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50.[Introduction]
Time Frames
Scott McCloud is the Aristotle of comics, showing the way for contemporary thinkers who would
seek to rigorously analyze emerging media.

What Aristotle did for Attic drama in the Poetics, McCloud has done for the neglected form of
comics. He has explained what the most talented comic artists knew, although only Will Eisner had
begun to articulate it—how the comic format works, and what its underlying structures and
techniques are. He began by rigidly defining comics as “sequential art” (or, if further explication is
necessary, “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence”). McCloud then found
that, based on this definition, comics are as old as the ancient Egyptians. From there, he went on to
consider many of the important higher-level techniques of the comic artist: How does the variation
between generic and specific representation of people work? What “happens” in between the panels
of the comic images we read? What are the uses of color in the comic art form? And, as is discussed
in the chapter excerpted here, how can time be represented in a medium which is (although it is
read over a period of time) purely spatial? It is hardly necessary to even mention that McCloud’s
work has implcations for combining text and image, but it provides other lessons and examples.

Many of those involved with new media are pleased by McCloud’s deft metacomic tricks, a
number of which are represented in this chapter. Since McCloud uses a narrative medium suited to
general exposition, he was able to write a comic about comics, and take advantage of this to
illustrate (in every sense of the word) his points. Other similar attempts are not always as
successful: although there have been buildings constructed mainly to comment on architecture,
these are not usually popular or very habitable structures. While the first edition of George
Landow’s Hypertext was issued by Johns Hopkins on disk as Hypertext in Hypertext, this edition
never gained wide scholarly currency—not being as widely cited as the book it was based upon—
and Landow’s Hypertext 2.0 was not issued in a similar format. Some interest in hypertextual
criticism of hypertext remains, as can be seen in the September 2002 special issue of the Journal of
Digital Information, edited by Jill Walker and Susana Tosca. Perhaps this will build upon other
nonfiction hypertext work to provide interesting results; it may also simply be dancing about dance.

Looking to Understanding Comics can provoke new media insight, but it’s certainly not the case
that all of McCloud’s techniques can be easily dragged and dropped into the digital realm. What
McCloud’s work nevertheless shows is that new forms, even those that have not been studied
seriously for centuries or even decades, do indeed have certain conventions and rules, and that if
the form being studied is considered with care and thought, these rules can be determined,
benefiting those who work in the form and are striving to improve the practice of their art.
—NM

See Brenda Laurel’s essay (◊38)
for a direct application of
Aristotelian dramatic ideas to
new media.

Some new media
practitioners have also
begun to consider their
own work as a type of
sequential art. Given that
thumbnails and
storyboards are already
used by many new media
systems designers,
perhaps viewing a
particular path through
such a system as a
comics-like sequence is a
logical next step. New
media tends not to have
the continual movement
of the motion picture
(storyboarding’s most
high-profile application),
but rather periods of
reading and navigation
more closely aligned with
the experience of comics.
In Reinventing Comics
McCloud has also
considered how the
specific form of comics
may be transformed by
new media and what
forms might emerge. It’s
fitting, then, that Ted
Nelson employed an
underground comics
format to communicate
the user experience he
wanted new media
systems to have—an
example of which appears
in his 1974 Computer Lib
/Dream Machines.
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