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Chapter 1: The “Graphic Novel” and Archival Inscription 
 
 
 
 
At first I thought I could simply draw a line under the word medium, bury it like so much  
critical toxic waste, and walk away from it into a world of lexical freedom. “Medium”  
seemed too contaminated, too ideologically, too dogmatically, too discursively loaded. 

—Rosalind Krauss32  
  

 

How to define the graphic novel has been an ongoing debate since the advent of the term, not 

just within comics studies but also, and more problematically, in terms of discourse on 

intermediality and art. As mentioned in the introduction, there is a divide within the field of 

comics studies between scholars who advocate for the term “graphic novel” as separate from 

comics and those who question the motivation behind the terminological distinction. As comics 

scholar Ed S. Tan notes, those in the former category uphold the idea that “historically speaking, 

graphic novels may be seen as an art form that has grown out of and subsequently outgrown the 

comics genre.”33 This theory is undoubtedly and unabashedly adhered to by the self-proclaimed 

coiner of the term “graphic novel,” Will Eisner; not only, as mentioned earlier, does he argue that 

the graphic novel is a medium distinct from comics but, that as a new and emergent medium, it 

has surpassed comics’ scope to leave “the comics ghetto far behind.”34  

 On the other side of this argument, however, are scholars who assert that the graphic 

novel is not at all a separate medium from comics, but rather, that the term only marks a desire to 

                                                 
32  Rosalind Krauss, “A Voyage on the North Sea”: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition (London: Thames 

and Hudson, 1999), 5. 
33 Ed S. Tan, “The Telling Face in Comic Strip and Graphic Novel,” in The Graphic Novel, ed. Jan Baetens 

(Leuven, Belgium: Leuven UP, 2001), 31.  
34 Eisner used the term “comics ghetto” in his back-cover praise for Paul Hornschemeier’s 2003 Mother, Come 

Home. 
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escape the ubiquitous lowly status of comics that persists across various disciplines and popular 

culture alike—that the graphic novel is comics with cachet. In his introduction to the edited 

volume The Graphic Novel, Jan Baetens directly points to this side of the argument when he 

writes:  

[…] at least theoretically, [the term is] used to make a clear-cut distinction between the 
“good guys” and the “bad guys,” between comics’ pulp fiction and more or less high-art 
visual narratives in book-form whose ambition it is to save the literary heritage in an 
illiterate world.35 

 
These binaries of good and bad, literature and pulp fiction, high and low art, in addition to 

Baetens’s snide comment about the ambition of the graphic novel, quite clearly expose why 

advocates of the term seek a separation from comics. However, what is remarkably left 

underdeveloped on both sides of the argument is that these distinctions—outgrowing, leaving the 

comics ghetto behind, and even good and bad—do very little to establish what the graphic novel 

is, especially without its comparison to comics.  

 What this chapter will explore is how while scholars on both sides of the debate point to 

the “graphic novel” as a means to distinguish between high and low culture, much of the 

discourse has not moved forward to consider how this division functions both in and outside of 

comics studies. In light of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, I will investigate the 

claims to uniqueness and unattainability maintained by discourse upholding the notion of high 

culture, which serves to elevate the graphic novel as different from and better than comics. I 

posit that the binary of high and low culture developed from the hierarchical parameters ascribed 

to the term “medium,” and that advocates of the term “graphic novel” hinge their argument on 

medium classification. In order to pursue this avenue, I will explore how “medium” has been 
                                                 
35 Jan Baetens, “Introduction: Transatlantic Encounters of the Second Type,” in The Graphic Novel, ed. Jan Baetens 

(Leuven, Belgium: Leuven UP, 2001), 7. 



  27 

addressed from the often conflicting standpoints of intermediality studies and art discourse, and 

further will illuminate how, even in its spanning different discourses, the hierarchical nature of 

medium classification is inescapable and, as Michel Foucault would put it, endowed with 

“political violence.”36  

  As art critic Rosalind Krauss laments in this chapter’s opening quote, “medium” has been 

haunted by its historical connotations, and yet is a term too pervasive and one that carries too 

much weight to be abandoned completely. Because of the stubborn presence of “medium” in the 

vernacular, both intermediality studies and art discourse have sought out new parameters for it by 

inventing terminology that would expand its original connotative confines, such as “post-

medium,” “hybridized media,” and “multimedia,” or the newly popularized umbrella-term 

“intermediality.”37 Though this various terminology has afforded “medium” a conscientious 

shifting of its previously rigid borders, as I will illustrate, both intermediality studies and art 

discourse still maintain within these new definitions a hierarchical structure, and ultimately offer 

no clear, substantive definition for the graphic novel, either in its own right or in terms of its 

relation to comics. However, in an exploration of their points of discord and convergence, I will 

demonstrate how a better understanding of “medium,” and thus the graphic novel, can be 

achieved. 

 I will first approach the discourse on “medium” in the relatively short history of 

intermediality studies. I will explore how, from its start with the Fluxus art movement, discourse 

                                                 
36 Michel Foucault and Noam Chomsky, The Chomsky-Foucault Debate (New York: New Press, 2006), 41. 
37 Irina Rajewsky notes that from its beginnings not only has “intermediality” served as an umbrella term for “new 

ways of solving problems, new possibilities for presenting and thinking about them,” but also that it has opened 
the possibility for “new, or at least [...] different views on medial border-crossings and hybridization […] 
point[ing] to a heightened awareness of the materiality and mediality of artistic practices and of cultural practices 
in general.” (“Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective on Intermediality,” 
Intermédialités 6 (2005): 44). 
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on intermediality has continuously sought out a place for new works of art outside of, or in 

between, the traditional singular media defined by art discourse. In early attempts to grant such 

work a position as art in its own right, discourse on intermediality consistently criticized the 

paradigm established by art discourse for medium classification as elitist and antiquated. 

However, as I will demonstrate, in its aims to dismantle the hierarchies established by art 

discourse, it ultimately merely reordered its system by claiming that intermedial works are more 

culturally and artistically important than works in the traditional media. Current discourse on 

intermediality has begun to recognize the faults in this theoretical approach, criticizing both 

previous definitions of “intermediality” and the overarching aims of the discourse. Of these 

critiques, I find Irina Rajewsky’s innovative paradigmatic approach to intermediality most 

interesting to explore, as she offers a means of defining and classifying various manifestations of 

the singular media and intermedial combinations in a nonhierarchical scheme. Because of this, 

Rajewsky’s approach to the question of “medium” serves to shed light not just on “medium” 

itself, but also on the distinction between comics and graphic novels, and thereby offers a 

possible step toward a definition of the graphic novel.  

