The promise
implicit in the
idea of Virtual
Reality is the final
destination for the
collective journey
takeh by storytellers
throughout
history...

-..the journe .
the creation E?Wa'”c
WOrld so regf i N
make us forget thean'
one we Jivein.

True V.R. -- as most
people imagine it* --
does have one small
problem though:
it doesn’
exist yet!

Still, the well-publicized promise of Virtual Reality has exerted such a
powerful influence that other media have begun to bend in the wi
to fill the vacuum where the new medium will someday take its place.
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The multimedia approach to comics is astep in -
that direction -- a step toward “reality” --
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Think of it: if you were
a Spider-mMan fan.
Would you want to see
him in partial motion
or full motion?

D

would you want to see
himin 2D or 3-D? In
little boxes or on a full

\/

/

-- but it’s
only a small step,
and when new
technologies enable
people to go further,
they certainly will,

*That is, a fully immersive doppelganger of real space
and sensory experience. Note, this isn't necessarily what
V.R. pioneers like Jaron Lanier meant by the term,
merely what it’s come to mean to most peopie since.
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In fact. Eventually, V.R. will -- and -- may stand upright
would you take its place, the other forms, again and rediscover
want to see him vacuum will be filled -- having shed some their root strengths.
at all, if you could of their original
bé him instead? functions -- /|
gl
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But even as some sites forge ahead with
As broadband* multimedia comics in the style of 90’s CD-
becomes a reality, the Web will ROMs,** other artists search for new forms
be able to deliver the kind of that preserve comics' sifent, static nature while
muftimedia content first associated with exploiting other capabilities of digital media.
CD-ROMSs, and these same issues will be
faced again.

The - -- and as Web comics comic strips employ -- but for longer
challenges they move out of their the simplest of these, works, various models
face center on /arval stage, a few the all-in-one are now being tested
issues of design design models are approach -- to help comics fit into
and usability -- beginning to emerge. its new venue.

——
B
{ ==
Jghbandwidth connections to the Web... 213 *Check my site for links to some of the current
£ really fast stuff were all waiting for. Web comics in the multimedia/CD-ROM style.




One of the more obvious
solutions is to treat the screen as
a page, alongside a link to the
following page.*
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This has led some to take the obvious next step
and simply put one big panel per screen instead
of several small ones.

After all, without the space-saving imperatives of
paper costs and traditional distribution, why
not take advantage of the web’s potentially
limitless “page count”?

To compensate for
the low resolution
and screen shape,
each page has roughly
the same amount of
visual information as a
half page of printed
comics. ™

Though screen
resolution is fixeq,
image resolution can at
least be increaseq by
increasing image Size,

i

Such slicing and dicing of
comics renders it particularly
suitable for life in hypertext, the iingua
franca of the World Wide Web.

8 i Y

Just as documents filled with ideas
and images are /inked throughout
the Web, inviting us to explore

Y| themin any order -

1\

e
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-- 80 t00 can individual panels be linked in

)
/ . : h g ,
C an interactive matrix of narrative choices.
<

*Pictured: Argqn Zark by Chartie Parker (Zark.com) was
one of the earliest web comics to employ this model.

**Sadhy, this concept seems beyond some
designers who insist on standard page
shapes even when there is no print

version!




Any comic on the
web is in hypertext’s
packyard, it makes
sense to agjust
comics to fit its new
environment.

Hypertext
is, after all, a
| powerful and
|\ progressive force
ﬂ in information

o design --
»' e
v,'

\\”/ \\'// ‘h.‘“
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-- an idea that
strives t0 match the
agility of human
thought --

-- in ways the
technology of print
never could.

But for all of hypertext's
advantages, the basic ideas
behind hypertext and comics are
diametrically opposed!

Hypertext relies on the principle that nothing
exists in space. Everything is either here, not
here, or connected to here --

-- while in the temporal map of comics, every
element of the work has a spatial relationship
to every other element at alf times.

-- and with
it, the very
fabric of comics’
core identity.

To break a comic
down into single
pictures is to tear
that map to shreds --




Preserving the ideg of ’

. hey --
iBsughaht % : Whether McCloud says the temporal map 1y
roblem? P it's “comics” or not won't make an aesthetic appeg s
P : a bit of difference if the slice-and-dice for guys like ma ..

or multimedia models are sufficiently
2, interesting or entertaining --
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JSigure B,

there's no viable
alternative.

-- but it can only survive as Not by

comics' central unifying idea if it can merely -- but by
help extend the reach of comics in a digital “preserving” the taking it alf
environment as dramatically as other spatial nature of the way.

options. comics --

> 1=
1

I think
| itcan
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In exploring the design potential of a pure temporal map in a post-print world, I believe we can find
important clues in the kind of pre-print sequential art I wrote about in Understanding Comics.

