, telling the rest 
of society about it in a comic book isn't" (Villani A 14 ). The fact that . 
the letter-writer has only seen the book through the limited scope of 
Hassell's article (and has probably not picked up a comic book in the 
last twenty years) is largely beside the point. What is important to 
note here is the assumption he makes that comic books are a juve
nile medium that can only trivialize serious matters. 

Certainly, the attention that The 9/11 Report: A Graphic 
Adaptation garnered has been fueled by this assumption. 
Interestingly enough, the creators themselves attempt to distance 
themselves from the negative connotations of the term "comic book" 
and any perceived inappropriateness between that form and the 
World Trade Center attacks. Jacobson, who created Richie Rich, 
"'never felt it was a comic book ... . What we do is graphic journal
ism"' (quoted in Smith F7). This kind of name-game playing is noth
ing new where comic books are concerned.6 I am not writing to 
defend The 9/11 Report: A Graphic Adaptation; rather, I am writing 
to defend the medium itself, which is more than capable of tackling 
tough issues and subject content, as its history has shown. Critics of 
the very idea of the adaptation might be surprised to know that comic 
books have very ably depicted controversial subjects. In the chap
ters that follow, in fact, I will be examining comic book representa
tions of incest, homosexuality, cancer and other physical challenges, 
the Holocaust, the Palestine conflict, World Wars I and II, the Korean 
War, the Vietnam War, and the Bosnian War, just to name a few. 
Most people tend to associate comic books with superheroes-not 
that there's anything wrong with that-but there are many more 
comic book stories being told than those about men and women in 
tights. In fact, it is probably safe to say that whatever your interests, 
there is a comic book out there somewhere for you. 

Despite the prevailing assumption that comics are an inferior 
medium, the 'tide has been (slowly) turning. Every several years 
since the mid-1980s, some critic writes an article brandishing a title 
like "Zap! Pow! Comics Aren't for Kids Anymore!" as if the or she 
were the first person to recognize this fact. The first wave of such 
articles began appearing on the heels of Alan Moore's Watchmen 
(1986), Frank Miller's The Dark Knight Returns (1987), and Art 
Spiegelman's Maus ( 1986). These three works and their reception in 
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the mainstream media were instrumental in the "maturation" of 
comic books in terms of both art and commerce. Suddenly, there 
was grittier superhero fare! Suddenly, there was a comic book tak
ing on a "serious subject"! In actuality, the "suddenly" part was more 
a product of perception than reality: superhero comics had been 
dealing with more mature subject matter as early as the 1970s, 7 and 
independent comics in the 1980s had many more practitioners than 
Art Spiegelman .a Yet the impact of these three books was substan
tial. Watchmen and Dark Knight proved to be powerful templates for 
a new breed of comic book antihero that was far darker than earlier 
incarnations, and Maus, for its part, showed the non-comic-book
reading public that alternative comic book creators could produce 
interesting work. The real issue was that this work lacked an easy 
way to get into the hands of readers. 

This situation changed somewhat with the rise of the "direct mar
ket," a means of organizing sales whereby publishers began dealing 
with an increasing number of comic shops, thus bypassing the tradi
tional distributors. Because this system allowed publishers to fill spe
cific needs, this new system had the effect of cutting overhead costs 
for publishers (in the form of overprints) while at the same time put
ting creators in closer touch with the reading interests of comic shop 
denizens. Not surprisingly, these new opportunities led to a prolifer
ation of publishers-both mainstream and alternative-and comic 
shops (Sabin 1993 66). As comic book purchasing moved from the 
newsstands and into these specialty shops, enforcement of the 
Comics Code became much more difficult (Nyberg 161 ), thus allow
ing a large percentage of comic book creators more freedom in pur
suing previously verboten subject matter. 

The new arrangements also fostered changes in creative owner
ship and control , as well as marketing, and these led to the rise of 
the "collector culture ," which for a short time boosted sales of comics 
as speculators bought up titles in excessive numbers (Sabin 1993 
67). The end result of all of this was that in the late 1980s and early 
1990s comics enjoyed a state of popularity unmatched since the 
1950s (Sabin 1993 68). Eventually, however, the bubble burst, and 
comics entered a state of decline. Many houses like Marvel and DC 
overestimated the endurance of comic book collecting, and a sud
denly saturated market met with readers' (i.e., non-collectors') 
increasing dissatisfaction over inflated prices and obvious marketing 
ploys like crossover storylines and multiple covers of the same 
issue. Declining sales inevitably led to financial hardships for comic 
shops (many of which closed) and publishers (some of which, 
including Marvel, filed for bankruptcy). 
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More recently, however, comic books have enjoyed a renewed 
surge in popularity. In part, this popularity has been due to the impact 
of the Internet on fan communities of all kinds: .readers with the most 
idiosyncratic reading interests have been able to find others of like 
mind and participate in discussions about their favorite titles and 
characters; similarly, with online comic book stores and auction 
houses, the ability of readers to obtain previously hard-to-find books 
has markedly increased. 

Perhaps most significantly, the relatively higher profile that 
comics are now enjoying is, in no small part, due to the film indus
try. Of course the mainstream superhero films have received the 
most press (and Marvel's sale of the rights to many of its most 
popular characters helped rescue it from bankruptcy), but lesser 
known , edgier mainstream comics have also been adapted into 
high-profile films. The movies Sin City (2005), based on Frank 
Miller's comic, and V for Vendetta (2005), based on Alan Moore's 
graphic novel, have called attention to the fact that the mainstream 
is comprised of more than just superheroes. In addition, alternative 
comics have benefited with the release of acclaimed films like 
Crumb (1994), Ghost World (2000), and American Splendor 
(2003), all of which have drawn new attention to this medium. 

Reflecting and extending the zeitgeist, the popular press has 
responded with articles about and reviews of serious graphic nov
els; such pieces have appeared in the New York Times Book 
Review, Time.com, and Entertainment Weekly (which , it should be 
noted, is owned by Time Warner, the same conglomerate that 
owns DC Comics). The work of these publications is certainly help
ing the cause, as is the fact that "real" book publishers like Knopf, 
Random House, and Houghton Mifflin are publishing graphic nov
els; the latter publisher, in fact, has added a new addition to its 
"Best American" series: The Best American Comics 2006 (only 
time will tell if this title becomes an annual event). 

Also helping is the fact that many teachers and librarians 
have embraced this form and are introducing them into class
rooms and libraries. In fact, it is not at all difficult to find 
resources for librarians who are interested in creating or improv
ing their graphic novels collections. The Association of College 
and Research Librarians published , in their February 2005 issue 
of the C&RL News, an article entitled , "Comic Books and 
Graphic Novels: Digital Resources for an Evolving Form of Art 
and Literature. " What would Fredric Wertham's response be, I 
wonder, to the fact that this article was written by Leslie 
Bussert-an actual (gasp!) librarian? 
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Like Bussert, I have no problem mentioning comic books and lit
erature in the same sentence. The reasons for this opinion are cer
tainly interrelated and will continue to develop throughout this book, 
but I can enumerate the main three here. The first reason has to do 
with comics' position in our culture. As L mentioned earlier, comic 
books have, throughout their history, been seen as a disposable 
medium that is meant primarily for children. As a result of this view, 
they have been relegated to the margins of representational media. 
That is, comic books by and large are not accorded the same status 
as other forms such as novels or film. On the surface, such outsider 
status would seem to have a negative impact on the medium-and 
I suppose it has. But the marginality of comics has also allowed 
comic book creators to take advantage of others' (dis )regard for 
them in order to create representations that can be both surprising 
and subversive. If one characteristic of good literature is that it chal
lenges our way of thinking, then comics' cultural position is such that 
they are able to mount these challenges in unique ways. 

The second reason that I see comics as a sophisticated literary 
art form has to do with the self-consciousness that lies at the heart 
of comics' "graphic language," which always prevents us from 
"escaping" completely. Fredric Jameson contends that historical 
events-both large and small, public and personal-are available to 
us only indirectly through representations; he writes that "our 
approach . .. to the Real itself necessarily passes through its prior 
textualization" (35). In other words, we can "know" the past only 
through various representations. Whether we are dealing with fiction 
or nonfiction, these representations of the world come to us is some 
form of narrative, and "any narrative presents a selection and an 
ordering of material" (Brooks 13). In turn , narratives have authors 
with their own perspectives, biases, and agendas. Because the rep
resentation of the "Real" can be politically charged , and because I 
distrust authors who represent the past (and present) by remaining 
hidden or by making false claims to realism, I am intrigued by those 
creative works that in some way call attention to their own making. I 
have argued and will continue to argue that comic books do exactly 
this, for it is impossible for a comic book creator either to hide entire
ly or to project complete realism because of the medium's use of 
illustrations. That is, the comic book aesthetic projects unreality to 
some degree because every comic book is a drawn version of the 
world and , therefore, not "real. " 

In addition to this innate self-consciousness, comics have a his
tory of overtly underscoring their own artifice, and in so doing, they 
call necessary attention to the spaces between "the Real" and its 
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"textualization. " George Herriman's long-running strip Krazy Kat 
(1913-44 ), for instance, has often been praised for its self-reflexivi
ty. This comic featured a cast of anthropomorphized animals, but the 
main three were Krazy Kat, Ignatz Mouse, and Offisa Pup-all of 
whom were involved in a bizarre and counterintuitive "love triangle": 
Krazy loved Ignatz, Pup loved Krazy, and Ignatz beaned Krazy with 
bricks. This ongoing narrative was bolstered by Herriman's multiple 
and complex plays on words and his exploration (and demolition) of 
comics conventions. Critic M. Thomas lnge likens this strip to the 
Dadaist art movement, for both make us "aware that it is an artifice 
we are viewing , and the violation of conventions becomes a tech
nique itself to further its own ends" (51). Similarly, American comics 
pioneer Winsor McCay was fond of reminding readers of the fact that 
the comic possessed its own structure separate from reality. In one 
of his Little Sammy Sneeze strips, for example, the very framework 
of the six-panel comic is blown apart by the force of Sammy's 
sneeze. McCay was, even in the form's infancy, highlighting that 
comics traffic in unreality. In later years, comics' bread and butter 
would become the "unreal" worlds of super beings and talking ani
mals and whatnot, and the dominance of these genres over the 
medium's history all but ensures that people come to comics today 
hyperaware of their artificiality. Yet my belief is that rather than com
promising their ability to be a powerful form of representation, this 
perceived artificiality makes comic books an ideal medium to call 
attention creatively and insightfully to how the world is represented 
in texts of all kinds. 

