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Abstract. Although both so-called 'data comics' and 'comics geographies' 

fields have been defined as emerging, there is a lack of structured and multidis-

ciplinary studies that deal with comics' diagrammatic nature. The parallelism be-

tween comics and diagrams, dear to many comics makers and some scholars, is 

more than a mere graphic suggestion or similarity. Unlike the written word and 

other visual art forms, comics, through the multi-vectorial narrative skills typical 

of the page layout, overcomes alphabetic writing's linearity to open up to syn-

chronic and parallel space-time narratives. Comics also favours ellipses, spatial 

dislocations, and micro-narrations in larger narratives more naturally than in 

other artistic and narrative forms. Moreover, comics make possible, differently 

than in literature, a strong involvement of the reader in constructing alternative 

paths. The grid is the element that brings comics back under the category of dia-

grams through its ability to temporalize space and create hierarchies and relation-

ships between the parts (panels). Through some examples, this paper offers an 

introductive overview of the many possibilities offered by a diagrammatic read-

ing of comics, demonstrating how even the most straightforward grid configura-

tions can convey complex concepts. 
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1 Introduction: The Impossible Definition (s) 

Describing what comics and diagrams are is a challenging job. As for diagrams, a 

non-specialist but exhaustive definition could be: “Diagrams are schematic figures or 

patterns comprising lines, symbols, or words to which meanings are attached” [2, 

p.397]. Eddy's definition of diagrams fit comics. We could describe comics as sche-

matic figures AND patterns comprising lines AND / OR symbols AND / OR words to 

which the meanings are attached. Both diagrams and comics do not constitute a hybrid-

ization of the elements listed above but their own categories. Furthermore, as Cates 

notes [4], many comics use a pictogrammatic graphic style used in diagrammatic rep-

resentation.  

The definition of comics is also problematic. As Groensteen said: “searching for the 

essence of comics is to be assured of finding not a shortage but a profusion of re-

sponses” [8, p.12].  The broad definition(s) of comics includes objects very different 

from each other due to the context they are created and used. Although this vast number 

of variants, every comics reader knows comics are self-evident. Paraphrasing what 

Wittgenstein said about games, if we look at comics, we won’t see “something that is 
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common to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole series of them at that. To 

repeat: don't think, but look!”  [1, p. 209].  

This invocation is fascinated when it refers to comics, a medium that could confirm 

that seeing is itself a form of thinking able to override reading and overcome the logo-

centric and linear approach to information. As Miodrag says, “All narrative forms can, 

analeptically or proleptically, override their diegetic sequencing, but [...] only comics 

can potentially override textual progression” [13, p.143], through reading the page that 

can “be seen and read in both linear and nonlinear, holistic fashion” [10, p.48]. 

1.1 Comics, Maps and Diagrams. 

Holistic and nonlinear reading is also typical of cartography. The relationships be-

tween comics and maps have been widely explored [15-16, 18]. As the eye can wander 

on the map, building imaginary routes so it can also do so on the comics page, violating 

the ‘Z-Path’ (left to right, top to bottom) [5, 11] in favour of erratic paths [17] as it 

happens for infographics [12]. In fact, comics, through the multi-vectorial (or ‘multi-

order’) narrative skills typical of its page layout, overcomes the sequentiality to open 

up also to synchronic spatial and temporal narratives [6]. Furthermore, comics and 

maps can work together to create new paths within a space that is both narrative and 

geographic [16]. Therefore, multilinearity is an attribute of both maps and comics, but 

Hadler [9] notes that it also belongs to diagrams. Within certain limits, simultaneity and 

multilinearity allow free exploration of maps, diagrams and comics: one (the author) 

first builds and then (the reader) explores an ambient made up of space, discrete units 

or logical operators. Comics, therefore, live in a constant tension between a linear di-

mension, which involves the individual graphic discrete units (the panels), and a spatial 

dimension that concerns the page's layout. The plastic and semantic relationships be-

tween these images - adjacent and not -  which their "coexistence in praesentia" [8, 

p.23] makes possible are the ones that make comics into a text. 