The earliest
- possible example
= of these “proto-
& comics” that I've
g found is this
- Paleolithic cave

painting found at
Yy Lascaux.*

If it is indeed
sequential art, the
application of the idea is
as simpfe and pure as
any dafly strip.

"N.Y.C:'s Museum of Natural History describes this 17,000-year- 2 16
old painting as maybe portraying a single, individual deer "plunging
into & stream, swimming across and emerging on the other side.”
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@ng/e path from one
-moment to the next.

-

But what if
our ancient
cartoonists had a
longer story to tell?
Would they move from
cave to cave --

-- or would they just find a
bigger wall, as was done ten
thousand years later in this Egyptian
tomb?*

},Here again, the principle
/| is the same -- moving
“I'through time requires

|moving through space l’ Al

‘|- but in this story, our A\,ﬁfﬁ Wi
reading path takes \ ‘m“w’*r%ﬁ]{& l‘|i¥mm Wt
some odd turns. i il /
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Trajan’s
column, built in
113 A.D, takes the
temporal map into
the third
dimension --

‘The tomb of Menna the Scribe, circa 1,200 B.C.

-- describing its series of military campaigns in an
ascending spiral of bas-relief scenes...




very different from

both cave and tomb, If we could unwind that column, we might
yet also following a produce something like the Bayeux tapestry with its
single unbroken picture story ot the Norman Conquest of 1066.

reading line.

TFHIITINN L

A map of time that for all its complexity is, from our standpoint, a single
straight 230-foot path from left to right.

The “Codex Nutall” of pre-Columbian Mexico would, a few centuries later, tell its own story of
conauest on accordion-folded deerskin --

|
O




| paint, stone, cloth, skin... It would be hard to find
fve more diverse examples of the temporal map.

Yet all stayed true to the
nature of the map -- and never
violated its basic tenet that to move in

time is to move in space.

And the
longer the
time --

% X)) - the
| longer the
\ line.

.

But print
was different.
For all the
benefits it gave to
comics, there was
one thing it took
away --

-- as the line that had held
through eons of sequential art --

jIHER i 1

%
33

For the first time, readers of such picture stories
could no longer assume that adgjacent images

meant adjacent moments. A new
formula was teking hold, and
it wasn't nearly as
simple as the o/d.
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The ancestors of Print, though, presented a landscape of tiny cu/- A protocol

printed comics drew, de-sacs, asking readers to leap to new paths

painted and carved every few panels based on a complex protocol... - —>

their time-paths from imported from the

beginning to end, h

without interruption. ' -
right and
ﬁ

down

tradition of the

printed word.

VN

When the “cave wall Print subverted space, folding it upon itself,
of the page came to allowing stories to grow to any length without
an end, readers learned relying on fraying cloth or crumbling stone.
to simply move on to
the next one,

But to reap the Since that fateful .
benefits of print meant meeting of art and Every few -- and
keeping comics’ core technology, much of ; inches, a new { naturally, we all
assets packed into tiny the subsequent work barrier is reached, learned to live
boxes.* of creating comics another limitation with it.
has been figuring out tackled --
how to make it all
«ﬁt-n
11 ‘
ol ]
4 : .
AN

*Partially disassembled at that.
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This smalt rectangular canvas we call “the page” has been the only venue for long-form comics
throughout the century, and several generations of artists have devised thousands of creative
solutions to the problems it presents; solutions I've counted on for the last 200 pages!
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Seasoned artists know,
for example, that it's desirable to
place establishing shots at the
beginning of a spread or page to create
a sense of place in subsequent

They've also learned to \\
tailor the /ast panel on the right-
hand page to act as a tease for the

next page (whether the story requires
it or not). /4/
y T

-- if chance places
them eflsewhere, the
artist may have to
reorganize, lengthen
or shorten a sequence
to accommodate
them.*

L
2

And while
tall or wide
panels sit well at
the beginning of

@

Today's average computer monitor offers a
space not much larger than a 6 X ¢ inch comic
-turned on its side (and at a lower resolution) so
it has the potential to constrict the reading

flow just as easily --

&)

Tdo it alt the time! Go back and see if
You can spot my various stailing and
Compression tactics throughout this book.
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-- Unless
we recognize that
the monitor which
so often acts as a

--may also
act as a

window.

There may never be a monitor
as wide as Europe, yet a comic as wide
as Europe or as tall as a mountain can be
displaged on any monitor simply by moving across

its surface, inch-by-inch, foot-by-foot,

mile-by-mile!

The page is
an artifact of
print, no more
intrinsic to comics
than staples or
india ink.