 I will explicate how because Rajewsky identifies comics as between media and, 

simultaneously, as capable of being classified as a new medium that emerged from a combination 

of media, that so too can the graphic novel be classified as its own medium within her scheme.38 

While this initial argument is rather simplistic, what I intend to illuminate by first establishing 

this conflation of comics with the graphic novel within intermediality’s parameters for “medium” 

is that they still stand apart as different from each other due to their distinct terminology. It is 

                                                 
38 Irina Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective on Intermediality,” 

Intermédialités 6 (2005): 52.  
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precisely the terminological differentiation between comics and the graphic novel that deserves 

further attention within intermediality studies because it necessarily brings to the fore that the 

established norms for upholding certain media as more critically important or artistically sound 

has not been specifically attended to by Rajewsky’s discourse; instead, she rather cleverly avoids 

addressing the old adage that “not all media are created equal” in refusing to clearly discuss or 

define the formal qualities of medium-specificity.  

 As I will elaborate, for while the graphic novel seamlessly fits into Rajewsky’s scheme 

for comics as between media and as a new medium that emerged from the combination of media, 

it could also within her paradigm gain status as yet another new medium separate from comics 

that emerged from the combination of comics and literature. In this possibility of viewing the 

graphic novel as an emergent medium, it could easily be posited, as Tan explains in the foregoing 

quote, as a genealogical or evolutionary step from the medium of comics to one more advanced. 

This implicit hierarchy in intermediality studies generally and, as mentioned earlier, the term 

“graphic novel” specifically, highlights the problems in Rajewsky’s paradigm of at once 

conflating terms and allowing for their differentiation. For while it is interesting that this 

discourse is focused on a classification system rather than the specificities of the media in 

question, the conflict of at once conflating and differentiating comics and the graphic novel 

ultimately does not level the playing field for the two. Rather, as Baetens has asserted, 

intermediality actually can work to obstruct defining the graphic novel by serving as “an alibi to 

avoid further questions about what the graphic novel is, and what it actually does.”39 As I will 

explicate, despite the fact that within Rajewsky’s scheme the graphic novel can be seen as 

                                                 
39 Jan Baetens, “Of Graphic Novels and Minor Cultures: The Fréon Collective,” Yale French Studies 114 (2008): 

95–6.  
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distinct from comics based on a different media combination, what actually makes comics 

different from, or less advanced than, the combination of comics and literature—that is, what the 

specificities of the two new media of comics and the graphic novel are—is problematically 

evaded.  

Therefore, in order to critically approach the question of the medium of the graphic novel, 

this chapter will next turn to what I assert as the root of this problem in terminology: art 

discourse’s systematic degradation of comics and popular literature. Persisting since art critic 

Clement Greenberg’s 1939 article “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” both comics and popular literature 

have continued to be dismissed as commercialized, low- or non-art kitsch—a sentiment that has 

spread from art discourse to the academy and popular culture. As Catherine Labio notes: 

 The eagerness with which the phrase “graphic novel” has been adopted in academic 
 writing points to a stubborn refusal to accept popular works on their own terms. 
 “Comics” reminds us of this vital dimension. “Graphic novel” sanitizes comics; 
 strengthens the distinction between high and low, major and minor; and reinforces the 
 ongoing ghettoization of works deemed unworthy of critical attention.40 

 
As I will demonstrate, it is exactly this desire to distinguish between the high art media and 

kitsch, as promoted by art discourse, that is a primary source of the term “graphic novel.”41 

Because both comics and popular fiction have a long history of being positioned as prime 

examples in the hierarchical division in art discourse, having been specifically named in 

arguments delineating artistic work that can be classified as a high art medium from the mere 

“commodity objects” of kitsch, it is easy to understand the incentive to create a new term that 

would grant it an elevated position as a distinct medium.  

                                                 
40 Catherine Labio, “What’s in a Name? The Academic Study of Comics and ‘The Graphic Novel,’” Cinema 

Journal 50.3 (2011): 126. 
41 Here I say “primary” since comics have also faced a long history of censorship over fears of their danger to 

society. This danger, however, very often was sparked from a “high” versus “low” debate, a fear of subculture 
and/or a fear of the underrepresented classes or minorities of a given society.  
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  Through looking at the evolution of the term “medium” within art discourse, with a 

specific focus on the efforts made by Krauss to move forward from Greenberg’s narrow 

definition by creating the term “post-medium,” I will expose how inventing the term “graphic 

novel” circumvents the dismissal of comics as kitsch. Within Krauss’s discourse the graphic 

novel can not only escape kitsch status simply through terminology, but more importantly, it can 

also gain “post-medium” status by asserting that it self-reflexively utilizes both comics and 

literature as its technical support to manifest as a new medium. And yet, I will argue that 

ultimately this laying claim to “post-medium” status does not come any closer to actually 

defining the graphic novel than does Rajewsky’s scheme for intermediality. For while, in a 

similar manner to how it operates in intermediality studies, the graphic novel can become a new 

medium in art discourse, neither its status as a new intermedial medium or “post-medium” 

affords the graphic novel a definition truly separate from comics in terms of unique formal 

abilities. Further, in a reverse fashion to intermediality studies, the graphic novel’s gaining 

medium status in art discourse can actually work to help elevate comics from their lowly position 

by claims to self-reflexivity and technical support. I will assert that in this manner the graphic 

novel can work not only to destabilize the parameters established for the denigration of comics 

but, more importantly, can displace the entire question of value within art discourse.  

  A systematic critique of the idea that the advent of the graphic novel is a watershed 

moment where so-called lowly, popular-culture comics merged with high literature to manifest as 

a new intermedial medium or “post-medium,” in this chapter I demonstrate how medium 

classification obscures debates about comics’ abilities to function politically. While comics can 

be culturally elevated in both intermediality studies and art discourse using each discourse’s own 
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parameters for medium classification, what this process allows for is something far greater: an 

exposure of the problematic hierarchical promotion of certain objects as more culturally and 

artistically important. In exposing how the term “medium” inscribes objects with cultural capital 

and how various institutions perpetuate and utilize such value-based distinctions between 

cultural objects in order to maintain their own cultural capital, I conclude that the “graphic 

novel” works to both expose and undermine such systems. The coining of the term “graphic 

novel” can therefore be seen as a reversal of the rejection of comics in art discourse, and, more 

importantly, when coupled with the seeming refusal of hierarchies in intermediality studies, 

allows for a different perspective on the very question of “medium” altogether. To answer 

Baetens’s call to determine “what the graphic novel is, and what it actually does”: the term 

“graphic novel” is a critical tool with which to complicate the established notions of defining 

“medium” and thereby sheds insight into how such terminology works to obscure the “political 

violence” of institutions.42 By displacing the entire question of the value of cultural objects, the 

“graphic novel” reveals the fault in the logic of archival inscription.  