My third and final reason for seeing comics as a sophisticated 
representational form is that their graphic language operates with a 
unique poetics that I will begin to discuss here in some detail and 
return to throughout this book. While acknowledging that "the comics 
form is infinitely plastic [and that] there is no single recipe for recon
ciling the various elements of the comics page" (Hatfield xiv), I will 
argue that some broad conclusions can and should be drawn (so to 
speak) about this medium. That is, comic narration blends and mod
ifies features shared by other art forms-especially literature, paint
ing , photography, and film. Like literature, comics contain written nar
rative and dialogue, and they employ devices such as characteriza
tion , conflict, plot, and all of those components of well-written fiction 
that we learn about in school. Unlike literature, comics are able, quite 
literally, to "put a human face" on a given subject. That is, comics 
blend words and pictures so that, in addition to reading text, readers 
"see" the characters through the illustrations. Like painting and pho
tography, a comic's illustrations can be both highly expressionistic or 
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realistic, and individual static panels incorporate principles of com
position, perspective, shading, and (if the publishing budget allows) 
color. Unlike these two artistic forms , however, comics use multiple 
images in succession to create narrative. Like film , the transitions 
between panels in comics function much the same as editing cuts, 
resembling film's ability to manipulate time and space. Unlike film , 
comics do not rely on photographic representation but on illustration. 
Also unlike film, the images in comics are "read" more like paintings 
and photographs rather than "watched" like movies. And while film 
and comic narrative both rely on a succession of still images, the 
transitions between those still images in film are far less visible than 
between those in comics. That is, we do not notice the still images 
in a film (they move too fast at twenty-four frames per second); in 
comics, because the still images are laid out before us, we are free 
to examine how one illustration moves to the next. 

All of these characteristics funnel into a core attribute of comics' 
graphic language: the unique ways in which one "reads" this lan
guage. More specifically, the interplay between the written and visu
al is a complicated process; a comic "does not 'happen ' in the words, 
or the pictures, but somewhere in-between, in what is sometimes 
known as 'the marriage of text and image"' (Sabin 1993 9). Because 
this "in-between" space is difficult to identify and varies from title to 
title , reading comic books requires an active though largely subcon
scious participation on the part of the reader. Such participation has 
been referred to as "closure, " whereby the reader fills in the details 
of the empty spaces between the panels, and the result of this 
process is to "foster an intimacy ... between creator and audience" 
(McCloud 64, 69). One significant outcome of closure is that readers 
are able to sympathize and empathize with comic book characters in 
unique ways. Another significant outcome is that we read the com
bination of words and pictures differently than we do either words 
exclusively or pictures exclusively. 

The nature of this reading is somewhat unusual.9 On the one 
hand, comics are read , as are literature and film , in a linear fashion , 
meaning that the reading progresses from point A to point B and so 
on. Part of comics' graphic language is the alteration of panel size 
and shape to influence, for various purposes, the pace of reading. 
But because these panels form page-length and sometimes multi
ple-page-length layouts, reading a comic is not always linear. That 
is, unlike film , which unspools at a more or less predetermined (and 
from the viewer's perspective, uncontrollable) pace, comics creators 
can play with the design of ari entire page by manipulating the visu
als within panels and the panels themselves within the page to ere-

Figure 1.1. Copyright Jaime Hernandez. 
Image appears courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 
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ate additional layers of meaning. Thus, a comic, in addition to unfold
ing temporally, also exists "all at once," and this existence is a fea
ture unique to this medium. 

One of my favorite examples of this principle is the first page of 
Jaime Hernandez's story, "Flies on the. Ceiling" (1989). The story 
recounts his character Isabel (lzzy) Ortiz's . strange experiences in 
Mexico, but the first page presents her struggle to write as unpleas
ant memories from the past-her divorce, abortion, suicide 
attempt-crowd her consciousness (see Figure 1.1 ). The page is 
what is referred to by industry practitioners as a standard nine-panel 
page, and it is virtually text-free. Read in a linear fashion, we see 
how lzzy's tension increases along with the severity of her memo
ries. If we consider the page as a whole, however, new meanings 
come to light. For example, the page's central panel (a position that 
often carries the greatest visual weight because of its prime place
ment) is the only panel of lzzy's memories in which she does not 
appear in some way. One interpretation of its placement and her 
absence could be that this is her most difficult memory. Also, anoth
er interesting meaning arises by looking at the page as a whole. The 
panels containing lzzy's memories form an X shape over the entire 
page, suggesting that her past is "crossing out" any possibility for 
peace in her present. Such meanings abound in comics. 

As this example suggests, comics are a unique form of narrative. 
Other features of the medium-the wide variety of available narra
tive points of view, the physical texture of the comic, the nature of 
comics' publishing, and the malleability of comic narrative-allow for 
additional methods of narrative that are highly sophisticated and 
unavailable in other media. To give some sense of how complicated 
and unique storytelling in comics can be, let's look briefly at two 
works: issue #22 of Eightba/1, by Daniel Clowes, and Love and 
Rockets, by Gilbert and Jaime Hernandez. 

Eightba/1 #22 (2001) is one of the latest issues in Daniel Clowes's 
series, which he began in 1989 and has published sporadically (as 
is typical of many independent comic book artists) since then. This 
comic book has been the main showcase for Clowes's work, rang
ing from short, standalone "gag" strips to long, serialized narratives. 
In fact, the graphic novels that Clowes is best known for-Ghost 
World (1997) and David Boring (2000)-originally appeared in 
installments within the pages of Eightba/1. Eightba/1 #22 represents a 
departure of sorts for the title insofar as it is a self-contained narra
tive comprising twenty-nine more or less interrelated stories .1o The 
main narrative thread of Eightba/1 #22 involves the seemingly unmo
tivated kidnapping of young David Goldberg in a town not used to 
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such dramatic events. In fact, the kidnapping itself is a bit of a nar
rative MacGuffin, for Clowes's real intent is to explore the psycholo
gies of the town's oddball citizens-particularly the self-proclaimed 
(and self-deluded) "Poet Laureate of Ice Haven," Random Wilder; 
Vida, granddaughter of Random Wilder's literary nemesis; Violet, a 
lovelorn high schooler who can't stand her mother and new stepfa
ther; and Charles, a classmate of the kidnapped David and step
brother to Violet, whom he loves. 

One significant achievement by Clowes in Eightba/1 #22 is the 
demonstration of the different ways that comics can present a vari
ety of narrative perspectives within a single work. Clowes presents 
three of his first person narrators-Wilder, Vida, and Violet-in large
ly different ways. For example, we know Wilder mainly through sto
ries in which he delivers extended monologues, via word balloon, to 
the reader. Clowes uses no thought bubbles or text boxes with 
Wilder; all of the failed writer's views come to us through direct 
address. In the case of Vida, most of her thoughts come to us 
through her writing (she is the founder and sole contributor of The 
Weekly, an idiosyncratic 'zine in which she offers her views on 
humanity). Thus, she addresses us directly-as her readers
through text box narration. Violet's narration is different yet; specifi
cally, Clowes presents her thoughts not in the conventional method 
of thought balloons but instead in diary entries (in "Seventeen") and 
text boxes (in "Violet in Love"). Each of these methods creates a 
slightly different first person narration that fosters different relation
ships between character and reader. Wilder's word balloons-where 
he speaks aloud, to no one in particular-makes him self-important, 
odd, and somewhat pathetic. In Vida's case, however, her direct 
address is naturalized insofar as she is obViously speaking to fans 
of The Weekly. This positioning fosters a conspiratorial-but still dis
tanced-relationship with the reader. Violet's narration, because it 
arrives to us through her diary and because her thoughts are of a 
more intimate nature, comes off as voyeuristic, and as a result she 
is a far more sympathetic character than either Wilder or Vida. 

Clowes also shows how comics can present a third-person narra
tive point of view in different ways, and he does this mainly through 
his varied presentations of Charles. In "Our Children and Their 
Friends," Charles is presented from a distanced third-person per
spective that contains no interiority save for what he reveals in dia
logue to others (see Figure 1.2). In "David Goldberg Is Missing," by 
contrast, Charles's thoughts are revealed through cutaway panels. At 
this particular point in the narrative, Charles is afraid that his class
mate Carmichael might have been telling the truth when he told him 



Figure 1.2. Copyright Daniel Clowes. 
Image appears courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 

that he killed David Goldberg. Clowes represents these fears com
pletely through the visuals; specifically, he presents separate panels 
that interrupt images of Charles fretting in bed (see Figure 1.3). In 
"Charles," Clowes presents Charles's point of view through a mixture 
of dialogue and thought balloons (see Figure 1.4), allowing us to 
apprehend a contrast between Charles's external and internal world. 
Because of the numerous permutations between word and image 
available in the comics form , the answer to the always important 
question of who tells the story can become both layered and complex. 

In addition to exploring the variety of narrative perspectives pos
sible in comics, Clowes also manipulates his images to show how 
comics have a kind of physical "texture" that can create added lay
ers of meaning to a story. Consider three different "versions" of 
Charles that appear within Eightba/1 #22. In the aforementioned 
story, "Our Children and Their Friends," Charles is rendered in full 
color as a passive character insofar as he barely speaks and we 
have no access to his thoughts. In another story-"Charles"-he is 
rendered more stylistically, in a pinkish hue and spewing comically 
overwrought lamentations about his unrequited love for Violet. Both 
the images and characterizations here provide a stark contrast to 
"Charles." In yet another story-"Charles and His Therapist"-the 
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Figure 1.3. Copyright Daniel Clowes. 
Image appears courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 
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Figure 1.4. Copyright Daniel Clowes. 
Image appears courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 
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final panel represents an amalgam of the previous two: the image is 
visually stylized in a similar fashion to the previous one-Ciowes 
replaces pink with blue here-but in terms of text, we are given a 
contrast between what he · says and what he thinks. This particular 
presentation is at once more revelatory ,of Charles's character than 
the first panel and more realistic than the second. Taken together, 
Charles becomes a model for the complex characterization possible 
in comics as Clowes exploits part of the medium's formal e!ements.11 
Again, this is a method of character presentation that is simply not 
available to artists and writers in other media. 