Once

released from
that box, some
will take the shape
of the box with

them --

-- but gradually, comics
creators will stretch their limbs
and start to explore the
design opportunities of an

infinite canvas.
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In a digital
environment
there’s NO reason a
500 panel story
can't be told

vertically --

Qr horizontally like a great graphic skylinD
V

We could indulge our /eft-
to-right and up-to-down habits
from beginning to end in a giant

descending staircase --

-- or pack it all into a slowly
revolving cube.

In a digital
environment, comics can
take virtually any size and

shape as the temporal map --
comics’ conceptual DNA -~
grows in its new dish.




The new tools have
limitations of their
own, of course,
including slow
connection

speeds --

-- and the upper
limits of processor
speed and power.

But while no one in five
hundred years has figured out a way
for images to go beyond the edge of

the page --

-- digital
technologies
are pushing their
limits on a daily

basis. \/ \°/

There will always be
some limits on speed,
power and storage.
A literally “infinite”

For example, a giant

But the experience of such
spatial freedom lies just beyond the very
finite limits of human perception.

comic holding forty
thousand panels in

canvas may never

exist.

a square matrix might
look something like
this from a distance.

When viewed more closely, individual
panels may become discernible --*

o

' L "'

-- and as they draw still c/oser and
become clearer, each individual panel g
may be revealed -- -

*And yes. believe it or not, such a mad contraption could
be quite readable. If each panel were connected to the
next one, you would aiways know where to read next

(not that I'm seriously suggesting that anyone try this).

—



-- 8s a full-size, high resolution
color illustration.

THERE MUsT.BE
SOME WAY OUT..

You may
wonder how any
computer, now or in
the near future, could
possibly hold this entire
comic in memory all
at once.

should it
have to!

The human eye can only detect so much
information at a time, and has a limited field of
vision. At the distance necessary to view the

whole of such a comic, each individual panel need
be noc more --

/‘
<3
-- than a single dot --
-- and by Thus, our monster
the time comic may exist as
individual panels many documents in
come into view, our storage --
field of vision will only > oy
take in a small part . N
of the whole. . { --yet only
< I one in the
Al L \ mind's eye.
=ptile127
tile 128
=) tile129
. tile130
Tws] tile131
¥ til=132
We haven't reached -- but that's no
that threshold of reason not to give
human perception our imaginations a
yet,of course* -- good head start!

22 5 *The resolution of display devices has a long way
to go, for example. Also we can still process
information much faster than the Web can
deliver it.




T T IMU T T e |
= ~L 1 When adapting Browning's poem “Porphyria’s
For nearly any narrative L Lover” for my site, I was able to reflect the
challenge, digital comics can offer A-B, A-B-B rhyming structure and rhythm of
potential solutions unlike anything ever each stanza through a zigzag panel arrangement
attempted in print. = using panel connections rather than position tq "
r_ . determine reading order®--

*Confusing at first (especially if you try to read it While
loading) but remarkably simple once you get the Idea,

-- then connecting all In a proposal for an Understanding Comics CD- -- attach other tiles /
twelve stanzas in a ROM,*™ I tooK the staircase approach and was with supporting k
single descending able to enclose each chapter in its own information -- 1
chain set on a rectangular tile -- -
darkening

background.

**_.written, alas, shortly before that industry took a nosedive!

-- and gave a thousand-pius
panels a single shape.

| S5




Navigating
through a series
of panels
embedded in each
previous panel may
create a sense of
diving deeper into
a story.

A series of panels turned at right angles may
keep the reader off-guard, never knowing what
to expect around the next corner.

Giving a pictorial shape to whole stories may
provide a unifying identity.

Most important, the -- can take whatever

ability of creators to subdivide Size and shape a given scene
their work as before is undiminished, warrants --
but now the “page” -- what Will Eisner

calls the “meta-panel”--

-- 1o
matter how
strange --

s
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-- or how simple those sizes and shapes may be.

T i

A sense of “where
you are” at any given
time could be
provided through
color changes in the
panels already read.*

/ Even the recall of

stories could be helped by their
varying overall appearance -- a far
more revealing cue than words on a

cardboard spine.

§ T
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To keep‘ true to the simplicity of the temporal -- but the option of
map, it may be necessary to eliminate the kind interactivity is by no
of autbiomous sound and motion found in means off-limits.

traditional muftimedia --

—
é.—-

“The.same sense provided by the oid traditional paper
bookmark, yet lost in many hypertext-only comics. 228




whether by choosing
g path, revealing a
pidden window or
zooming in on a
detail, there are
countless ways to
interact with
sequential art in a
digital environment.

Most important, the
mere act of “reading” -- moving
through -- digital comics should be a
deeply interactive process.