Beyond the purely narrative aspect, in this article, we are interested in whether and 

to what extent comics can be a device that the reader can reshape to transform the latter 

into a user capable of creating or discovering new meanings. As is the case with dia-

grams, considering that "the essential thing about the diagram is that it is made in order 

for something to emerge from it, and if nothing emerges from it, it fails "[3, p. 290]. 

There are comics in which the diagrammatic character is made explicit [e.g., 4], but 

‘diagrammaticity’ is an element present - with varying intensity - even in those comics 

considered more ‘traditional’ by a large audience.  

1.2 The Grid 

The grid is both the framework, the foundations and the surface of the comics build-

ing. In common usage, the term ‘grid’ indicates a regular subdivision of the space into 

equal portions, but in the comics field, it is used colloquially to indicate any organiza-

tional structure of the comics page: the layout. In this article, we will deal with table 

grid, colloquially also called waffle-irons. More generally, the grid is also the element 
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that creates time through the fragmentation of space, both geographic and typograph-

ical. 

Fresnault-Deruelle [7] notes that the signifying function of spatialization for the 

page's narrative purposes or, better, of the cage (‘grid’), emerges overwhelmingly. 

More than other elements, the grid brings comics back under diagrams, as it can intro-

duce hierarchical principles and consequentiality between the parts in the comics' nar-

rative, creating a discontinuity between the panels. This discontinuity is recomposed 

thanks to the wider system represented by the page layout. As Miodrag notes [14], 

“Narrative breakdown - the dispersal of content into discrete, interdependently inter-

woven units - has few parallels in other media”. Groensteen suggests that spatial and 

topographical parameters (‘spatiotopie’, according to the author's neologism1) condi-

tion the ways in which the story is told. The page composition is a communication 

resource in its own right. Whatever the comics are, a grid itself warns us that narration 

is happening on the page. “But comics is not only an art of fragments, of scattering, of 

distributions; it is also an art of conjunction, of repetition, of linking together” [8, p. 

22]. To summarize,  the grid in the comics plays several vital functions: it connects 

separate moments but physically co-present on the page; assigns to the latter different 

hierarchy importance; transforms space into a narratively oriented temporality, that is, 

it allows the passage from a sequential narrative to a spatial narrative. Furthermore, the 

grid creates the possibility of spatial relationships not necessarily temporal or chrono-

logical, but that also express logical associations and correlations.  

Naturally, more complex grids will correspond to greater complexity both of the 

hierarchy and connections between the panels and the mobility of the gaze, but this 

does not mean to affirm the existence of “‘zero degree’ of spatiotopical expression. On 

the contrary, “[the regular grids] express a vision of the world founded on the notion of 

order, on Cartesian logic, on rationality” [8, p.49]. 

In this article, we will deal above all with the apparently more straightforward con-

figurations, precisely to demonstrate both there is no zero degree of spatial expression 

and those apparently simple grids, comparable to lattice graphs, allow complex narra-

tives. However, most of all, comics make possible, differently than in literature, a strong 

involvement of the reader in constructing alternative narrative paths. 

Through the examples shown below, we try to demonstrate how comics can easily 

and naturally show non-chronological and intertwined narrative lines, different points 

of view, contemporary events, temporal dislocations and complex information net-

works proposed to the reader with great clarity.  

                                                           
1  “The spatio-topia is the point of view that can be had on comics before thinking about any 

single comics, and starting from which it is possible to think about a new performance of the 

medium” [8, p. 23]. 
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2 The evolutionary structure. 

 

Fig. 1.  Description of alternative routes in A Short History of America. 

In Robert Crumb's one page comics Short History of America (1979)2 , the general 

context is always present to the reader's eye, who can jump from one panel to another. 

