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My second year project in college was to create a graphic novel about my life. In earlier discussions
with my tutors I was trying to convince them that comics are an art form. They were not convinced
and could not understand such a concept and disagreed. I was advised to try and explore a different
avenue. However, in later discussions I told my tutors that “each panel would be an individual
painting or piece of art in itself, and that the “graphic novel” would be “the gallery space”.” They
agreed that this could be art but perhaps only under these conditions.
Comics are a form of high art.

The Last Supper, Leonardo Da Vinci, 1495–1498
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Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
To paraphrase Joseph Campbell: true Art should stop you, not move you.
There is no reason why the image above from Grant Morrison and Dave McKean’s “Arkham
Asylum” should not be considered a form of fine art like Leonardo Divinci’s “Last Supper”.
“Comics”, have developed a bad reputation of being considered cheap and trashy books made to
be sold to kids in order to make money. Perhaps they once were; bad stories, with terrible
illustrations printed on cheap newsprint. Because of this fact that defines comics so narrowly we
fail to understand their true potential. Comics have come a long way and have proven their
potential to be considered a form of fine art. Scott McCloud, describes comics as “sequential art”
and explains that “comics” are not a style of art, such as cartoons, but a medium. The likes of
Picasso would draw “cartoons”, but cartoons are not to be confused with comics. Cartoons are a
“style” whereas comics are a “medium” Likewise, Roy Lichtenstein’s “Varoom!” and other works
played with the “style” of comics, but his works were not “comics”, they were prints. This is
something I will discuss later in this essay.

Varoom!, Roy Lichtenstein, 1963
“The artform—the medium—known as comics is a vessel which can hold any number of ideas and
images.
The “content” of those images and ideas is, of course, up to the creators, and we all have different
tastes.”
Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993 (p.6)
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In the case of comics being a medium, comics are the vessel for the artist’s ideas and images
through the use of sequential art.

Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993
This medium, just like any other art form has its own language and techniques which it utilises to
express, create and define itself. The panel, for example, is one of the most iconic techniques
used in comics; that black border that surrounds each image in a comic book, typically in a
rectangle. Like a canvas for the painter or the picture frame for the photographer, the “panel” for
the comic artist can also help define the artist’s work in many different ways. The panel can alter
the narrative, mood or feel of the image within, depending on its size shape or placement. The
panel’s main function, is often to separate each image from the next which allows artist to create
a sense of time and space in a fractured form.
By simply using a winder panel for example, time can be lengthened:
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Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993
Reality can be crushed:

All-Star Superman Vol.1, Grant Morrison, Frank Quitely & Jamie Grant, 2005
Or moments can be given a sense of timelessness by removing some borders from the panel
and allowing the image to run off the edge of the page:
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Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993
Sometimes borders aren’t needed at all to show movement of time through space:

All-Star Superman Vol.1, Grant Morrison, Frank Quitely & Jamie Grant, 2005
In the end, it is up to the artist to decide how image is best depicted by utilizing the techniques at
their disposal.
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Sin City, Frank Miller, 1991-2000
We must also understand that, it is not the panel itself that is the most powerful when creating
comics but the space between these panels. This space is known in the comic world as the gutter
line. As noted by Scott McCloud, this is the area in which closure takes place. In the moment
between panels it is the audience’s imagination that decides what has happened. In this moment,
the writer, the artist, the artwork and the audience all become one and the something new is
created that never existed before.
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Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993
“To kill a man between panels is to condemn him to a thousand deaths.”
Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993 (p. 69)

To that viewer and that viewer alone, their imagination creates something unique. Most paintings
simply “show” the audience what is there; what is painted is what exists. With comics, there is a
strong obligation for the audience’s participation for the artwork and it’s concept to exist.
“Closure in comics fosters an intimacy surpassed only by the written word, a silent, secret contract
between creator and audience. How the creator honors that contract is a matter of both art and
craft.”
Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott McCloud, 1993 (p. 69)
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Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
Comics are often seen as the bastard child of fine art and literature, never being acknowledged or
accepted by either. Pictures are received information. We need no formal education to “get the
message”. The message is instantaneous. Writing is perceived information. It takes time and
specialized knowledge to decode the abstract symbols of language. Scott McCloud believes that the
closer the artwork and writing of comics get to their respective crafts, the further they become. The
more realistic the artwork and the more descriptive the writing, the less synchronized their
relationship. We believe that the less “impressive” the artwork or writing is, the less respect it
deserves. We look upon it with an “I could do that” kind of attitude. However, it is the mastery of
this balance that creates a new language all together; the language of the “icon”.
I used to believe this about comics. I viewed comics as a craft all on their own, being neither a form
of fine art nor literature. I found them engaging and entertaining but never gave them credit for
being anything more, or being capable of anything more for that matter. However, after reading
Grant Morrison and Dave McKean’s, “Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth”, I came to
understand the potential of what comics could be.
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Mona Lisa, Leonardo da Vinci, 1503

Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
Comics can be art. They are a form of fine art.
“Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth”, is divided into two stories told simultaneously.
The first story is about a doctor called Arkham who established Arkham Asylum, which is, as its name
states, an asylum for the insane. We are fed segments of this story while the second story, set in the
present day, is being told. In the second story, Batman has been asked by his nemesis, The Joker, to
come to Arkham Asylum, where all of its inmates have been set free, along with every enemy
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Batman has ever faced. When he arrives, Joker makes a bargain with Batman. The Joker says that
Batman can go free if he plays a game of hind and seek. Batman must run through the asylum for an
hour and if he is not killed by any of the inmates and retains his sanity he goes free. During this,
Batman encounters different villains that he has locked up in the asylum, each representing a
different part of Batman’s subconscious.
The whole comic has a nightmarish style to it where you question, what is reality and what is not.
This feeling is captured through the combination of Grant Morrison’s dark and operatic storytelling
along with Dave McKean’s gothic and abstract art style. McKean switches between and combines a
vast array of mediums such as collage, oil painting, pencil drawing, digital imagery and photography.
The unpredictability and intensity of the imagery used drag you into the insanity which is Arkham; so
much so that you often come to a point where you need to put the book down and take a moment
before you can physically continue reading.

Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
The comic in a way tries to bring you into Batman’s mind and see things from his perspective. We
are shown a side to this character we have never seen, which is fear, his fear. There is a sense that
you are perhaps living within the nightmare he experiences every night when he goes to bed, a
world where he has no control; where he understands that he’s just like the insane people that he
locks away.
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Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
Within these three panels, Batman is beginning to question what is reality and in order to reclaim his
sanity, stabs himself through the hand with a shard of broken glass. The act in itself is insane.
McKean captures this tension and agony, but also the redemption Batman finds in the shard of glass.
This is highlighted in each panel by an aura of light that surrounds the glass or perhaps it is simply a
light shining in from the background; it’s up to the audience’s interpretation.
This scene is very like a self-crucifixion and in a dark reminiscent way, similar to the crucifiction Jesus
and the pain he endured before ascending to heaven; away from the insanity and darkness of the
world he lived. Before Batman stabs himself, he looks up as if to ask God if this is the right thing to
do. Obviously this is all speculation and very opinionated, but these are some of the qualities a piece
of fine art can hold.
“Why have you forsaken me?”
Jesus Christ

Dalí’s Christ of Saint John of the Cross depicts Jesus Christ on the cross in a darkened sky floating
over a body of water complete with a boat and fishermen. Although it is a depiction of the
crucifixion, it is devoid of nails, blood, and a crown of thorns, because, according to Dalí, he was
convinced by a dream that these features would mar his depiction of Christ. Also in a dream, the
importance of depicting Christ in the extreme angle evident in the painting was revealed to him.
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Christ of Saint John of the Cross, Salvador Dalí, 1951
Dali’s dreamlike scenes, often incorporating collage and are very similar to the works of McKean’s in
“Arkham Asylum”. However, comics are not simply a reflection of the fine art world in the form of a
book. Comics have been a part of the fine art world for a very long time and have gone
unrecognised.
As mentioned before, Scott McCloud has defined comics as “Sequential Art”; “juxtaposed pictorial
and other images in deliberate sequence”.
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Masaccio, the Tribute Money, 1425

Masaccio, the Tribute Money, 1425. This painting may not contain any panels but it tells 3 distinct
stories using images in deliberate sequence. The centre is the first part of the story, where the tax
collector is asking for money so Jesus tells Peter to take it from a fish’s mouth. In the image on the
left we see Peter taking a coin out of the fish’s mouth. And finally on the left, Peter pays the tax
collector. This may all be contained in a single image, but, this image is, in itself, a comic.
And like mentioned previously, panels do not have to exist in order to show the movement of time
through space or describe a narrative.

All-Star Superman Vol.1, Grant Morrison, Frank Quitely & Jamie Grant, 2005
Previously you were shown a scene of Clark Kent, rushing in late to work depicted by comic artist
Frank Quitely. This image is very reminiscent to that of Duchamp’s Nude Descending a
Staircase. Perhaps it is not recognised as such, but this is another example of a comic.
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Nude Descending a Staircase, No. 2, Marcel Duchamp, 1912
Using very abstract imagery, Duchamp managed to depict the movement of a figure through time
and space in a single image. In the comics medium, artists have been developing ways to depict
movement for decades; they stared around the same time the futurists, like Duchamp, dispended
and lost interest. The use of movement in comics, however, is a topic that could take up an
essay all in its own, but a few examples of it can be seen below.