P

comics is a still life;
mute, unmoving and
passive in and of
itself --

G -
Comicsin a 7
digital environment \
will remain a
still life --

One nice side effect of interactivity is that
sound and motion can actually sneak in through
the back door as a byproduct of reader

interaction.

Sort of like the sound
and motion you are
about to produce with
your hand on this piece

NN
(NP

Jigure B.
-- but the act of reading comics -- even -- but a still life
through the technology you hold in your we explore
hands -- is anything but. dynamically!

page,
please.
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-- and Web comics,
for the most part,
mean hypertext-
based comics.

For the most part,
here at the turn of
the century, digital
comics mean Web
comics --

\! \
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As a result, the kind of
spatial exploitation T've discussed
has been hard to implement on
today's Web.*

There’s no way
to “zoom in” using
H.T.M.L. for example
and scrolling is stij
clunky process,

-— Nestg
RBLE UAROM=

Fortunately, the Web itself is evolving beyond
the limited definition of its origins toward the
simpler, more enduring idea --

COLOR="#3323333" UH
Fial. Geneva, Hal
rint  Security  Sten Eg""c lub. com/j ndayx
1gle
ogle.com/ é{; X
B M n AT LT F
-- of absolute -- and as such, plug-
access -- ins and Web-based

programming
environments that
can take better
advantage of spatial
models have found
the Web increasingly
accommodating. **

2
#

N
--to absolutely /O\ <]
everything -- = \‘/

More generally, though, the idea that art and

information can take on shape and form may not
be as dead as the ascendance of hypertext
through the Web might lead us to believe.

-- and soon, comics
artists won't be the
only ones
contemplating the
potential of an
infinite canvas.

The lion's share of art
and information
media belonged to
that spatial world for
thousands of
generations --

*T've run up against this problem in my
own oniine comics from day one.

**Macromedia’s Flash plug-in and Sun's Java
0.5. both have some potential in this regard.
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when novelist William
gibson first envisioned
the glittering city of
information he called
“cyberspace” in
1984's Neuromancer,

Computer scientist
David Gelernter
took a similar tack
when he proposed the
great information
constructs he called

-- as did Muriel
Cooper and the
Visible Language
Workshop at M.LT.
when they created
interactive landscapes

More recently, such
“zoom-and-bloom”
information interfaces
as "The Brain" and
Inxight's Site Lens
have taken spatial

models to a new level,

“Mirror worlds --"

he inspired a
eneration of

information designers

to think spatially.*

of words and data
users could dive into.

Once that bandwidth

And the only reason
barrier falls, I believe

When the dust settles one of them came

on a new century I believe that into our homes first that the spatial models
hypertext and the spatial models will was that the other will take their place
emerge as the two great pillars of one needed a much alongside hypertext as
information organization; equally valid fatter pipe. part of our everyday
and equally powerful. lives, and that comics
will have found its
native soil at last.
~
Z
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_
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*As did N i i
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space he portrayed in 1994's Snow Crash.




The advent of portable reading devices that
assert the screen-as-page metaphor at the
expense of the screen-as-window could
sidetrack digital comics for years --

I can't
guarantee the
course that digital comics
will take in the next 20
years. Small events taking
place now may have lasting
consequences for our
twelfth revolution.
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-- and the road toward preserving the open,
decentralized architecture of the Web won't be
without its obstacles and detours.

| —
.

But a strong, simple idea - Such was the strength of the idea shared by

can often rise above technological Vannevar Bush and J.C.R. Licklider, 20 years
circumstance and acquire a legitimate air apart, that all the world's knowledge could
of inevitability. someday flow from the tops of our desks --
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.. and such is today’s popular belief that full Spatial approaches -- and comics’ own

visual and auditory immersion, until now the to art and information use of that infinite
rovince of science fiction, will be an everyday will have no trouble canvas will be a part
fact before long. taking root in such a of that evolution.
world, whenever it
arrives --

T«

) —>

\4

The ideas that traditional media harbor will continue to escape the shells of the technologies that
brought them into being, until the irreducible essence of each has emerged --
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-- and with it the code -~ Comics /S such an idea, and most of its
checkered history has been the shéll.

O

--for new forms to grow in their new
environment.
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Here at the dawn of a new century, it's become a cliché to tout one’s ability to think “outside the
box,” yet that's what any act of true creation requires.

0BG

For artists in general, that box is the stifling -- and for comics artists in particular, thinking
outside the box will soon have an additional, very

influence of conventional wisdom --
literal meaning.

DO NOT
ENTER

But it can also mean rediscovering a simple -- taking on quests that no one else can see --

truth at the heart of a complex system --
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- or finding in solutions to an old need --

«& Y —

2

No art form has lived in a
smailer box than comics for the last
hundred years.
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-- the beginnings of a new desire.
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I say we

blow the
lid offt
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