 

Intermediality and the Graphic Novel 

Discourse on intermediality varies greatly from discipline to discipline, leading, not infrequently, 

to a confusion of terminology, as noted by Irina Rajewsky in her 2005 article “Intermediality, 

Intertextuality, and Remediation: A Literary Perspective on Intermediality.” While there is much 

discourse addressing the qualifications and scope of intermediality, from specific to more broad 

schemes, I find Rajewsky’s approach interesting in that she both seeks a definition that could 

clarify the term across disciplinary borders and offers a practical guide for classifying various 
                                                 
42 Foucault and Chomsky, The Chomsky-Foucault Debate, 41. 
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manifestations of intermediality. As I will illustrate further into this section, because her 

approach seeks to discuss intermediality in terms of how media combine and with what effect, 

rather than promoting certain media combinations as artistically better or more culturally 

important, her scheme is aptly suited to approach the question of what constitutes the graphic 

novel, especially in relation to comics. First, however, it is important to situate Rajewsky’s 

paradigm within the wider discourse on intermediality to illustrate the manner in which her 

approach can be seen as an opening up of the term from its previously highly hierarchical 

confines.  

 While in her article Rajewsky is careful to point out that labeling any particular work as 

intermedial is subject to scrutiny by the discipline that lays claim to that work, as well as to that 

discipline’s definition and parameters of “medium,” she nevertheless asserts:  

An entire range of phenomena [qualify] as intermedial. Examples include those 
phenomena which for a long time have been designated by terms such as transposition 
d’art, filmic writing, ekphrasis, musicalization of literature, as well as such phenomena 
as film adaptations of literary works, “novelization,” visual poetry, illuminated 
manuscripts, Sound Art, opera, comics, multimedia shows, hyperfiction, multimedial 
computer “texts” or installations, etc.43 

 
This extensive and diverse list is exemplary of the fundamental way in which Rajewsky departs 

from previous debates about what constitutes intermediality: she specifically defines 

intermediality as “a generic term for all those phenomena that (as indicated by the prefix inter) in 

some way take place between media.”44 The generic quality she attributes to intermediality, 

which enables it to be a term inclusive of various forms of media interaction, is purposefully a 

far cry from intermediality’s original connotation, as well as from much of the contemporary 

discourse on intermediality.  
                                                 
43 Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation,” 50. 
44 Ibid., 46.  
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 Fluxus artist Dick Higgins, the coiner of the term “intermedia,” asserted in 1981 that 

while the term, as he had hoped, had moved beyond its original scope as presented his 1965 

essay of the same name, it was in fact misused in its contemporary conflation with the term 

“mixed-media.”45 He notes that while “mixed-media” is similar to “intermedia” in its 

combination of at least two separate media, the two remain distinctive in how they combine 

media. As an example of this difference, he points to the opera, about which he writes:   

[…] the music, the libretto, and the mise-en-scene are quite separate: at no time is the 
operagoer in doubt as to whether he is seeing the mise-en-scene, the stage spectacle, 
hearing the music, etc. […] In intermedia, on the other hand, the [...] element[s] [...] [are] 
fused conceptually.46 

 
Differentiating “intermedia” from other forms of media combination was further specifically 

attended to by Yvonne Spielmann in her article “Synesthesia and Intersenses: Intermedia in 

Electronic Images.” In her article, Spielmann reinforces Higgins’s distinctive parameters of 

“intermedia” to an even greater extent by differentiating “mixed-media” from “multimedia.” 

Contrary to Higgins, Spielmann names those media presented together yet which still remain 

distinct, such as the opera, “multimedia.” This she defines as separate from “mixed-media,” 

which she claims, “incorporates elements of one medium in another (e.g. photography in film, 

painting in photography).”47 However, like her predecessor, she maintains that what is of the 

utmost importance for qualification as “intermedia,” what keeps those works distinct from any 

other form of media combination, is a formal change of the individual media by their 

combination that results in something altogether new. She writes, “The form of an intermedia 

                                                 
45 Dick Higgins first (re)introduced the term “intermedia” into the vernacular with his 1965 article of the same 

name. He claims in a 1981 article-response that “intermedia” first appeared in its current usage in an 1812 work 
by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. 

46 Dick Higgins and Hannah Higgins, “Intermedia,” Leonardo 34.1 (2001): 52 (emphasis mine).  
47 Yvonne Spielmann, “Synesthesia and Intersenses: Intermedia in Electronic Images,” Leonardo 34.1 (2001): 57. 
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artwork is thus defined then not only by collision but also by the exchange and transformation of 

elements that come from different media.”48 

 This manner of defining intermediality, however, has been highly problematized by Jens 

Schröter in his article “Discourses and Models of Intermediality.”49 Schröter argues that this 

view of intermediality, what he terms “synthetic intermediality,” is problematic on two distinct 

levels. Primarily, he asserts that Higgins’s highly regarded fusion or Spielmann’s exchange and 

transformation of distinct media into a new medium is actually belied by the naming of these 

new media, which ultimately calls into question their fusion or exchange and transformation 

altogether. He sardonically notes: 

It is, however, peculiar that a form whose name is already hinting at the assembly of 
different forms, such as “graphic poetry,” appears as an indivisibly fusioned intermedium. 
If intermedia are old forms that are inextricably blended in a new form, then its scholar-
viewer can hardly succeed in naming the original forms from which the intermedium is 
generated; if he/she does succeed at all, then the price would have to be paid to (textually) 
divide it into the original media which then would directly lead to negate the unity of the 
intermedium.50  

 
This critique, which Schröter specifically directs toward these parameters for “intermedia,” does 

not, however, entirely hold true for what Spielmann aims for in her further elaborations on the 

subject. While Higgins asserts that it is the emergent new media themselves, rather than their 

intermediality, that are exciting and worthy of critical attention, Spielmann takes the reverse 

approach. Her idea of intermediality focuses on the articulation of the media combination, that is, 