Other dimensions of a comic book's "texture" lie in its presenta
tion and physical aspects, and throughout Eightba/1 #22, Clowes 
exploits these features to create a wholly orig inal presentation of his 
characters and stories. Within the context of this comic, some of 
these twenty-nine stories are more realistically visual than others. 
Some stories, by contrast, are quite self-consciously presented as 
comics. For example, "Julie Patheticstein ," "Mrs. Ames," "Kim Lee," 
and "Officer Kaufman" are all in the format of a four-panel newspa
per strip. In addition, one story, "Blue Bunny," features an anthropo
morphic rabbit-a mainstay of cartoons and "funny animal" 
comics-as the main character, and another story, "Rocky 100,000 
B.C. ," stars a sociopath caveman who resembles Fred Flintstone. 12 
In addition, Clowes manipulates the very texture of the page by plac
ing some stories-like "David Goldberg Is Missing" and "Charles"
on off-white pages that call to mind yellowing newspaper. Through 
all of these methods, Clowes reminds us that we are reading a 
comic, and this reminder creates an ongoing and interesting tension 
between our engagement with and estrangement from the stories 
and their characters. This tension is intensified in the book's last 
story, "Harry Naybors Explains Everything ," in which one of the pre
viously introduced characters-a comic book expert, no less
deconstructs Eightba/1 #22 while at the same time hawking Clowes's 
other books and products. What is truly amazing about these stories 
that call attention to their constructed nature is that they do not ren
der Eightba/1 #22 incoherent; instead, such manipulation of text and 
texture allows a reader to enter the narrative at several levels. Like 
the French New Wave filmmakers and the metafictionalists of the 
1960s, Clowes makes the texture of his medium apparent to us with 
directness and variety. And , just as those media had their own 
unique methods of deconstructing their work, so too do comics. 13 

Love and Rockets (1982-present) by brothers Gilbert and Jaime 
Hernandez demonstrates other important dimensions of the unique 
poetics of comics. Since their very first issue, Gilbert and Jaime 
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Hernandez-and sometimes their brother, Mario-have been writing 
a sprawling narrative featuring a multitude of characters and locales. 
Gilbert's stories are set primarily in the fictional Central American vil
lage of Palomar, while Jaime's characters inhabit Hoppers, a barrio 
that bears a striking resemblance to Oxnard , where the Hernandez 
brothers grew up. In contrast to the single-issue Eightba/1 #22, Love 
and Rockets is a massive, continuing work; it was published by 
Fantagraphics Books from 1982 to 1996, and then again from 2000 
to the present. While Love and Rockets took a four-year hiatus, 
Gilbert and Jaime did not. The two continued to produce comics fea
turing their characters and introducing a few new ones.14 Both broth
ers write, draw, and ink their own work, and there is no significant 
crossover-save thematic-between their sets of characters and 
stories. When published as individual issues, Love and Rockets gen
erally features the work of both brothers. These issues have also 
been collected in trade paperbacks, which to date number twenty
two volumes. The early volumes of these trade paperback collec
tions, like the comics themselves, feature the work of both brothers. 
Since the late 1980s, however, the collections have been separat
ed.1s In addition to the regular publication of both the comic and the 
trade paperbacks, two massive hardcovers have been released : 
Palomar: The Heartbreak Soup Stories (2003), a 512-page collection 
of most of Gilbert's Palomar stories, and Locas: The Maggie and 
Hopey Stories (2004 ), a 780-page collection of brother Jaime's 
Hoppers stories. As a whole, Love and Rockets js a character-driven 
saga in which Gilbert and Jaime's main-and strongest-characters 
are women.16 What drives all of these narratives are the relationships 
among the characters, and if forced to reduce Love and Rockets to 
its very essence, I would say that the entire work is a study of the 
many dimensions of love. But discussing this entire work is not my 
intent here; instead, I wish to highlight features of this comic book 
that help to establish comics' unique representational strategies. 

First, Love and Rockets demonstrates how comics are the ideal 
medium in which to examine characters over a long period of time. 
Unlike other media, comics allow characters to age-almost in real 
time-over the duration of a particular book, which in the case of 
Love and Rockets is approaching twenty years. Gilbert and Jaime 
have embraced the naturalistic possibilities of this feature: unlike 
most mainstream titles, where the superheroes are ageless, Los 
Bros. Hernandez have aged their characters not only in the matura
tion of their perspectives and attitudes, but in their physical features 
as well. In Gilbert's stories, his main character, Luba, has obtained 
more wrinkles and weight as the years have passed (see Figure 



Figure 1.5. Copyright Gilbert Hernandez. 
Images appear courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 

Figure 1.6. Copyright Jaime Hernandez. 
Images appear courtesy of Fantagraphics Books, Inc. 
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1.5). Jaime's main character, Maggie Chascarillo, has similarly aged 
(see Figure 1.6). Such naturalism over an extended period of time is 
possible only because comics are both serialized and drawn. Thus, 
creators have much more freedom with their characters than do 
authors of more traditional literature. One important effect of this fea
ture is that comics can foster close connections with their reader
ship. As one longtime Love and Rockets reader writes, "I started 
reading L&R as I said when I was 11 and the characters were in their 
late teens. Now, I'm in my mid-20s and they're in their mid-30s, and 
I love it that I see the way my life & attitudes have slightly changed 
mirrored in the way theirs have. I don't find it depressing that they're 
ageing, but again, beautiful" (Shamsavari 31 ). Another reader writes, 
"I'm continually amazed at how I can always learn something new 
about your characters when I've watched them for over 15 years. It's 
like real people in that you never know everything about them" 
(Leroy 8). These readers' connections to Love and Rockets bear out 
the views of one critic, who writes, "Graphic art is the artistic medi
um perhaps most suited to chronicling life as it is lived: as a visual 
record of physical action and change, and an emotional record of 
people as the sum parts of their speech, interactions, and relation
ships with the outside world" (Benfer). Not surprisingly, the subject of 
this article is the portrayal of women by the Hernandez Brothers in 
their long-running series. 

A second feature demonstrated in Love and Rockets, and one 
that is a crucial component of comics' graphic language, is the mal
leability of comic narrative. In part, this malleability is reflected in the 
multiplicity of perspectives and layering of form evident in Eightba/1 
#22, but it also emerges in the ability of comic book creators to revis
it and reopen unexplored smaller narratives within a larger one with 
a freedom that is all but impossible in other media. In volume eight 
of the complete Love and Rockets-Blood of Palomar (1989)
Gilbert tells the story "Human Diastrophism," a multichapter saga 
that interweaves several narrative threads, including one that cen
ters on Tonantzin, a woman who undergoes a political awakening 
over the course of the book. Eventually, she and her lover, Khamo, 
leave Palomar, and the two of them travel to their country's capital in 
order to participate in some unspecified political demonstration. At 
the end of Blood of Palomar, we learn from news reports that 
Tonantzin has immolated herself as part of the protest. Khamo, 
unaware of her intentions, attempted to save her and was burned 
beyond recognition. He survived, returning to Palomar to marry 
Luba, with whom he had previously fathered two children. Twelve 
years and eleven volumes later, in Luba in America (2001 ), Gilbert 
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returns to the story of Tonantzin and Khamo. One story in that vol
ume, "Poseur," is an eight-page chronicle of Khamo's life, which has 
been characterized by constant redefinition. On the penultimate 
page of the story, Gilbert .delivers an extended scene between 
Khamo and Tonantzin on the eve of her self-immolation. Readers of 
the earlier story know that Khamo was · unaware of what she was 
going to do, and this part of the story remains consistent here. What 
we gain through this revisitation , however, is a new understanding of 
Tonantzin. At the end of Blood of Palomar, her sacrifice was both 
sudden and shocking, and our last impression of her in that previous 
book was as an impassioned but somewhat na"lve revolutionary. As 
she tells her sister, "me and Khamo are going to join groups from 
one side of a serious political battle and then later join the opposite 
side, so we can find out the truth of matters" (1 01 ). In "Poseur, " how
ever, we get a new insight into Tonantzin as she both forces Khamo 
to be a responsible father and searches earnestly for some way to 
make a difference (124). Throughout the history of Love and 
Rockets, the Hernandezes constantly play with chronology and 
return to the past to re-explore old narratives by opening up new 
ones within them.17 The point here is that with comics, as Gilbert and 
Jaime Hernandez have shown, the characters are never finished 
developing, the story is never over; unlike other media, one of the 
defining characteristics of comics is that narrative structure is infi
nitely malleable, and earlier points of narrative may be reopened, 
added to , or altered.1B 

Clowes and the Hernandez Brothers are but two examples of the 
exemplary talent today that is using the comic book to create highly 
original and expressive works. And they are certainly not alone. · 
Noteworthy contemporaries of these three individuals include Alison 
Bechdel, Debbie Drechsler, Charles Burns, Phoebe Gloeckner, Alex 
Robinson , Joe Sacco, Adrian Tomine, Chris Ware, and many others, 
any of .":'hom I could have used to explore comics' graphic language. 
In add1t1on, there are the comic book creators who have influenced 
these individuals (e.g. , Robert Crumb, Art Spiegelman), and the gen
eration that influenced those creators (e.g., Carl Barks, Jack Kirby, 
Harvey Kurtzman) and so on and so on. This outstanding work is not 
limited to the United States. Comics are a global literary form, with 
tal~nted writers and artists emerging from all over the world: Japan 
(H1deshi Hino, Yoshihiro Tatsumi, Hayao Miyazaki , Keiji Nakazawa), 
l~rael (Rutu Modan), Iran (Marjane Satrapi), Norway (Jason), 
Finland (Tove Jansson), France (David B. , Dupuy & Berberian, Rene 
Goscinny, Herge, Jacques Tardi), Canada (Chester Brown, Julie 
Doucet, Joe Matt, Seth), the United Kingdom (Warren Ellis, Garth 
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Ennis, Neil Gaiman, Alan Moore, Grant Morrison, Sue Coe), 
Southeast Asia (Lat) , Central and South America (Enrique Breccia, 
Antonio Prohias, Eduardo Risso), Africa (Marguerite Abouet, Joe 
Daly) and elsewhere. Looking ahead , there are young and promis
ing comic book creators who are already making their own unique 
marks in this medium: Jessica Abel , Ellen Forney, Paul 
Hornschemeier, Kevin Huizenga, R. Kikuo Johnson , Craig 
Thompson , Brian K. Vaughan , and many others. Indeed, this medi
um is so replete with talent, promise, and accomplishment that it is 
impossible to be exhaustive. Even attempting to be exhaustive-as 
with my name-dropping above-carries with it the danger of trivializ
ing the medium by assuming that everything important can be listed , 
that all of the "noncrud" can be contained. 

As with any literary study, choices must be made. I chose 
Clowes and the Hernandezes for two main reasons. First, their 
work demonstrates the wide variety possible in comic narrative: 
like Clowes , some creators use a single issue as their tableau ; oth
ers, like Gilbert and Jaime Hernandez, choose a more "grand" nar
rative that spans many novel-length books; and still others-in 
fact , most others-fall somewhere in between . And second , these 
three creators and their works serve nicely as an introduction to 
discussing my main point, which I will continue to develop in the 
chapters that follow: comic books are a true "literature." Certainly 
arguments have been made, both implicitly and explicitly, on behalf 
of the artistic merit of comic books, but what would be useful-and 
what has been missing from critical writing on this medium-is a 
close comparative analysis between comics and other media 
whose literary value most people would not argue. For this book, I 
have chosen memoir, Holocaust memoir and photography, jour
nalism, film , and "literature" (you know, the "classics"), and I have 
chosen these particular types of works because they are the ones 
that I teach , talk about, and return to again and again for any num
ber of reasons-in short, they represent, along with comics, the lit
erature that I love. But in addition to being forms that I admire a 
great deal , they are all-relative to the history of letters and literary 
studies-newcomers whose worth had to be demonstrated , 
argued and debated. It is easy to forget that university departments 
and programs focusing on autobiography, Holocaust studies, jour
nalism, or film-now plentiful and present in any major institute of 
higher education-have been in existence only for the last forty 
years or so. These literatures-today considered worthy of literary 
study-had to move out of their own margins and did so with the 
aid of motivated advocates. 
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In the following chapters, I discuss each of these literatures in 
terms of what makes them interesting-their history, their artistic 
approaches to their subjects, their key issues-and then I look 
closely at their comic book "counterparts" to show how comics are 
a unique and sophisticated representational medium that can 
express formal, thematic, and political issues in ways directly 
attributable to either their poetics or their cultural positioning or 
some interesting combination of the two. What follows is a brief 
synopsis of each chapter. 