Superman Comics

One Punch Man, Yusuke Murata, 2012
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Sin City, Frank Miller, 1991-2000

JoJo's Bizarre Adventure, part 3: Stardust Crusaders, Araki Hirohiko, 1989

Akira, Katsuhiro Otomo, 1988
I admit that not all comics are “high art”. There are plenty of comics out there that of very poor
quality; especially those from the early years of comics.
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World's Finest Vol 1 #128, Jerry Coleman & Jim Mooney, September 1962
However, the same can be said about the rest of the art world where a lot of junk art exists.
Examples of this are the Outsider Art, which some people consider not to be “fine art”, but that
topic is up for debate. The main reason, it would seem that comics are not considered “fine art” is
because they are commercialized. However, it can also be argued that any commissioned
artworks are also commercialized works. In which case the likes of Leonardo’s works, which
were nearly entirety all commissioned pieces, would therefore not be considered “fine art”. With
the likes of Dali waking up each morning and simply engraving a plate…

“My best days are those on which I earn $10,000 before breakfast by engraving a
plate for my own amusement and which end up with a $50,000 cheque that I pocket
after a fine gourmet dinner”

Salvador Dali
…or the likes of Damien Hirst, who asked a factory build him a 3D, plastic man over 21ft tall,
which he had taken from a biology book, and then sold to Saatchi & Saatchi for a million
pounds…
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Temple, Damien Hirst, 2008
…you begin to wonder, “What is art?”
Going back to Joseph Campbell’s opinion on art, art either stops you entirely, or in moves you.
Any art that moves you is pornography, but true art stops you entirely, mind, body and soul.
According to Scott McCloud, a romantic idea exists about the “Fine Artist”, the pure artist; the
“pure artist” says to the world: “I didn’t do it for the money! I didn’t do this to match the colour of
your couches! I didn’t do this to get laid! I didn’t do this for the fame or power or greed or
anything else! I did this for art!” In other words: “my art has no practical value whatsoever, but it’s
important”.
The definition for “fine art” has been argued for years, but new artists are always proving that art
can be more than what we see it as now.
We are in the centre of a revolution of art. Only in retrospect do we rationalise art movements
such as the impressionists. But we should not have to wait 50 years before the artists at work
today in the comic book medium are recognised for their brilliant and inspirational works. We
need to celebrate this work today and accept this new medium into the fine art world. We must
refresh our views on “fine art” and reinvent ourselves to accommodate these new mediums of the
21st century; comics, being but one.
Andy Warhol showed that art can exist on a mass produced scale; so why not comic books?
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Marilyn Diptych, Andy Warhol, 1962
The likes of Bansky’s work shows how art does not need to exist within a gallery space.

ENJOY YOUR LIE, Bansky
Rothko wished for his works to have their own chapel along the road; a place where a wandering
traveller could stop and meditate. Yet, all his pieces ended up in museums, he slit his wrists.
The comic does not exist in the mortar of a gallery nor does any form of art.
Art is beyond what is shown in a gallery space. So why not as a book? A comic book? A vessel
for art, containing a series of sequential artworks which can be mass produced and shared with
the world?
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Roy Lichtenstein once enlarged images from comic books. People said that Lichtenstein took
comic books and “made them art”. What Lichtenstein did, was he took the “style” of comics, the
icons that represented the medium, and made art using that style. Lichtenstein did not make
comics, nor did he make comics art. Comics have existed for centuries, and although not
recognised, they exist within the art world.

Drowning Girl, Roy Lichtenstein, 1963–1963
If you were to take each page from a comic book and place them or frame them on the walls of a
gallery space, would it be considered art? If you were to do this, perhaps, yes, the piece you had
just presented could be considered “art” but in turn you would have objectified the comic. The
comic would no longer exist as a comic; a piece of art in its own form. The comic is not an
object, the comic is the art and we do not need to elevate it to a gallery space. The comic needs
to exist in the space it exists in period.
Comics are the new art form, a medium which has existed for centuries, a language older than
literature itself. The gallery is dying, and the rise of comics is inevitable. Comics are the future of
fine art.
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Arkham Asylum: a serious house on serious earth, Grant Morrison & Dave McKean, 1989
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Index
These are a few final examples of comics in art that I never got to cover in my essay which I think
deserve an honourable mention…

Pablo Picasso, Guernica , 1937
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The Last Judgment, Michelangelo, 1535–1541

The Garden of Earthly Delights, Hieronymus Bosch, 1939
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Three studies for a Crucifixion, Francis Bacon, 1962

The Tortures of Saint Erasmus, 1460 (restored version)
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Muiredach's High Cross, Monasterboice, 9th or 10th century
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