“when the structural elements of both media are made evident and visible in a form that reveals 

                                                 
48 Ibid., 59 (emphasis mine). 
49 In his article, Schröter presents a thorough and highly critical overview what he terms the four discursive 

strategies of intermediality. See Schröter (2011).  
50 Jens Schröter, “Discourses and Models of Intermediality,” CLCWeb: Comparative Literature and Culture 13.3 

(2011). 
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their differences.”51 However, while her concern for the manner in which each distinct medium 

is transformed into a new medium allows her to circumvent part of Schröter’s criticism of 

“synthetic intermediality,” she is yet unable to avoid his further critique of the importance that 

emergent new media are granted in such discourse. For Schröter, whether or not there is a 

rejection of or interest in the media that combine, there is a problematic implicit hierarchy 

established by positing any intermedial work as a wholly new medium. He writes: 

Three factors are characteristic for this model of intermediality: a) the condemnation of 
“monomedia” as forms of social and aesthetic alienation, b) a sharp distinction between 
intermedia and mixed media, and c) closely connected to the latter, a revolutionary and 
utopian attitude regarding the triumph over “monomedia” as a social liberation (or at least 
its preliminary stages) in terms of the return to “holistic types of existence.”52 

 
What Schröter illuminates here is the paradox in this particular discourse on intermediality of at 

once condemning the cultural and aesthetic hierarchy of the traditional media and yet 

establishing a new hierarchy by elevating these new media to a position over both the traditional 

media from which they emerge and other forms of media combination.  

 Schröter’s underlining the fault in both the logic and aims of this view of intermediality 

as the formation of wholly new and better media was taken up by Rajewsky in her approach to 

the question of intermediality. Unlike Schröter, however, she does not completely reject either 

Higgins or Spielmann, but rather uses their arguments to develop a systematic approach to 

delineate both how media combine with one another and with what effect. Her reappropriation of 

the term, therefore, allows her to maintain that—while there is a difference in the way in which 

and with what effect media combine—any combination of media, including “mixed-media,” 

“multimedia,” and “intermedia,” can be seen as intermedial in that it “designates those 

                                                 
51 Spielmann, “Synesthesia and Intersenses,” 60. 
52  Schröter, “Discourses and Models of Intermediality.” 
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configurations which have to do with a crossing of borders between media.”53 Her argument 

carefully avoids the faults Schröter finds in both Higgins’s and Spielmann’s discourse primarily 

through her refusal to clearly define “medium.” In so doing, she circumvents any discussion of 

hierarchies to focus instead on what she calls “the phenomena” of media combinations. 

Ultimately, what is interesting for Rajewsky is to bring various media combinations into one 

discourse, which could serve to establish a systematized categorization of medial interactions in 

a manner that avoids privileging one medium or combination of media over another. Of her new 

strategy for classifying intermediality, she writes: 

If the use of intermediality as a category for the description and analysis of particular 
phenomena is to be productive, we should therefore distinguish groups of phenomena, 
each of which exhibits a distinct intermedial quality and—what is even more important in 
the present context—a particular way of crossing media borders. This allows for drawing 
distinctions between individual subcategories of intermediality and for developing a 
uniform theory for each of them.54  

 
To this end, she distinguishes three categories of intermediality: medial transposition, media 

combination, and intermedial references. The first of these categories, medial transposition, 

addresses works that are adaptations from one medium to another, and thereby intermedial in 

their transformation from the original source to a new manifestation.55 The second category, 

media combination, as its title would suggest, is the coming together of at least two distinct 

media either in process or in product where each medium is materially present. The third 

                                                 
53 Rajewsky makes clear in her article that her use of the term “intermedialty” is something to be distinguished 

from “intermedia” as proposed by Higgins, and yet, her discourse not only addresses but uses part of Higgins’s 
original meaning of “intermedia.” Indeed, Rajewsky herself cannot fully escape the confusion and conflation of 
terms, which she points out at the start of her argument, presented in the opening paragraph of this section. 
Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation,” 46.  

54 Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation,” 55. 
55 While Schröter notes that this category poses its own set of problems, particularly concerning the independence 

of narratology from medium, I will not delve further into this argument here since the works this thesis is 
concerned with are not adaptations. For more on narratology, medium, and Rajewsky’s scheme, see Schröter 
(2011).  
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category, intermedial references, applies to one medium evoking or imitating at least one other 

medium that is not materially present.  

 In her extensive lists of examples for each category, she specifically notes comics as 

belonging to the second category, media combination, alongside opera, film, theatre 

performances, illuminated manuscripts, and computer or Sound Art installations. This motley 

group is at once a clear indication of Rajewsky expanding the borders of previous discourse on 

intermediality, which has insisted on differentiating “mixed-media” and “multimedia” from 

“intermedia.”56 And yet, specifically within this second category, she agrees with Spielmann’s 

insistence that the manner in which the individual media self-reflexively reveal themselves in 

their combination is a key component to their intermediality.57 About the parameters of this 

category, Rajewsky elaborates: 

These two media or medial forms are each present in their own materiality and contribute 
to the constitution and signification of the entire product in their own specific way. Thus, 
for this category, intermediality is a communicative-semiotic concept, based on the 
combination of at least two medial forms of articulation. The span of this category runs 
from a mere contiguity of two or more material manifestations of different media to a 
“genuine” integration, an integration which in its most pure form would privilege none of 
its constitutive elements.58  

 
 Further following Spielmann, and to a lesser extent Higgins, she notes that the 

combination of media in a “‘genuine’ integration” could lead to a new medium whose 

“plurimedial foundation becomes its specificity.”59 From this passage, while it is clear that 

Rajewsky insists that intermedial works in this category combine at least two media in 

                                                 
56 As noted earlier, Higgins specifically labeled the opera as “mixed-media,” an argument Spielmann slightly 

altered by naming the opera and other such works “multimedia.”  
57 “Self-reflexivity” is of great importance to Rosalind Krauss in her definition of “medium,” a point I will explore 

more fully later in this chapter. 
58 Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation,” 52. 
59 Ibid. 
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articulation with each other, she not only carefully avoids naming which media combine in her 

examples but also avoids clearly pointing to what constitutes a “‘genuine’ integration,” and thus 

a new medium. In this way, while she does follow both Spielmann’s and Higgins’s idea of the 

possibility for new media to manifest from intermediality, she is able to sidestep the criticism 

they face from Schröter due to their overtly established hierarchy for intermedial works. By 

refusing to claim these new media as more important than either the individual media that 

combined to create them or any other combination of media, Rajewsky therefore leaves it up to 

each medium’s specific discourse to determine the answers to these questions. 