In Chapter Two, the "legitimate" writing against which I position 
comic books is the memoir. In recent years, this genre of writing has 
become one of the most popular literary forms, garnering attention 
among academics, the popular press, and the general reader. Taken 
as a whole, memoirs have raised several important issues, including 
the variety of ways in which one may present his or her life story, the 
tricky exploration of what constitutes an "identity" or "self," and the 
troublesome relationship between autobiographical writing and 
"truth." Not surprisingly, one of the richest genres in comic books
particularly among alternative comic book creators-is autobiogra
phy, and the best of these works raise the very same issues as their 
prose counterparts, but given the unique formal principles of comics, 
they animate these issues in slightly different, no less sophisticated, 
and just as interesting ways. In fact, the very nature of the medium 
allows comic book memoirists to explore various issues of self-rep
resentation in ways not fully available to writers of prose memoirs. 

In Chapter Three I continue my study of memoir, but in a more 
focused way. One of the most interesting (and distressing) subgen
res of autobiographical writing is Holocaust memoir-the writing 
about their experience by people associated with the Holocaust. 
Among this group of works, issues about writer identity and repre
sentational strategies become particularly acute given the extremity 
of the history in question. In this chapter, I examine how Art 
Spiegelman's Maus adeptly reflects key issues in Holocaust memoir 
as well as another important representation of that history: photog
raphy. While this latter category might not be, technically, a "litera
ture," photography is nevertheless a form of representation that is 
taken more seriously than comic books. My argument here is essen
tially twofold: first, that using the comic book form allows Spiegelman 
to approach this difficult topic in ways unavailable to those recount
ing their Holocaust experiences in traditional prose, and second, that 
Spiegelman uses comic book art to rethink what has become the 
Holocaust's defining-and silencing-representational feature: its 
photographic images. What Spiegelman's Maus gives to readers , I 
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will argue, is a new model for understanding this particular history, 
which so often defies understanding. . . . . 

In Chapter Four, I turn my attention to JOUrnalism and, 1nd1rectly, 
the politics of representation . Admittedly, "journalism"· is a broa_d term 
that encompasses many different media1 approaches, and a~1tu_des . 
one of the most common associations that people make w1th JOur
nalism is objectivity; that is, the journalist must, above all else, be a 
neutral observer. In the 1960s, however, severa~ writers chall~ng~d 
this notion and wrote in a style that called attent1o~ to,th~ subjectiv
ity inherent in all journalism. These "N~w J_ournallsts _ra1sed ques
tions about how we represent the world m pnnt, and the1r work-a~d , 
certainly, their personalities-were both _radical a~d controversial. 
over time, however, the subversive prom1se of the1~. work_ has been 
incorporated into the mainstream to the ~xtent that creat1ve nonfic
tion" now stands, unironically, as a true literary genre. My argument 
in this chapter is that comic book journalists have taken up the cause 
of the New Journalists and are revitalizing the once-tre~chant ques
tions about subjectivity and representation that have s1nce become 
obscured. As with the previous chapters, my argument large!~ c~n
ters on how comics' graphic language and their cultural posit1on1ng 
makes such invigoration possible. . . 

In Chapter Five, this issue of how comic books are pos1t1?ned cul
turally and politically becomes more pronounced .. In the f1rst thre.e 
chapters-and especially in Chapter !hree~l . 1mply that com1c 
books due to the conflict between the1r soph1st1cated representa
tional 'strategies and popular (mis)conceptio~s about th.eir lack of 
sophistication, are able to recreate t~e world m provocative. and .. at 
times, politically charged ways. In th1s chapter, I move that Implica
tion to direct argument by focusing on the 1940s .and 1950s: whe~ 
both comics and film were hard at work representing war. Th1s pen
ad is especially revealing given th~ similarities .and differences 
between the two industries and the1r representations of war.- My 
overall argument is that despite being den.igrated ~s a ~argely JUVe
nile medium the work done in certain com1c book t1tles 1n the 1940s 
and 1950s ~as more visually and politically sophisticated than war 
films of the same era. In making this argument, I continue to devel
op the idea of "powerful marginality": that comi~s , precis~ly because 
they are considered a marginal form, are a v1able vehicle for sub
versive and even incendiary political messages. 

In Chapter Six, 1 look at "Literature" in a more foc.used mann~r, 
concentrating on the "canon." More s.pecific~lly, I e~am1ne ho~ ~om1c 
books have positioned themselves 1n ~elat~?n to .th~ class1cs .. and 
how they force us to rethink the question, What IS literature? The 
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works that I consider begin with the early line of Classics Illustrated 
and end with more contemporary comics, including the work of two 
mainstream masters-Alan Moore and Neil Gaiman-all of which 
reinterpret literary works-through the lens of comics. Over the history 
of these comics, there is a marked prqgression of this reinterpreta
tion. Early on, comic book adaptations of canonical literature sought 
to efface their own medium while introducing readers to the "great 
works"; more recently, these types of comic books embraced their 
medium's poetics with greater energy; yet another recent approach 
by comic book artists has been to meld comic book and literary sen
sibilities in such a way as to argue that comics are indeed an impor
tant form of literature. In light of ongoing debates about the literary 
canon, these works-along with the others that I have discussed 
throughout this book-invite us to think more deeply about how liter
ary merit is accorded and why this is ,a question worth pursuing. 

When I discuss writing with my students, I always tell them to 
emphasize depth over breadth, to narrow their focus to a smaller 
number of materials so that they may analyze more deeply. In writ
ing this book, I have found myself sometimes guilty of ignoring my 
own advice. While of course my aim is to achieve both depth and 
breadth, I have also tried to incorporate as many comic book works 
as I could reasonably handle. With the exception of Chapter Three, 
where my focus is primarily on Art Spiegelman's Maus, I have 
attempted to offer a large sampling of relevant comic book titles. I 
could have very easily focused Chapter Two entirely on , say, Harvey 
Pekar's American Splendor or Craig Thompson's Blankets; likewise, 
there was probably no need, in Chapter Four, to look much beyond 
the work of Joe Sacco to make my points. But my striving for breadth 
is reflected in my book's main objective. That is, I am making an 
argument here that excellence in comic books is not isolated to a few 
titles but is much more prevalent. I do not want interested readers of 
this book to seek out one or two authors; I want them to want to track 
down many. Even so, my study is by no means exhaustive. Truly, 
such a goal is impossible: there are simply too many good comic 
books currently available, and more are being published all the time. 
I find that I have been writing this book with a steadily growing anx
iety about the number of new releases that could quite easily fit into 
one (or several) of these chapters. 

I have watched the colonization of my bookshelves by these 
inviting and troublesome works, and as I have investigated this 
passion and obsession of mine further, it has become clearer to me 
why these books are often the first thing I reach for when I am look
ing to escape-and not escape-from the world in which I live. 
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These books and their graphic language have rev.:arded me with 
a in narratives, memorable characters, and 1deas a~d per

:n~c~ve; that stay with me long after 1 replace the book e1~her o.n 
t~e shelf or to its protective polyethylene bag: If, aft~r readl~g thiS 
book, you begin to appreciate the co~plexity of whl~~ coml~.s are 

able and begin to reconsider what 1t means to be literary,. then 
f~~ve accomplished my goal. And if you're not already the. kmdh~f 

erson who can name all of the different Gree~ Lanterns Sln.ce IS 
~ · 1948's A/1-American Com1cs #16-that IS, the first appearance 1n . h 1 ·11 
kind of person who is predisposed to agree With me-t en WI 
claim an even greater success. 



30 ROCCO VERSACI 

Notes 

1. To a large extent, I use the terms "comics," "comic book," and "graphic novel" 
somewhat interchangeably throughout this and subsequent chapters. "Comics" 
is a somewhat generic term that often refers to both comic books and comic 
strips. There are, of course, important di.fferen~es between these two forms, but 
my use of the word "comics" is meant to indicate the general aesthetic feature 
that is present in both-the interplay of word and image-and the more specific 
aesthetic and cultural features that are present in comic books-page layout, 
longer narratives, separately published issues, readers' attitudes, and others. 
Different terms have been proposed to better denote this form, the most famous 
of which is probably Will Eisner's "sequential art. " Comics scholars who have 
taken up this term have done so, in part, to "sidestep associations with the bur
lesque and the ridiculous" (Witek 6), but several points of my larger argument 
depend on just these types of associations. As for "graphic novels," this term at 
times refers to multi-issue story arcs that have been collected into one volume 
and essentially tells the same story that originally appeared in serialized form. In 
other cases, graphic novels are original publications, having never appeared 
before in the comic book form. This latter situation was once pretty rare, but is 
now becoming more common. In terms of comics' "graphic language," a term 
that I will use throughout this book and explain in some detail in this introduction, 
there is little difference between the comic book and the graphic novel; both 
engage the same set of formal principles. In terms of culture and commerce, 
however, there are important differences between a comic book and a graphic 
novel. For one thing, graphic novels are more "acceptable" forms of reading
particularly by adults. The word "novel," of course, calls to mind the form of 
choice for Dickens, Wharton, and Hemingway-you know, "real" literature. In 
addition, bookstores prefer to carry graphic novels rather than comic books 
because, in part, they have a thick spine, sit nicely upon a shelf, and, overall , 
look more like "real" books. On a recent trip to Borders-who much to their cred
it carry both graphic novels and comic books-1 saw that the former group had 
their own bookshelf while the latter were on a wire rack alongside the magazines 
(other "disposable" reading). Another important difference involves the produc
tion and packaging of these forms. In most comic books there is a "letters" col
umn, which is a forum where readers engage with the book's creator(s). These 
columns form a central component to comics culture and are the prime example 
of how uniquely interactive this community is. Several comic book writers, such 
as Marv Wolfman , began as fans writing letters; in addition, the storylines of 
many comic books have been influenced by fan input through these letter 
columns and other venues. However, when individual comic books are collect
ed into a graphic novel, these columns are the first to be jettisoned. Also given 
the ax are the advertisements, which are valuable for cultural critics who study 
a particular era and use comic books as part of their source materials. The rela
tively privileged status of the graphic novel is evident in my own method as well : 
throughout this book, when given the choice to cite an individual comic book or 
its graphic novel incarnation, I tend to opt for the latter, mainly because the 
graphic novel versions are the ones that will be most accessible commercially to 
interested readers . Books remain in print; comic books wind up in dusty "back 
issues" boxes in hard-to-find comic book stores. 
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2. This little gem is known affectionately as "Sturgeon's Law." 