Through twelve panels arranged on four strips, Crumb describes the evolution of a sin-

gle plot of land to show how anthropization and industrialization had profoundly and 

negatively affected that land. In this apparently linear grid, we can still identify the 

different functions performed by the grid. 

 

 It is a linear representation system of time, based on the sequentiality of the alpha-

betic reading, which allows us to read it following the numerical order in Fig.1 (‘z-

path’). The contiguity of the panels gives rise to a consequential and ‘evolutionary’ 

narrative, in which each panel acquires meaning in comparison with the one that 

precedes it and with what follows it, as in a timeline; 

 The grid allows overwriting a linear reading thanks to the physical coexistence on 

the page and the perception of coexistence on a temporal level of the individual pan-

els/moments. Thus, the reader’s eye can create its own paths, comparing temporally 

more distant events, which simultaneously may (Fig.1 B) or may not (Fig. 1 A) be 

spatially contiguous. 

 The grid creates an effective system offering a specific type of orientation and an 

order of an aesthetic-organizational nature, which gives the user/reader an idea of 

organization and, therefore, of a world independent of each subsequent ‘reading’. 

 

 We can undertake sinuous comparative paths searching for comparisons not only 

nonlinear but that find resonances and influences back and forth in time. The erratic 

wandering of the gaze on the page – experimentally confirmed [17] - is, to varying 

degrees, typical of comics use but is favoured by at least one row and one column. In 

                                                           
2  A black and white version can be found at <https://klaustoon.wordpress.com/2020/06/19/an-

analysis-of-a-short-history-of-america-by-robert-crumb/>, while a color version can be found 

at <http://www.fumettologica.it/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/A-Short-History-Of-America-

By-Robert-Crumb-670x472.jpg>.   

 

http://www.fumettologica.it/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/A-Short-History-Of-America-By-Robert-Crumb-670x472.jpg
http://www.fumettologica.it/wp-content/uploads/2014/05/A-Short-History-Of-America-By-Robert-Crumb-670x472.jpg
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the comic strip format, an alphabetical orientation prevails. Also, in the case of comics 

pages called multi-panel or polyptych, in which a continuous background is divided 

into panels (like a geographical map divided into sections by parallels and meridians), 

the general image works both as a map and as an abstract [18, pp.49-53]. 

It is not a question here of doubt there is a preferential order of reading or that car-

toonists cannot guide the reading path of their readers [11]. It must be stressed that what 

we have often defined as a wandering gaze up to this point can instead be guided to 

infer new narratives and information without betraying the general meaning of the 

work. Comics is a device that can offer different and coherent interpretative possibili-

ties, a generator of multiple meanings that can be used and not just read, just like a 

diagram. 

3 Micro-narrations. 

 

Fig. 2. Charles Forbell, Naughty Pete, 7 Sept 1913, and two elaborations of the same comics. 

 

We have seen how it is possible to select alternative patterns to the usual sequential 

ones to create different meaning paths or summaries and elaborate hypotheses, experi-

ment with jumps and temporal dislocations and play with the what if. In Charles For-

bell’s Sunday Page proposed below (Fig.2A), we find an apparently less regular grid. 

Actually, we can isolate some partially autonomous stories, even if inserted in the gen-

eral flow. These stories are visually separated into blocks thanks to the skilful use of 

both the layout and colours. The section we are interested in analyzing is the central 

one, in which Pete first jumps on the back of the rooster and then fights with the latter 

(Fig.2B). The different chromatic dominances (green and yellow) of the alternating 

panels creates two distinct narrative lines. The yellow, the brightest colour, highlights 

the three critical moments of the sequence: the jump on the back of the rooster, the 



6 

unsaddling, the fight (two panels) and while the four green panels are those that tell the 

intermediate and less convulsive phases. 