 As noted in the introduction, although a more or less “official” definition of comics is in 

constant debate within comics studies, there is a greater degree of general agreement upon which 

media combine within comics and to what effect. While it is perhaps commonplace in both 

popular culture and various disciplines to think of comics as combining the singular media of 

written text and image, obviously not all comics actually use written text, a point intentionally 

made in the definition of comics posited by comics artist Scott McCloud in Understanding 

Comics: The Invisible Art. In his work, McCloud defines comics as “juxtaposed pictorial and 

other images in deliberate sequence intended to convey information and/or to produce an 

aesthetic response in the viewer.”60 Though this definition of comics is highly contested within 

comics studies, what McCloud nevertheless makes clear in defining comics thus is that the 

juxtaposition, or combining, of media in comics is not necessarily the individual media of written 

text and image, but rather of sequence and images.61 The latter is a point that many comics 

                                                 
60 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (New York: Paradox Press, 2000), 9. 
61 McCloud’s definition of comics is both widely known and widely contested. See, for example, Magnussen and 
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scholars agree upon.62 Therefore, while in comics it is not exactly written text that is combined 

with images, comics can still be argued as combining text and image through an assertion that 

comics constitute a system of language based upon the sequentiality of their images. Comics 

scholars interested in the semiotics of comics, from Walter Koch and Wolfgang Hünig in the 

1970s to Thierry Groensteen in his influential 1999 Système de la bande dessinée, have argued 

that comics constitutes a distinct language created by the sequentiality of its panels, a point that 

has been further elaborated upon through close examination of exactly how this language 

operates. For example, in his 2001 article “Relatedness: Aspects of Textual Connectivity in 

Comics,” comics scholar Mario Saraceni asserts that the layout of comics works as a textual 

system due to the graphic similarities between the comic panel and the sentence. He writes: 

An obvious element of comparison between the sentence and the panel is of a graphical 
nature, in that in an extremely simple definition, the sentence could be regarded as a 
portion of text delineated by two full stops, whose function is then similar to that of panel 
borders in comics: they represent a graphical boundary for the unit.63  

 
 While again, the definition of “comics” and its system of communication continues to be 

debated, from this discourse on the structure of comics language, it is quite easy to argue that 

comics is, in fact, intermedial under Rajewsky’s second category of media combination. Using 

arguments such as Saraceni’s, it can be seen as clearly articulating a coming together of two 

distinct media: text and image. Further, because the two media in combination work together to 

create a distinct language system, I assert that their combination can also be seen as constituting 

a new medium in that they are intertwined, which satisfies Rajewsky’s parameters for a 

“‘genuine’ integration.” Following this line of argument, because the graphic novel also 

                                                 
62 See Baetens (2008), Groensteen (2007), and Magnussen and Christiansen (1998). 
63 Mario Saraceni, “Relatedness: Aspects of Textual Connectivity in Comics,” in The Graphic Novel, ed. Jan 

Baetens (Leuven, Belgium: Leuven UP, 2001), 169. 
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combines text and image in the same manner as comics, it, too, can fit into this category and also 

be classified as a new medium. However, to conflate the graphic novel with comics based purely 

on a formal and “‘genuine’ integration” of media is rather too simplistic. In its distinct 

terminology, the graphic novel still maintains its separation from comics. 

 In looking at Rajewsky’s third category of intermedial references, this distinction between 

the graphic novel and comics can be explored more fully. According to her parameters, comics 

could also fit into this category, while maintaining their status in the second category. As an 

example of how media can cross the three distinct categories of her scheme, she explains that 

while a film adaptation of a novel falls into the first category of media transposition, it can also 

be seen as falling into the second category of media combination (of film and literature), and 

often necessarily fits into the third category of intermedial references as well, since the film 

necessarily in some manner references the text from which it was adapted. However, unlike in 

media combination, this third category presents just one medium in which the other medium or 

media are presented. Of this third category, she writes:  

Intermedial references, for example references in a  literary text to a film through, for 
instance, the evocation or imitation of certain filmic techniques such as zoom shots, 
fades, dissolves, and montage editing […] are thus to be understood as meaning-
constitutional strategies that contribute to the media product’s overall signification […] 
The given product thus constitutes itself partly to or wholly in relation to the work, 
system, or subsystem to which it refers.64 

 
This category Rajewsky further elaborates upon with the addition of what she calls their “‘as if’ 

character […] and illusion-forming quality inherent in them.”65 She defines this character as 

“only generat[ing] an illusion of another medium’s specific practices”—that is, that a literary text 

can evoke or imitate a film through evoking or imitating such features as the zoom or dissolve, 
                                                 
64 Rajewsky, “Intermediality, Intertextuality, and Remediation,” 52. 
65 Ibid., 54. 
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but always remains distinctively within the milieu of the verbal, textual medium of literature. 

This illusion, the evoking or imitating, of one medium by another she ultimately labels a “putting 

into relation.”66 As an example, she cites Sasha Waltz’s dance theatre production Körper (Berlin, 

2000) (Fig. 1), which she claims achieves a relation to painting. Waltz’s dancers, entrapped 

between a large frame with a transparent front and opaque back, are able to achieve a sense of 

weightlessness by:  

[…] supporting themselves in the air by pressing their limbs against the two “walls,” […] 
mov[ing] very slowly, head up and head down, in every possible direction […] With 
several other factors contributing to its overall effect (a particular lighting, the dancers’ 
costumes recalling loincloths, bodies seemingly cut off at the borders of the frame, etc.), 
this sequence as a whole inevitably reminds the viewer of a painting.67  

 
She further notes that Waltz’s piece not only references painting but offers a discourse on both 

the stasis of painting and the mere illusion of a world outside the painting’s frame, achieved 

simultaneously in having the dancers move both within and past the borders of the frame.  