3. Although I address portions of the history of the development of the comic book 
in this and other chapters, a complete survey lies far beyond the scope of this 
book. Besides, such histories already exist in several excellent studies. My per
sonal favorites are Mike Benton's The Comic Book in America (1993), Ron 
Goulart's Over 50 Years of American Comic Books (1991 ), and Roger Sabin's 
Comics, Comix & Graphic Novels: A History of Comic Art (1996). All three of 
these books discuss comic art generally and comic books specifically. For a 
complete and cogent study of comic strips, I recommend Judith O'Sullivan's The 
Great American Comic Strip (1990) and, for the early years of the comic strip, 
Coulton Waugh 's The Comics (1947). 

4. What a difference sixty or so years can make: today's bookstores and libraries 
are excellent places to find comics. 

5. Today, the Comics Code is largely irrelevant, but at the time, it was quite seri
ous. In effect, if a publisher wanted to sell a particular comic book at either a 
newsstand, drugstore, or grocery store, then the book needed to have the impri
matur of the Comics Code-the "Seal of Approval." At the time, these retail loca
tions represented the only venue in which to sell a comic book. Thus, if a comic 
did not conform to the strictures of the Code, then for all intents and purposes it 
could not be sold. 

6. When I first proposed my course "Comic Books as Literature" to the Curriculum 
Committee at the college where I teach, there was excitement, but a couple of 
members did ask if I wanted to change the name to "Graphic Novels as 
Literature." I declined, and the course went forward as I originally named it. 

7. See Stan Lee's The Amazing Spider-Man: The Death of Gwen Stacy (2001), 
which reprints the 1971 comics in which Peter Parker's friend , Harry Osborne, 
becomes addicted to pills. Also relevant is Dennis O'Neill and Neal Adams's 
Green Lantern/Green Arrow Volumes I and II (2004 ), which reprint the two cre
ators' landmark run from 1970 to 1974; during this period, their heroes deal with 
racism, drug addition, child abuse, and other important social issues. 

8. In fact, many of these practitioners, such as Lynda Barry, Charles Burns, 
Krystine Kryttre , and Gary Panter, all appeared in the pages of Spiegelman's 
anthology periodical Raw, in which Maus was originally serialized. Others self
published, and the most successful practitioner of this route is probably Harvey 
Pekar, whose revolutionary autobiographical series, American Splendor, first 
appeared in 1976. It is currently being published by DC Comics. 

9. Readers interested in a theoretical examination of the complexities of reading 
comics should take a look at Chapter Two of Charles Hatfield's Alternative 
Comics: An Emerging Literature (2005). 

10. Interestingly enough, though this issue is self-contained (i.e., is not a portion of 
a longer narrative) and runs thirty-eight pages (including inside covers), 
Eightba/1 #22 was reformatted and expanded by Clowes and published as the 
graphic novel Ice Haven by Pantheon Books in 2005. This and the other titles 
by Clowes are emblematic of a unique feature of comics: the tendency for a 
given narrative to exist in several different formats. Revised texts of novels are 
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pretty rare-John Fowles's The Magus (1965 & 1977) and Stephen King 's The 
Stand (1978 & 1990) are the only examples that spring immediately to mind (I 'm 
sure there are others) and the advent of DVD and its showcasing of "director's 
cuts" and "bonus features" is fairly recent, certainly postdating the "repackaging" 
of comic book narratives inlo trade paperback collections and graphic novels. 

11 . The principle of character mutability is cdntinually enacted in mainstream 
comics through the common practice of changing writers and artists over the 
course of a given comic book's existence. That is, each new writer and artist add 
dimension to an already existing character by "remaking" him or her in their nar
ratives. The closest analogy from another medium might be the James Bond 
franchise and the several different actors who have played that character with 
their own particular inflections. The most pointed and self-conscious illustration 
of this principle in comics is Warren Ellis and John Cassaday's Planetary! 
Batman: Night on Earth (2001 ), in which the Planetary team of Elijah Snow, 
Jakita Wagner, and the Drummer Boy chase a killer through various iterations 
of Gotham City, where they encounter different versions of Batman. Ellis and 
Cassaday have a keen sense of Batman's history and they show both the com
plicated nature of this character and the strength of this particular medium in 
exploring such complexity. 

12. One may be wondering how "Blue Bunny" and "Rocky" fit in with the other sto
ries. In the case of "Blue Bunny," the title character is a bizarre version of a 
stuffed rabbit toy belonging to George, the younger, silent chum of Charles who 
serves mainly as audience for Charles's angst-filled soliloquies. As for Rocky, he 
may have been Ice Haven's earliest resident; during his wanderings, he comes 
across a huge, knob-shaped rock, which is Ice Haven's natural landmark. Both 
stories demonstrate how far Clowes is willing to stretch the boundaries of his 
narrative and its characters. 

13. The latest issue of Eightba/1 (as of this writing) is #23, and in it, Clowes contin
ues the experimentation reflected in Eightba/1 #22: #23, known as The Death 
Ray, is at once a deconstruction of the superhero mythos and an exploration of 
the comic book form . In my mind , these two issues taken together represent the 
most economical and thorough exploration of a given medium ever delivered by 
an artist or writer. 

14. Beginning with this four-year period, Gilbert produced Luba and Luba 's Comics 
and Stories while Jaime produced Penny Century. The stories from these 
comics have also been included in the Love and Rockets trade paperbacks. 

15. The first six volumes of the collected Love and Rockets featured work by both 
Gilbert and Jaime. Beginning with volume seven, Jaime's The Death of Speedy 
(1989), the trade paperbacks have featured one of the two brothers exclusive
ly. The two exceptions have been volume nine, Flies on the Ceiling (1991 ), and 
volume fifteen, Hernandez Satyricon (1997). 

16. Along with Neil Gaiman's Sandman (1988-96), Love and Rockets boasts as 
many female as male readers (Bender 117}-a significant achievement in comic 
books. 

17. One of the most interesting cit these "new" narratives has not yet been written. 
It comes to me anecdotally, but from a pretty good source: the author himself. 
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In the spring of 2001, I taught the first version of my Comic Books as Literature 
class. One of the books that I assigned was Jaime Hernandez's The Death of 
Speedy. The titular event of this book is ambiguously rendered; it is unclear 
whether Speedy has been killed by rival gang members or died by his own hand. 
This ambiguity enhances the story and allows for good classroom discussion . 
That semester, I was fortunate to have convinced Jaime (who lives about an 
hour and a half away from the college where I teach) to visit my class. He didn't 
know me, so getting him to come required stalkerlike diligence on my part. Prior 
to class, 1 asked him about Speedy's death--<:lid he kill himself or was he killed? 
Jaime's earnest response was that he didn't know, and he liked that because it 
left the door open for him to go back at some later time and tell that story. 

18. Comics did not invent the desire to open "pockets" in pre-existing narrative; 
rather, it is a method that comics can achieve with greater ease than any other 
single media. There have been examples of this sort of opening taking place 
between different media, the most entertaining of which might be Robert 
Coover's short story, "You Must Remember This" (1985), which tells the story of 
what took place in the film Casablanca (1942) when lisa and Rick reconcile. 
Fans of the film might remember that there is a fade to black after lisa falls into 
Rick's arms, and when we return , they are both much calmer as Rick asks her, 
"And then .. . ?" We never really find out what has transpired during that time 
or, for that matter, how long that "time" was. In his story, Coover delivers an 
explicit love scene between the two of them. The main difference between this 
situation and that of Love and Rockets is that the comic represents the work of 
a single artist revisiting and exploring his own creation . In the case of Coover, I 
highly doubt that Casablanca's screenwriters would appreciate his vision. 
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introduction:  

graphic narrative

Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven

The explosion of creative practice in the field of graphic narra-
tive—which we may define as narrative work in the medium of com-
ics—is one with which the academy is just catching up. We are only 
beginning to learn to pay attention in a sophisticated way to graphic 
narrative. (And while this special issue largely focuses on long-form 
work—"graphic narrative" is the term we prefer to "graphic novel," 
which can be a misnomer—we understand graphic narrative to en-
compass a range of types of narrative work in comics.)1 Graphic nar-
rative, through its most basic composition in frames and gutters—in 
which it is able to gesture at the pacing and rhythm of reading and 
looking through the various structures of each individual page—calls 
a reader's attention visually and spatially to the act, process, and 
duration of interpretation. Graphic narrative does the work of narra-
tion at least in part through drawing—making the question of style 
legible—so it is a form that also always refuses a problematic trans-
parency, through an explicit awareness of its own surfaces. Because 
of this foregrounding of the work of the hand, graphic narrative is an 
autographic form in which the mark of handwriting is an important 
part of the rich extra-semantic information a reader receives. And 
graphic narrative offers an intricately layered narrative language—the 
language of comics—that comprises the verbal, the visual, and the 
way these two representational modes interact on a page.

This special issue of Modern Fiction Studies—the first special 
issue in the broad field of modern and contemporary narrative de-
voted entirely to the form of graphic narrative—demonstrates the 
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viability of graphic narrative for serious academic inquiry, and also 
reveals what it does differently from the kinds of narratives with 
which we have more typically been engaged. It is no longer neces-
sary to prove the worthiness and literary potential of the medium of 
comics (which has always contended with much denigration). Comic 
strips like Winsor McCay's Little Nemo in Slumberland (1905–1913; 
1924–1926), George Herriman's Krazy Kat (1913–1944), and later 
long-form works like Art Spiegelman's Maus: A Survivor's Tale (1986; 
1991) have, as with many other comics works before, in between, 
and since, demonstrated clearly how moving and impressive comics 
can be. In our current moment, in which an array of new literary 
and popular genres aim to further the conversation on the vital and 
multilayered work of narrative, graphic narrative has become part of 
an expanding literary field, absorbing and redirecting the ideological, 
formal, and creative energies of contemporary fiction. Our work is 
now to explore what the form can tell us about the project of nar-
rative representation itself. What do we gain from works that are, 
in their very structure and grammar, cross-discursive: composed in 
words and images, written and drawn?