The micro-sequence in yellow (Fig.2C) can be effectively read counterclockwise - 

starting from the first panel at the top. Therefore, the two sequences are integrated be-

cause they tell the same episode with different rhythms and intensity but maintain a 

certain autonomy. Both paths lead to the same conclusion but offering different nuances 

and syntheses. Both contain the topical information (the unsaddling and the conflict) 

necessary to move on to the following sections, but following the green path, the final 

confrontation is caused only by the threat of violent action while, following the yellow 

one, the struggle is caused by Pete’s aggressive reaction. 

 

4 Centripetal narrations. 

 

Fig. 4. Diagram of the centripetal structure in Bianca Bagnarelli’s comics illustrating the article 

by Selin Davis I Couldn't Turn My Abortion Into art3, 2 July 2014.  

In this work4 - a delicate and intense work on abortion - we can see much better how 

diagrammatic and sequential nature coexist peacefully. Bagnarelli introduces an even 

stronger idea of circularity of the gaze, using a grid of nine panels and concatenating 

them in a centripetal manner to the central one. These connections express the woman's 

relationship with the hypothetical future life she carries within. In explaining the drama, 

the author finds a synthesis that did not suffer from brutal simplification or incomplete-

ness. Bagnarelli builds a sort of whirlwind tale. The central panel represents the fulcrum 

of this graphic vortex. The entry point through which the reader begins a comics is 

conventionally identified in the upper left panel, just as the lower right panel represents 

the exit point. Here, the most likely entry point for the reader's gaze will be the central 

panel that imposes the hierarchy of meaning by acting as the graphic centre of the story 

                                                           
3  The New York Times: <https://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/07/02/i-couldnt-turn-

my-abortion-into-art/> 
4  The comics can be found at < https://images.vogue.it/gallery/23655/Big/0121f912-69eb-

40fa-8a77-823ecbac1843.jpg>. 
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and the centre of the woman's thoughts. The image of the fetus - that is the focus of the 

woman's thoughts -  also serves as the work’s visual title. The comics proposed here is 

perceived as a whole. Therefore, the reader perceives the other images -  that are con-

nected to the central one and marginalized by it -  simultaneously. In this struggle be-

tween looking and reading, between the whole (the page) and the particular (the panels 

and their sequential reading, the Z-path), lies the visual and perceptive explanation of 

another conflict: that between story and vision. The user of the comics page perceives, 

especially given the absence of words, the grid as a unique structure, meaningful than 

building its own particular path. There are also symmetrical references (hands and feet 

to the right and left, the woman's head up and down) that offer emotional associations, 

not purely temporal but (also) conceptual. What counts here is the expression of the 

protagonist's emotions expressed by the whirlpool shape of the grid. 

5 Conclusions 

This article analyzed the literature relating to a spatial and sequential use of comics 

to make them fall within the field of diagrams, albeit considering the specific differ-

ences. The similarities of the comics with the diagrams and, in particular with the maps, 

were then highlighted to demonstrate not only their affinities but also some possibilities 

of cooperation. It was chosen to analyze regular layouts to demonstrate that the dia-

grammatic nature of comics does not belong specifically to those explicitly diagram-

matic comics but can be found in most incarnations of the medium. Although some 

obvious constraints and limitations, we have seen how the grid, the topographical gaze, 

and the sequential narrative - or narratives - cooperate to multiply the medium's narra-

tive possibilities. We also saw how involving the reader in an operation inherent in 

reading a story and the active construction of other meanings, through operations of 

dislocation, recombination and partial rewriting of the narrative material provided. The 

examples provided have demonstrated how this proliferation of paths does not betray 

the general meaning of the works analyzed but is instead capable of both expanding it, 

synthesizing it, and even creating new narrative and meaningful paths. Through asso-

ciations less linked to a sequential approach, new paths could lead to new and unprec-

edented meanings. Therefore, comics could be considered not only as a narrative tool 

but as a critical, ambiguous and polysemic instrument of analysis. Studies about the 

diagrammatic nature of comics are not yet very numerous, but the possibilities of a 

collaboration between these two machines generating multiple meanings could lead to 

exciting and fruitful developments. 
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