 What is interesting in considering comics in this light is that comics have often been 

assumed to, using Rajewsky’s term, reference film in an “as if” manner. As stated earlier, in 

Rajewsky’s example of how a novel can reference a film, she specifically notes that the novel 

would utilize “certain filmic techniques.” This is a great point of contention in comics studies. As 

comics scholars Anne Magnussen and Hans-Christian Christiansen note in Comics and Culture, 

while this idea has become a sort of common belief, upheld by comics scholar Manuel Kolp, in 

fact, comics actually existed before film and “the cinematographic language (close-up, point of 

view, dynamic editing of camera angles) was established in comics long before Porter and 
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Griffith developed the narrative film.”68 They propose, therefore, that comics could be seen as 

influential to film rather than the reverse, which they argue has “led to a general deprecation of 

comics as an inferior, more static version of film.”69 In an interesting demonstration of comics’ 

influence on film, the opening sequence for the film adaptation of Alan Moore and Dave 

Gibbons’s Watchmen utilized the same zoom-effect found on the opening page of the first issue 

of the comic (Fig. 2), a not-so-subtle nod to the fact that film references comics, and not the 

reverse. Here, it becomes clear that even Rajewsky’s scheme can be instrumentalized to establish 

hierarchies, and contributes to debates over the formal qualities of specific media, a point I will 

develop further in the following pages. While this argument maintains for comics its status as a 

combination of text and image that references only itself rather than film, or by extension, and in 

a reverse manner, painting or drawing, it still leaves open the possibility for the graphic novel to 

be distinguished from comics. Unlike comics, which in terminology speaks to something 

altogether new, using Schröter’s criticism for Higgins’s idea of media fusion cited earlier, the 

term “graphic novel,” as a combination of “graphic” and “novel,” suggests a different kind of 

combination, or referencing of, different media.  

 

                                                 
68 Anne Magnussen and Hans-Christian Christiansen, “Introduction,” in Comics & Culture: Analytical and 

Theoretical Approaches to Comics, eds. Anne Magnussen and Hans-Christian Christiansen (Copenhagen, 
Denmark: Museum Tusculanum Press/University of Copenhagen, 2000), 14–15.  

69 Ibid., 15. 
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Fig. 1: (top) Sasha Waltz, Körper (2000), and Fig. 2: (bottom) Watchmen #1 (1986, p. 1) 
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 In order to pursue what differentiates the media combination of the graphic novel from 

that of comics, it is interesting to return to Eisner’s influential definition of the graphic novel, 

which he discussed at length in his 2002 keynote lecture at the University of Florida Conference 

on Comics and Graphic Novels. In his lecture, Eisner shared his impetus for coining the term 

“graphic novel” by revealing that when he was searching for a publisher for his A Contract with 

God and Other Tenement Stories, he was determined to find a large publisher who would have a 

greater reach than the much smaller comics publishers. He recalled his conversation with the 

president of Bantam Books in New York thus: 

So I called him and said, “There’s something I want to show you, something I think is 
very interesting.” He said, “Yeah, well, what is it?” A little man in my head popped up 
and said, “For Christ’s sake stupid, don’t tell him it’s a comic. He’ll hang up on you.” So, 
I said, “It’s a graphic novel.” He said, “Wow! That sounds interesting. Come on up.” 
Well, I did bring it up and he looked at it and looked at me through his reading glasses 
and said, “This is a comic book, bring it to a smaller publisher,” which I did.70 
 

This pointedly humorous anecdote speaks to what many comics scholars note about the “graphic 

novel”: that it is simply a marketing term to elevate comics, first coined by Eisner to try to sell 

his work and since maintained by the publishing industry due to the same motivation.71 

However, as noted in the introduction, Eisner also claimed:   

I’m here to tell you that I believe strongly that this medium is literature. […] The word 
“comics,” of course, we’re still living with it, is a misnomer. We can’t get rid of the thing. 
We can’t get rid of it—it’s like “Kleenex.” It doesn’t belong here and it’s partly our fault 
because comics originally were designed to be funny stories.72  

 

Following Eisner’s assertion, the graphic novel could be seen as a medium at once distinct from 

comics—and one that references comics. Therefore, rather than the graphic novel being 
                                                 
70 Will Eisner, “Keynote Address, Will Eisner Symposium,” ImageTexT: Interdisciplinary Comics Studies. 1.1 

(2004), paragraph 14. 
71 See, for example, Sabin (1993). 
72 Eisner, “Keynote Address,” paragraph 16. 
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conflated with comics as a media combination of text and image, as both Eisner and the term 

itself, following Schröter’s argument, suggest, it could be seen as a combination of comics 

(graphic) and literature (novel). Additionally, like Waltz’s Körper, which offers a commentary on 

the stasis of painting and the mere illusion of a world outside the painting’s frame through 

illuminating these properties inherent in painting, the graphic novel, in its ties to “serious” 

literature, could be seen as referencing and transforming comics’ “funny stories.” 

 While Rajewsky’s argument can be used to justify comics and the graphic novel as 

specific media, what becomes problematic in her plan for categorizing various manifestations of 

intermediality is that in her refusal to clearly define “medium,” she ultimately offers no 

definition of what intermediality actually means. As Lars Elleström points out in his article “The 

Modalities of Media: A Model for Understanding Intermedial Relations”: 

Without a more precise understanding of what a medium is, one cannot expect to 
comprehend what intermediality is. This is not only a terminological problem. On the 
contrary, the understanding of what a medium is and what intermedial relations actually 
consist of has vital implications for each and every inquiry in old and new fields of study 
concerning the arts and media.73  

 
Rajewsky’s argument, therefore, rather than leveling the playing field for various intermedial 

works, only leads back to the exact problem her system tries to circumvent. In leaving the 

question of “medium” up to the discourses that lay claim to a particular work, her scheme rather 

reinforces arguments for certain media's discourse to claim their stakes as artistically better or 

more culturally important than other media. Because the graphic novel can be seen as a 

combination of comics and literature, it necessarily can be argued, as Tan notes, as an 

evolutionary step from comics to something more noteworthy, the very position Eisner takes in 
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  47 

his discourse on the graphic novel. And yet Rajewsky’s discourse, as Elleström notes, never 

clearly defines the media that combine in intermedial works, such as comics and literature in the 

graphic novel. Because of this, Rajewsky’s paradigm does more to lead to additional questions 

about “medium” and “intermediality” than it does to answer them. In this way, her discourse on 

intermediality not only problematically works to reinforce the hierarchies established for the 

denigration of comics but also reiterates and affirms Baetens’s suggestion from the introduction 

to this chapter: intermediality does “function as an alibi to avoid further questions about what the 

graphic novel is, and what it actually does.”74 

 
Comics and Popular Literature in Art Discourse 

Though current discourse on intermediality has attempted a straightforward and nonhierarchical 

approach to categorizing various manifestations of intermedial works of art, art discourse has 

consistently had the high-low debate at the forefront of its classification system. As demonstrated 

in the previous section, at the outset, Higgins and the Fluxus art movement were reactionary to 

this hierarchical classification system of art discourse and sought a new means of categorization 

that would reflect the changes in the contemporary production of art. As stated earlier, not only 

did this initial approach to promoting new art forms simply lead back to hierarchies by inverting 

them, as I have demonstrated, even later attempts to thwart the hierarchies of art discourse have 

ultimately been undermined by the refusal of intermediality studies to clearly define “medium.” 