Here, we are interested in investigating the language of comics. 
It may be helpful at the outset to describe in general terms around 
what this issue is invested in developing a critical conversation. To 
start with, Scott McCloud's landmark treatise Understanding Comics 
(1993), a book theorizing comics in the medium of comics, helpfully 
reminds us that "comics" is "used with a singular verb" (20). Art 
Spiegelman, the author of Maus, arguably the world's most famous 
comics work—and the work that introduced comics to the acad-
emy—defined comics in a recent talk as "a medium using words and 
pictures for reproduction" ("Interview" n.p.).2 Although there is not 
a significant tradition before the twentieth century that accounts for 
the specific manifestation of today's book-length graphic narratives, 
there are yet important historical precedents. In the sixteenth cen-
tury, the swarming images in Brueghel's paintings suggested that 
a single image could yet be narrative, and so implied, even without 
directly representing, the mixture of word and image that appeared 
in later cross-discursive work. The "sister arts" tradition in the eigh-
teenth century, building on analogies and points of resemblance 
between word and image (deriving from Horace; ut pictura poesis, 
"as is painting, so is poetry") laid the groundwork for investigations 
of relations between word and image, and their correlates time and 
space, even as G. E. Lessing's Laocoon (1766) famously suggested 
that comparisons of the "sister arts" were not a good idea.3 

More importantly, William Hogarth's work is fundamental to un-
derstanding how graphic narrative builds on a tradition integral to the 
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history of the novel in the eighteenth century. "A Harlot's Progress" 
(1731), much like graphic narrative, is a picture story: Hogarth pre-
sented a sequential pictorial narrative in six paintings. Like much of 
Hogarth's later work, including "A Rake's Progress" (1735), "A Harlot's 
Progress" represents punctual moments. As Sean Shesgreen writes, 
"every item in the series represents a dramatic moment chosen for its 
consequential nature" (xvi). While Hogarth's images were designed 
to be viewed side by side, and comics, on the other hand, presents 
multiple frames on one page, Hogarth continues to inform debates 
about comics today. We may understand Hogarth's influence by read-
ing his work as extending ut pictura poesis from poetry to the modern 
genre of the novel: he introduced a sequential, novelistic structure to 
a pictorial form. (Hogarth's work is also apposite to comics because 
it was reproduced: first exhibited as paintings, his stories were later 
sold as portfolios of engravings.) In the mid-nineteenth century, when 
Rodolphe Töpffer established the conventions of modern comics in 
Switzerland, such as panel borders and the combined use of words 
and images, he specifically described his work as drawing on two 
forms—the novel, and the "picture-stories" of Hogarth.4 

We may trace this productive building on and refiguration of the 
genre right up to today's graphic narrative. The form's fundamental 
syntactical operation is the representation of time as space on the 
page. While we have suggested that contemporary graphic narrative 
be considered, or grouped together, with contemporary fiction, the 
graphic narrative differs from the novel, an obvious influence, not 
only because it is mainly composed in handwriting but also because 
its spatializing of narrative is part of a hybrid project. We read this 
hybridity as a challenge to the structure of binary classification that 
opposes a set of terms, privileging one.5 We further understand 
graphic narrative as hybrid in the following sense: comics is a mass 
cultural art form drawing on both high and low art indexes and ref-
erences; comics is multigeneric, composed, often ingeniously, from 
widely different genres and subgenres; and, most importantly, com-
ics is constituted in verbal and visual narratives that do not merely 
synthesize. In comics, the images are not illustrative of the text, but 
comprise a separate narrative thread that moves forward in time in 
a different way than the prose text, which also moves the reader 
forward in time. The medium of comics is cross-discursive because it 
is composed of verbal and visual narratives that do not simply blend 
together, creating a unified whole, but rather remain distinct. 

The diegetical horizon of each page, made up of what are es-
sentially boxes of time, offers graphic narrative a representational 
mode capable of addressing complex political and historical issues 
with an explicit, formal degree of self-awareness. The graphic nar-
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rative, too, differs from the only proximate medium of film—also a 
visual, sequential art form—because it is created from start to finish 
by a single author, and it releases its reader from the strictures of 
experiencing a work in time.6 While seminal feminist criticism has 
detailed the problem of the passive female spectator following and 
merging helplessly with the objectifying gaze of the camera, the 
reader of graphic narratives is not trapped in the dark space of the 
cinema. She may be situated in space by means of the machinations 
of the comics page, but she is not ensnared in time; rather, she must 
slow down enough to make the connections between image and text 
and from panel to panel, thus working, at least in part, outside of the 
mystification of representation that film, even experimental political 
film, often produces. 

There does not yet exist an established critical apparatus for 
graphic narrative. In fact, from a literary perspective—as regards 
critical works by professional academics—there is little rigorous critical 
apparatus for any genre of comics, with the notable exception of a 
significant body of essays on Maus, Spiegelman's two-volume work 
about his father's experience in Auschwitz and beyond that depicts 
Nazis as cats and Jews as mice. The book was a bestseller and is 
now translated into over twenty languages; more importantly, for 
this discussion, it inaugurated a paradigm shift. Spiegelman main-
tains, simply, "I think anybody who liked what I did in Maus had 
to acknowledge that it couldn't have happened in any other idiom" 
(qtd. in Gussow E6). Sophisticated and complex, Maus threw open 
the question of "serious comics"—and the problem of taxonomy 
that graphic narrative provokes—when Book One was nominated for 
a 1986 National Book Critics Circle Award in Biography. (Certainly, 
mice aside, graphic narratives usefully challenge the transparency 
of realism in integrating prose and drawing, rendering the question 
of verisimilitude productively unstable.) Book Two was published 
in 1991, and by the time the series won a "Special" Pulitzer Prize, 
in 1992, Maus had entered fully into public discourse, defining the 
potential of the field but existing as essentially its only example.7 
It is largely—if not entirely—because of Maus that graphic narrative 
is now gaining widespread acceptance in the academy and in the 
press.8 But while there are 80-plus entries on Maus listed in the MLA 
International Bibliography, there are only a handful of note about any 
other graphic narrative work. This special issue seeks to help develop 
literary academic discourse from the study of one exceptional text to 
the study of an enormously powerful narrative form that is changing 
how we think about the work of popular representation. 

Many critics struggled with the language of comics, in the sense 
that they virtually ignored the fact that Maus is a work of comics. 
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However, there are important exceptions, and much of the early 
analysis of Maus—which gave us terms and concepts like Marianne 
Hirsch's important, oft-cited "postmemory"—was groundbreaking and 
remains influential. While we agree with Umberto Eco's suggestion, 
in his "Four Ways of Talking About Comics," that "to talk about adult 
comics does not only mean to talk about the evolution of language, 
topics, genres. It means to talk about a proliferation of tendencies, 
and levels, on which comics can be spoken of as written literature is 
spoken of," we strongly disagree with Eco that this approach involves 
"forgetting" the medium of comics (3). The project of this special 
issue is to bring the medium of comics—its conventions, its violation 
of its own conventions, what it does differently—to the forefront of 
conversations about the political, aesthetic, and ethical work of nar-
rative. For many of us interested in graphic narrative, without any 
clear-cut methodology established for considering contemporary com-
ics texts as multilayered narrative works (aside from debates within 
the field of postmodern fiction and postmodernism generally), and, 
until recently, without a range of examples to sit next to Maus on our 
bookshelves, Maus itself set the terms for ways to talk about what 
comics could do. It continues to set the terms, as a great, lasting 
work.9 Yet this special issue, moving forward, attempts to open up a 
field about which little has been written in the academy. 

Right now, we are not only witnessing the publication of more 
and more significant graphic narratives from hugely talented au-
thors—like Joe Sacco's Palestine (2001), Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis 
(2003), Spiegelman's In the Shadow of No Towers (2004), Daniel 
Clowes's Ice Haven (2005), Charles Burns's Black Hole (2005), and 
Alison Bechdel's Fun Home (2006)—but it seems as though, one 
might say, in the present moment, images have never been more 
important, or more under siege. Donald Rumsfeld, detailing the trajec-
tory of his own response to prisoner abuse at the Abu Ghraib prison, 
famously claimed, "Words don't do it." Rumsfeld went on: "You read 
it and it's one thing. You see the photos and you cannot help but be 
outraged."10 Perhaps this is why images of dead American soldiers, 
even at funerals and ceremonials in their honor, are currently pro-
hibited. Photography is an embattled medium in the wake of recent 
disasters in the US: after 9/11, the "falling man" photograph by the 
AP's Richard Drew, which showed a man who jumped from the North 
Tower falling head-first before the building collapsed, was censored; in 
2005, as the devastation of Hurricane Katrina unfolded, photographs 
of struggling blacks and whites in New Orleans were presented with 
different frameworks by a press corps who then faced serious accusa-
tions of racism. In the academy, there has already been a significant 
response to the images produced by Abu Ghraib and the Iraq war, 
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and to 9/11 photography; the fraught representation of Hurricane 
Katrina is sure to follow.11 

Even more recently, cartoons have been at the center of a 
major controversy over images. In September 2005, the conserva-
tive Danish newspaper Jyllands-Posten ran cartoons of the Prophet 
Muhammad, outraging Muslims worldwide, and prompting violent 
protest of the cartoons in January and February that led to deaths 
in Nigeria, Libya, Pakistan, and Afghanistan. Michael Kimmelman, 
in a New York Times article titled "A Startling New Lesson in the 
Power of Imagery," asked, "Over art? These are made-up pictures. 
The photographs from Abu Ghraib were documents of real events, 
but they didn't provoke such widespread violence. What's going on?" 
(E1). There are many complex, delicate, and thorny issues attached 
to the Danish cartoon debacle: the parameters of free speech, the 
force of religious proscription, and the current global context of dire 
religio-political conflict. What we would like to underline, however, 
in mentioning the Danish cartoons, is the power of drawn images, 
which this example shows is undiminished even in our current age 
of the camera and of digital media. 

W. J. T. Mitchell notes that we might call the division between 
word and image "the relation between the seeable and the sayable, 
display and discourse, showing and telling." No method, writes Mitch-
ell, is going to rescue us from the dilemma of the "contested border 
between words and images" ("Word and Image" 47, 55). Indeed, 
Spiegelman, responding to the Danish cartoons in the Nation, sug-
gests that the "picture/word divide" is "as big a divide as the secular/
religious divide." Graphic narratives, on the whole, have the potential 
to be powerful precisely because they intervene against a culture of 
invisibility by taking the risk of representation; it is unsurprising that 
Spiegelman believes that the Danish cartoons should be shown (and 
that they had a right to be drawn and published). "Drawing Blood: 
Outrageous Cartoons and the Art of Outrage," Spiegelman's June 2006 
article in Harper's, not only broke new ground by actually offering 
readings of each of the twelve Jyllands-Posten images—taking them 
seriously aesthetically as well as politically—but it also cemented 
Spiegelman's status as perhaps the world's only public intellectual 
cartoonist, someone who could explain the stakes around the right 
to tell and show.12 This special issue opens with Spiegelman's "Letter 
to the Jury," a piece that puts us in the middle of a profound po-
litical-aesthetic moment that reflects directly on graphic narratives, 
discussing how we determine and judge the boundaries of what can 
be said and what can be shown. With his trademark incisive humor, 
and again, as in Harper's, examining both ideological effects and 
aesthetic properties, Spiegelman addresses fellow jury members of 
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the Israeli Anti-Semitic Cartoons Contest—an endeavor that devel-
oped in response to Iran's anti-Semitic cartoons contest after the 
Danish cartoons appeared—on the ultimate banality of trafficking in 
irony and stereotype. 