Therefore, in order to approach the question about what the graphic novel is and what it actually 

does, it is imperative to return to art discourse, which has long been concerned with the question 

of “medium.” 
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 With his entrée into art criticism with his aforementioned 1939 article, “Avant-Garde and 

Kitsch,” Clement Greenberg firmly established the paradigm within art discourse for the 

delineation between “genuine” and mass culture based on a system of value attributable to 

medium classification. In his article, Greenberg draws a firm line between that which he 

classifies as the high art, medium-specific work of the avant-garde and the low- or non-art kitsch 

of popular culture. “Kitsch” he defines as non-medium-specific works intentionally created for 

market consumption, which have no real aesthetic value due to their mass reproduction. He 

clearly outlines various forms of kitsch when he writes: 

Simultaneously with the entrance of the avant-garde, a second new cultural phenomenon 
appeared in the industrial West: that thing to which the Germans give the wonderful name 
of Kitsch: popular, commercial art and literature with their chromeotypes, magazine 
covers, illustrations, ads, slick and pulp fiction, comics, Tin Pan Alley music, tap dancing, 
Hollywood movies, etc., etc.75 

 
Further in his critique, he makes explicit the perilous nature of these rearguard works, labeling 

them the “debased and academicized simulacra of genuine culture.”76 While much of 

Greenberg’s formalist approach to art theory has been criticized in contemporary discourse, his 

appropriation of the term “kitsch” imprinted its use as an inextricable part of the vernacular; 

“kitsch” is still used as a label for low- or non-art works in art discourse.  

 Carried on by Rosalind Krauss in her article “Reinventing the Medium,” she reserves the 

Greenbergian kitsch label for those works she calls “the fraudulent mask of art,” and perpetuates 

her predecessor’s denigration of both comics and popular literature through her labeling the 

photo-novel, and by extension, comics, “the most degraded form of mass ‘literature.’”77 This 
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tradition in art discourse of using the term “kitsch” as a watermark, as well as comics as a 

scapegoat, are both interesting points to consider in the shift of the parameters of high art 

brought about by Krauss in her work, “A Voyage on the North Sea”: Art in the Age of the Post-

Medium Condition. In Voyage, she sets out to distance herself from Greenberg, noting, as stated 

in the opening quote to this chapter, that the term “medium” had been haunted by his insistence 

on the necessity of specificity in a given medium. While once common currency in the art world, 

she argues that the idea of medium-specificity is an “essentialist reduction of painting to 

‘flatness,’” and one that problematically excludes all but the traditional arts of painting, 

sculpture, and drawing.78 

 As early as in her 1979 essay “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” Krauss begins to delve 

into the problem that much of her later work, including Voyage, would focus on more 

specifically: the question of “medium.” In “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” she begins her 

critical approach to the heretofore essentialist connotations of “medium” by constructing an 

argument regarding what she calls the “historian/critic’s” desire to maintain the “cultural term” 

“sculpture,” even in an era in which “rather surprising things have come to be called 

sculpture.”79 She writes, “In the hands of this criticism categories like sculpture and painting 

have been kneaded and stretched and twisted in an extraordinary demonstration of elasticity, a 

display of the way a cultural term can be extended to include just about anything.”80 This, she 

argues, is not merely a means of retaining a term for the sake of categorical inclusion of new 

works of art, an area of discourse she would later become highly concerned with, but is testament 

                                                                                                                                                             
comics and the photo-novel will be developed in the following pages. 
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to the desire to understand the vanguard by placing it within a familiar history. She sees this, 

however, as a “trick” to legitimize new work, which ultimately obscures the term in its attempt to 

save it.81 In order to illustrate her point, she notes that what has historically been labeled as 

sculpture is inseparable from the monument. She notes, “By virtue of this [internal] logic a 

sculpture is a commemorative representation. It sits in a particular place and speaks in a 

symbolical tongue about the meaning or use of that place.”82  

 She argues, however, that this notion of sculpture as monument, sculpture as inseparable 

from place, shifted in the late nineteenth century to its contrary: sitelessness.83 She states that in 

the modern period, “sculptural production [...] operates in relation to this loss of site, producing 

the monument as abstraction, the monument as pure marker or base, functionally placeless and 

largely self-referential.”84 For Krauss, it is in its placelessness and loss of its base that sculpture 

came to reveal its own autonomy through creating a discourse on its new status. But this 

exploration of sculpture’s new position as a “negative condition of the monument,” she notes 

was rather quickly exhausted and ultimately led to sculpture being “something that was possible 

to locate only in terms of what it was not.”85 As such, sculpture entered into a new sort of logic 

based on its surroundings; sculpture became “not-landscape” or “not-architecture,” and therefore 

became a “sum of neither/nor.”86 But this argument, she claims, proves rather more complex. 

Utilizing a mathematical Klein group to create an expanded field of reference (Fig. 3), Krauss 

argues for new terminology to be applied to what would have previously been labeled as 
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sculpture. This noted postmodernist move would open the possibilities of including into this 

Klein group of not-landscape plus not-architecture (sculpture) three other forms: landscape plus 

architecture (site construction), landscape plus not-landscape (marked sites), and architecture 

plus not-architecture (axiomatic structures).87 

 

 

 

Fig. 3: Krauss’s Klein group  

 

  

 This new expanded field, she argues, necessarily calls into question the parameters of 

“medium.” She claims, “Within the situation of postmodernism, practice is not defined in 

relation to a given medium—sculpture—but rather in relation to the logical operations on a set of 

cultural terms, for which any medium—photography, books, lines on walls, mirrors, or sculpture 

itself—might be used.”88 However, while her argument opens the possibility of possibilities, she 
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plays into the historian/critic’s desire for categorization when she claims, “The field provides 

both for an expanded but finite set of related positions.”89 Indeed, like the historian/critic, Krauss 

calls for a logic, but purports that this new logic is better (and more logical) in its escape from 

the “definition of a given medium on the grounds of material, or, for that matter, the perception 

of material.”90 Rather, she notes the logic of the space of postmodernist practice to be “organized 

instead through the universe of terms that are felt to be in opposition within a cultural 

situation.”91 In order to support her point, she argues that painting would, in this kind of scheme, 

probably involve the opposition of uniqueness and reproducibility, and that therefore, within 

painting or any other postmodern space “many different mediums might be employed.”92 As I 

will clarify in the following pages, not only does this model work as a synthesis of Krauss’s 

entire discourse on “medium,” it sets the parameters and the limitations of her scheme, which 

will ultimately undermine her point. 