The first group of essays in this special issue, using important 
and yet little-discussed texts, addresses key issues of contemporary 
critical concern by exploring the connection between graphic narrative 
and modernist/postmodernist formal paradigms, particularly those 
involving urban space (the first two in the group identify and elaborate 
a modernist ethic operative in the work of one of today's comics lumi-
naries, Ben Katchor; both draw connections with Benjamin's Arcades 
Project). Crucially, however, each of the three essays also discusses 
comics in relation to the work of other, different media, and, as such, 
this group models the kind of multi- and interdisciplinary thinking 
that comics as medium powerfully provokes. In "Archives, Collec-
tors, and the New Media Work of Comics," Jared Gardner, as his title 
indicates, explores comics' relation toward new media, in particular 
the "new database ‘narratives' by which we will imagine ourselves 
and our communities in the next century." In "Found Objects (Ben 
Katchor, Jem Cohen, Walter Benjamin)," Nathalie op de Beeck com-
pares the "verbal-visual practice" of Jem Cohen's experimental film 
Lost Book Found with the syndicated work of cartoonist Katchor. And 
in "Paul Auster's City of Glass: the Graphic Novel," David Coughlan 
describes how the graphic narrative adaptation of Auster's celebrated 
novel of New York City managed to contend with the postmodern 
experimentation that book relies on by doing something more than 
simply mirroring its storyline. All three essays show, concretely, how 
comics can operate both alongside and also beyond more widely 
studied media.

Gardner's essay tackles a prominent issue that even a casual 
observer of contemporary graphic narrative surely has noticed, which 
is its frequent obsession with the forgotten artifacts and ephemera 
of American popular culture (Terry Zwigoff's acclaimed documentary 
film Crumb demonstrates this clearly about R. Crumb, for example, 
through focusing on his fixation with, among other collectibles, old 
78-records). This, Gardner posits, is the "ghost world" haunting so 
many of the most trenchant comics works (particularly, of course, 
Daniel Clowes's powerful Ghost World, from which this issue draws its 
cover). Why? Through his readings of the work of Katchor, author of 
the book The Jew of New York, among others, and fellow cartoonist 
Kim Deitch (The Stuff of Dreams), Gardner argues that the archival 
drive, the work of collecting—"the compulsive need to fill in the gaps, 
to make connections between issues"— is itself the serial gap "inher-
ent to comics production," both on the page and in the productive 
collaboration between writer and reader. 
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Nathalie op de Beeck also writes on collecting, but shifts the 
focus to the ways in which two artists deeply critical of mass culture 
reenvision commodity fetishism. She argues that some work in con-
temporary visual culture is "closely observant to overlooked details, 
outmoded artifacts, memory and forgetting" and thus, through form, 
manages distraction and directs attention in particular ways that 
gesture towards how we might be induced to linger on that which 
we might usually overlook. Filmmaker Cohen, and Katchor (namely 
in his series Julius Knipl, Real Estate Photographer), who both use 
techniques of dialectical montage, are fascinated by how memory 
resides in objects, yet they ultimately resist a romantic view of the 
archive as having transcendent capacities. We see in this essay 
how they make nostalgia productive through their own art forms, 
by themselves giving attention to objects that aim to integrate an 
understanding of past, present, and future moments.

While Gardner and op de Beeck explicitly frame the positive 
work of comics by suggesting that they are contemporary corollaries 
to Benjamin's modernist meditations on archives and arcades, David 
Coughlan addresses the question of what a comics adaptation of an 
experimental urban novel has to accomplish to serve the vision of the 
original in a different medium (the self-reflexive instability of language 
Auster's City of Glass proposes). Adaptation gives graphic narrative 
the opportunity to shed its reputation for merely illustrating written 
narrative, and for serving the function of simplifying (as opposed to 
condensing, which is anything but simple), as in the Classics Illus-
trated series that was most prominent in the 40s, 50s, and 60s, and 
which simplified even such works as Moby Dick into easily-digestible 
comic books. (A related publishing endeavor to which comics has 
been attached—and which has perhaps contributed to the erroneous 
view that it is a simple medium—is the series of explanatory books 
with such titles as Introducing Derrida, Introducing Feminism, and 
Introducing Hawking).13 Coughlan argues that Paul Karasik and David 
Mazzucchelli's graphic novel adaptation—which is heralded within 
the comics community as a sophisticated success, but has previ-
ously received little sustained attention outside of it, despite being 
recently reprinted in the US—responds to the experimental nature of 
Auster's postmodern detective novel not by mirroring its form, but 
rather with a narrative experimentalism that is unique to the form 
of comics, particularly in attention to reforming the standard grid of 
the comics page.

In our current moment, when significant graphic narratives are 
published regularly and the critical establishment has expanded to 
accommodate (if not encourage) analyses of works composed in the 
medium of comics, we particularly need lively and rigorous dialogues 
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and debates about form occupying a central place in our conversa-
tions. This is hardly a call to return to a stultifying critical apparatus 
that occludes considerations of politics and history, but rather a call 
to incorporate the crucial questions that attend political readings 
with the issue of form that graphic narrative makes so manifest in its 
hybrid composition. Where the first group of essays takes the formal 
capacities of graphic narrative as a premise for articulating its value 
among and with other media, the second group focuses primarily 
on how we read comics, paying sustained, detailed attention to its 
formal attributes (Richard Walsh's "Neil Gaiman's Sandman and 
Narrative Imagination Across Media," and Thomas A. Bredehoft's 
"Comics Architecture, Multidimensionality, and Time: Chris Ware's 
Jimmy Corrigan").

Walsh's emphasis on the cognitive underpinnings of how we 
read comics represents an avenue of analysis that we suspect is 
going to grow more important as critics consider the difference of 
comics as a narrative form. Walsh challenges what might seem to be 
an obvious assertion from Eco about narrative, that a reader "welds 
parts together" in her imagination "and then perceives them as con-
tinuous flow." In order to make claims for the medium of comics in 
particular, Walsh grounds his discussion in the varying definitions of 
"a medium," arguing that narrative ideation is itself medium bound, in 
both the perceptual and conceptual apparatus of mental representa-
tion. Through a detailed reading of excerpts of Gaiman's Sandman: 
The Doll's House, Walsh shows how comics employ not only one but 
several different kinds of complex self-reflexivity.

Both authors in this group engage narrative theory, but while 
Walsh is primarily concerned with how a cognitive lexicon enriches our 
understanding of comics, Bredehoft elaborates a version of comics' 
own lexicon by turning detailed attention to the grammar and flow of 
individual pages of Chris Ware's complicated, deeply crafted Jimmy 
Corrigan, one of the acknowledged masterpieces of contemporary 
comics.14 Bredehoft writes about "the architecture of narration" in 
Ware's work, considering not only the page layout, but also, more 
broadly, comics' relationship to and representation of two- and three-
dimensional space (an issue provoked, here, by Ware's inclusion of a 
cut-out zoetrope in Jimmy Corrigan). We believe that the relationship 
of comics, a medium focused on organizing space, and architecture 
is a pertinent one. In 1977, Art Spiegelman called attention to this 
relationship in the introduction to his collection Breakdowns by sug-
gesting that the form of comics resembles the windows of a building; 
his recent book In the Shadow of No Towers makes this resemblance 
explicit (Spiegelman also reported that an "architectonic rigor" was 
required to compose Maus) ("Cultural Relief" 33). Ware himself, as 
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Bredehoft points out, sees a reader's apprehension of a comics page 
as similar to viewing a building: "Another way [to experience com-
ics aesthetically] is to pull back and consider the composition all at 
once, as you would the façade of a building. You can look at a comic 
as you would look at a structure that you could turn around in your 
mind and see all sides of at once."

Ware, who published his early work in Spiegelman and Françoise 
Mouly's avant-garde comics magazine RAW in the 1980s, is today 
generally recognized as one of the most important figures in comics. 
Yet the analytical conversation on this key figure has rarely, if ever, 
included thoughtful arguments critical of his work.15 Daniel Worden's 
valuable, incisive essay, "The Shameful Art: McSweeney's Quarterly 
Concern, Comics, and the Politics of Affect" opens this special issue's 
next group of essays, which all explore identity and representation 
in comics. In addition to Worden, this group includes Jennifer Ryan 
on black female authorship in a black superhero title, Icon, and 
Theresa Tensuan on how authors Marjane Satrapi and Lynda Barry 
present narratives of development that collide with normative politi-
cal, racial, gender and artistic expectations. While acknowledging 
Ware's incontrovertible talent, Worden yet asks us to consider—and 
he pushes on—the editorial vision shared by Ware and a cadre of 
today's independent-comics luminaries; he asks us to contemplate 
the assumptions undergirding an important slice of comics culture. 

Worden focuses on an issue of the popular journal McSweeney's 
guest-edited by Ware in 2004 and devoted entirely to comics. Ana-
lyzing the centrality of gender and affect to how comics creators 
posit comics as "an abject artform with its own worldview," Worden 
discusses what he calls "comic shame." The lens of gender has been 
largely absent from recent academic considerations of comics, and 
Worden's essay is an important and original contribution to think-
ing about how comics both operates in and produces culture. The 
now-famous comics issue of McSweeney's, using tropes common to 
masculinist modernism, Worden argues, relies on "masculine mel-
ancholia" to provide "the unifying principle for thinking of comics 
as a unique aesthetic form that engenders its own resistances to 
conventional everyday life."

We move from the realm of independent comics to the realm 
of superhero comics with Jennifer Ryan's "Black Female Authorship 
and the African American Graphic Novel: Historical Responsibility in 
Icon: A Hero's Welcome," which analyzes one of Milestone Media's 
series of black superhero titles. "This type of fiction," Ryan asserts, 
"attempts to reconcile stereotype and truth, absence and presence." 
The company's conscious attention to its characters' social positions, 
Ryan argues, translates into complex critiques of contemporary iden-



Chute and DeKoven 777

tity politics (and Icon even offers racially aware humor, as when an 
opponent dubs main character Icon "I-Tom"). Ryan's essay focuses 
in particular on the relationship between the reluctant superhero 
Icon, who aside from being an alien who has lived for centuries is 
a wealthy social conservative in his daily life, and his protégée, a 
politicized, self-aware working-class young woman who goes by the 
name Rocket. ("I think I just figured out how a black man could be 
a conservative Republican," Rocket observes. "You're from OUTER 
SPACE!") Ryan traces how Rocket's yearning to be writer coalesces 
with her self-appointed role as Icon's educator on the importance of 
black history, and argues that popular narratives like Icon "give voice 
to those once historically invisible." 

In "Comic Visions and Revisions in the Work of Lynda Barry 
and Marjane Satrapi," Theresa Tensuan discusses two recent graphic 
narratives, Barry's One! Hundred! Demons! and Satrapi's Persepolis. 
Both feature adolescent female narrators; they are set, respectively, 
in Seattle and Tehran. Tensuan weaves together an emphasis on 
comics' formal properties—for instance, she suggests that comics 
are a productive example of what Ross Chambers has called "loit-
erature"—with an analysis of how her chosen texts present ignored 
and invalidated knowledges. Barry's book, about an interracial, work-
ing-class family in an American city, traces the development of the 
artist-protagonist's understanding of how (her own) comics stories 
are received; Satrapi's book, about an upper-class, leftist family in 
revolutionary Iran, carefully frames differences between East and 
West, and yet, Tensuan argues, it is frequently misunderstood to be 
positing a de-politicized, universal story of childhood.

Tensuan groups Barry's and Satrapi's work together by explain-
ing how both narratives of development represent political realities 
that exist outside of normative scripts. However, the texts she analyz-
es share something else crucial in common: they are both powerfully 
invested in nonfiction life narrative. (This is true however the authors 
variously approach the category of "non-fiction"; while Satrapi de-
scribes Persepolis as a memoir, Barry invents the deliberately unstable 
term "autobifictionalography" to describe One! Hundred! Demons!.) 
The last grouping in this special issue returns us to Satrapi—and to 
Spiegelman—by investigating nonfiction, which is, we believe, the 
most striking genre in the contemporary field of graphic narrative.16 
Persepolis, In the Shadow of No Towers, and Alison Bechdel's Fun 
Home are three of the most talked-about graphic narratives of the 
twenty-first century, and we end by discussing these texts.

In "Autographics: the Seeing 'I' of the Comics," Gillian Whitlock 
considers how the current relationship of visuality to the transmission 
of personal and cultural trauma (as in Abu Ghraib) is one reason that 
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comics, as a visual-verbal medium, can free us to "imagine differently" 
in a time of violence and censorship (and this despite the "cartoon 
wars"). The prime example of such a text asking us to imagine dif-
ferently is Spiegelman's No Towers, Whitlock argues. In a comment 
that tellingly describes reading No Towers—and many other texts 
discussed in this special issue—Whitlock writes that comics "are not 
a mere hybrid of graphic arts and prose fiction but an experience 
of interpretation." Further, Whitlock argues that "autographics," the 
term she coins specifically for graphic memoir, gives us "new ways 
of thinking in life narrative across cultures." As an example, Whitlock 
compares (as does Tensuan, with different emphasis), Azar Nafisi's 
bestselling memoir Reading Lolita in Tehran with Persepolis, finding 
that while the former privileges a consensual community of English-
ness, the latter—because of its different formal grammar—mediates 
cross-cultural relations more productively.

Kristiaan Versluys's "Art Spiegelman's In the Shadow of No 
Towers: 9/11 and the Representation of Trauma," takes Whitlock's 
premise—that No Towers is a hallmark work in its formal achieve-
ment and in its (related) political meditations—and unpacks it me-
ticulously and incisively in a wide-ranging essay. Versluys considers 
the book's relation to Maus, noting that it can be seen as "a sequel," 
an "intensification" of "strategic devices" in the earlier narrative, 
but ultimately he highlights how the defamiliarizing techniques of 
No Towers—Versluys says the book's pages present themselves as 
"modernist collage"—present a "formal excess" that is different from 
Maus and yet appropriate to 9/11, an event that was commodified 
very quickly in the American media (unlike the Nazi death camps). 
Versluys's essay is a powerful and fitting one with which to conclude 
this special issue, because his reading deftly addresses both aesthetic 
and political effects in No Towers, demonstrating how, in the case of 
graphic narrative, the two are inextricably intertwined.

Finally, in an interview with Alison Bechdel, conducted by Hillary 
Chute, author Bechdel discusses the composition of her intricately-
structured graphic memoir. Bechdel's Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic 
was released in June 2006 to huge critical acclaim (and astonishing 
mainstream attention for a graphic narrative). A work that is explicitly 
about readers' relationship to literature, and is at once biographical 
and autobiographical, Fun Home draws on the lives and narratives 
of various modernist authors to move its own narrative forward, and 
it also clearly sees itself as drawing on innovations established by 
authors such as Spiegelman. We conclude with a review essay on 
recent comics scholarship. A special issue committed to the profound 
and multivalent importance of graphic narrative ends by emphasizing 
the diversity and promise of this form.
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Notes

1.  We are particularly interested in long-form graphic narrative work, 
which can take the shape of a book, but can also potentially be an 
individual comic book or comic book series with a sustained narra-
tive. Yet the genre of the comic strip, for example, which has a his-
tory distinct from that of the comic book, could also be considered 
"graphic narrative." While comics practitioner and theorist Will Eisner 
understands that the term "graphic narrative" is "a generic descrip-
tion of any narration that employs image to transmit an idea" and 
"film and comics both engage in graphic narrative," we use graphic 
narrative here specifically to denote a comics text (6).

2.  Randall P. Harrison notes that the word "cartoon" comes from Italian 
and French words for "card" and "paper"—originally, "cartoon" indi-
cated a sketch for a work of art done on paper and then transferred. 
Yet when the printing press developed, "cartoon" came to mean any 
sketch that could be mass-produced. This is a connection that the 
graphic narrative authors I discuss embrace. As Spiegelman writes in 
a recent excerpt of his work Portrait of the Artist as a Young %@?*! 
in VQR, "Comics just aren't complete til they're printed" (n.p.).

3.  For an excellent analysis of this notion, see Mitchell's chapter "Space 
and Time: Lessing's Laocoon and the Politics of Genre" in Iconol-
ogy.

4.  Other historical precedents include William Blake's illuminated poetry, 
in which the words and images are dependent on each other for full 
meaning; see Mitchell, Blake's Composite Art. In addition, Goya's 
"Disasters of War" series of reported images, made between 1810 
and 1820, a numbered sequence of eighty-three etchings with cap-
tions, set an enormous precedent for many contemporary authors. 

5.  As William Blake wrote "Time & Space are Real Beings/ Time is a Man  
Space is a Woman," so Mitchell declares, in his gloss of Lessing, that 
"The decorum of the arts at bottom has to do with proper sex roles" 
(109). From Blake's A Vision of the Last Judgment; quoted in Iconol-
ogy 95. Images are connected, in Mitchell's ledger, with space, the 
body, the external, the eye, the feminine; words with time, mind, the 
internal, the ear, and the masculine (110). Mitchell also suggests that 
in this schema, blurred genres are feminized, while distinct genres 
are masculinized.

6.  Most works discussed in this issue, with the exception of Paul Karasik 
and David Mazzucchelli's Paul Auster's City of Glass, are attributable 
to one author who both writes and draws the narrative. While not 
every contemporary graphic narrative is created by a single author, 
it is fair to point out that most "literary" book-length comics are 
single-authored (one notable exception would be the work of Harvey 
Pekar). 

7. It is worth noting that in 1986, the year Maus's first volume was 
published, two other works also significantly participated in reorient-
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ing comics readership towards adults. They are Frank Miller's Bat-
man: the Dark Knight Returns, and Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons's 
Watchmen. Neither of these works, however, entered broad public 
and critical consciousness with the same profound effect that Maus 
did. 

8.  In the press, for instance, the New York Times Magazine ran a cover 
story on graphic novels in July 2004, speaking of them as a "new 
literary form" and asserting that comics are enjoying a "newfound 
respectability right now" because "comic books are what novels used 
to be—an accessible, vernacular form with mass appeal" (McGrath 
24). However, critics often misread graphic narrative: Patricia Storace, 
for example, writing in The New York Review of Books, notes that 
Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis is "a book in which it is almost impos-
sible to find an image distinguished enough to consider an important 
piece of visual art" (40). As we hope to make clear, graphic narrative 
is not interested in creating images to be independent artworks; the 
import and meaning of graphic narrative is in how images interact 
with text, and in how they interact with other images on the page, 
moving time forward spatially.

9.  Marianne Hirsch, in an interview with Martha Kuhlman, concurs: "I 
think that Spiegelman himself teaches us how to read the book," 
she says. "Some of the observations that come out of film and film 
imagery and narrative work only to a degree. I almost think that 
the best reading strategies are taken from the text, rather than the 
other way around" ("Marianne Hirsch").

10.  CBSNews.com. "Picture the Power of Images." New York, 11 May 
2004. Hirsch also points this out in her important PMLA Editor's Col-
umn "Collateral Damage," in a recent issue investigating the role of 
the visual for literary study.

11.  See, for example, Glenda Dicker/sun, "Katrina: acting black/ playing 
blackness" in the December 2005 issue of Theatre Journal.

12.  In May 2006, Canada's largest book chain, Indigo Books and Music, 
pulled the June issue of Harper's from 260 stores because Spiegel-
man's piece reprinted the Jyllands-Posten cartoons. 

13.  The Introducing . . . series began in Mexico in the early 1970s, when 
the anti-establishment cartoonist Rius, creator of the weekly comic 
strip Los Agachados (The Underdogs), published the title Marx for 
Beginners specifically for his Mexican readership. The book was such 
a success—within a few years it was translated into 12 languages and 
sold over a million copies—that its English-language editor commis-
sioned more titles, and, as its website claims, "the revolutionary idea 
of providing a readership hungry for information on big topics with 
non-fiction 'comic' books was born" (see www.introducingbooks.com). 
In July 2003, Pantheon's graphic novels division re-printed Marx for 
Beginners (along with three additional titles in the series).

  In 1999 the series changed its title from . . . For Beginners to 
Introducing. . . . While many of the books tend to be illustrated in a 
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traditional sense, and as such do not offer themselves as examples 
of actual works of comics, one important exception would be Robert 
Crumb's brilliant Introducing Kafka (with David Zane Mairowitz), 
which includes, for instance, a comics adaptation of The Metamor-
phosis.

14.  Its recognition has not been limited to the comics field, either; Jimmy 
Corrigan won the 2001 Guardian First Book Award (which spans 
fiction and non-fiction), sponsored by the British newspaper of the 
same name; the prize's two previous winners were Zadie Smith for 
White Teeth and Philip Gourevitch for We Wish to Inform You That 
Tomorrow We Will Be Killed With Our Families: Stories From Rwanda. 
See "Graphic novel wins First Book Award."

15.  Ware's work is richly deserving of praise; his aesthetic control and 
narrative presentation are nothing short of astounding. Some critics 
feel, however, as though the conversation around his work tends to 
be less a product of critical thinking and more involved in finding new 
ways to idolize him. One online comics criticism venue, for example, 
explains in its "About" section: "We are no more interested in enu-
merations of the workings of Ultimate Iron Man's armor than we are 
in rhapsodic recitations of Chris Ware's aphorisms as if he were the 
Dalai Lama himself." See guttergeek.com.

16.  Some notable examples the contemporary field not discussed in this 
issue might include Ho Che Anderson's series King (2005); Chester 
Brown's Louis Riel: a Comic-Strip Biography (2003); Guy Delisle's 
Pyongyang (2005); Julie Doucet's My New York Diary (1999); Phoebe 
Gloeckner's A Child's Life (1998) and Diary of a Teenage Girl (2002); 
Joe Sacco's Palestine (2001); Safe Area Gorazde (2000); and The 
Fixer (2003).
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