  Following “Sculpture,” to begin her reworking of the term “medium,” Krauss first 

presents critic Stanley Cavell’s idea of automatism, a backlash to Greenberg in its “insistence on 

the internal plurality of any given medium, of the impossibility of thinking of aesthetic medium 

as nothing more than an unworked physical support.”93 She notes that Cavell’s automatism 

allows art to be freed from reductive discussions of purity based on medium-specific autonomy, 

in which, she states, art becomes disengaged from everything outside its frame. She argues that 

medium-specific autonomy lost any claims to validity in a contemporary context because it had 

proven illusory both in terms of the art market, which she notes increasingly looked just like any 
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other, and through its various modes of production, such as serialized paintings, which she 

claims “seemed to carry the imprint of the industrially produced commodity object, internalizing 

within the field of the work its own status as interchangeable and thus pure exchange value.”94 

  Further, she argues that with the advent of what she calls photography’s “triumphal 

convergence [with] art in the 1960s,” the idea of medium-specific autonomy became even more 

obscured.95 Proceeding from Walter Benjamin’s extensive discourse on photography, she claims 

that the mechanical reproduction of photography was “both the source and symptom of a full-

scale demise of […] aura across all of culture, so that art itself, as celebrator of the unique and 

the authentic […] empt[ied] out completely.”96 Both these sites of resistance to the notion of 

medium-specific autonomy, the art and consumer market—and what she calls photography’s 

destruction of the conditions of the aesthetic medium—are the points from which Krauss posits 

that the traditional notions of “medium” have collapsed, and, somewhat paradoxically, that in 

“the post-medium condition,” “medium” must be reinvented.  

Krauss aims to redefine the parameters of “medium” by asserting that if a work outside of 

the traditional media is self-reflexive, it can be considered a “post-medium” art, which, moving 

forward from the limitations of the traditional media of the past, manifests as a new medium. As 

a means of explanation on the difference between the traditional media and “post-medium” art, 

she notes: 

If the traditional medium is supported by a physical substance (and practiced by a 
specialized guild), the term “technical support,” in distinction, refers to contemporary 
commercial vehicles, such as cars or television, which contemporary artists exploit, in 
recognition of the contemporary obsolescence of the traditional mediums.97 
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She further explains that where the media of the past, the disciplines of painting, drawing, and 

sculpture, all require physical support in the form of tools, photography and film require more 

than this alone: both utilize a complex system of technical support in both the creation and 

exhibition processes. Where photography relies on the scene or image captured by the camera as 

well as the film-development and printing processes, all of which raise the question of what the 

centerpiece of the work is, film further complicates this question by adding into the list of 

technical support the projector, the theater space, and the audience.   

For Krauss, this point of departure from the traditional media is something that begs 

closer evaluation; her work confronts the traditional parameters for “medium” by asserting that 

the use of technical support should not be the criteria for excluding photography and film, and by 

extension other new art forms, from the qualification of “medium.” Although she agrees with 

both Greenberg and Benjamin in considering photography the end of the traditional media 

because of its use of technical support, she argues that the use of commercial vehicles or 

commodity objects does not necessarily relegate works of art to kitsch status. She is careful to 

note, using as an example serialized paintings, that even the traditional media can become 

subject to kitsch status based on Greenberg’s parameters alone, and that therefore his parameters 

are not viable. She argues instead for the criterion of self-reflexivity in all art; in the same way 

that Cavell asserts that a work of art must reflect its own internal plurality, she argues that if a 

technical support is used in a manner that exploits it, criticizes it, or subverts it, and is thereby 

self-reflexive, it can at once avoid being labeled as kitsch and be viewed as its own new medium. 

 Clearly, for Krauss, redefining the parameters of “medium” to allow for the incorporation 

contemporary art is of the utmost importance, especially in the “obsolescence of the traditional 



  55 

mediums.”98 Expanding upon her discussion of the “post-medium condition” in Voyage, she 

offers Marcel Broodthaers’s October 1974 cover for Studio International (Fig. 4), which she 

reads as announcing “the termination of the individual arts as medium-specific.”99 The cover 

presents two lines of four circles: the letters F, I, and N in the first three circles are followed by a 

drawing of an eagle in the last circle of the first line, and a drawing of an ass in the first circle is 

followed by the letters R, T, and S in the last circles of the second line. While she reads it as a 

rebus that spells out “fine arts,” she notes that it is also possible to read the cover as: 

FIN ARTS, or the end of art; and this in turn would open onto a specific way that 
Broodthaers often used the eagle, and this onto a particular narrative about the end of art, 
or—reading his rebus more carefully—the end of the arts.100 

 
She carefully analyzes Broodthaers’s narrative about the end of the arts, noting how rather than 

the eagle standing for the “fineness of the fine arts” and the ass standing for the lowliness of the 

arts-in-general, that the rebus ultimately reveals “the stupefying particularity of individual 

techniques, of everything that embeds practice in the tedium of its making.”101 For Krauss, 

Broodthaers’s narrative, however, does not speak only to the growing concern over the 

reductiveness of modernism, but in fact serves as its remedy. She reads his cover as a key 

example of how contemporary artists can use technical, commercial support to manifest a new 

medium. In his use of the rebus and the magazine cover, Broodthaers calls attention to the 

problem he is addressing by self-reflexively using both the historic heraldry and play of the rebus 

and the commercialized format of the magazine.  

 The concern over the state of art, and especially its institutionalization, was a recurrent 
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topic for Broodthaers. In another, earlier, narrative on this topic, Broodthaers created a fictive 

museum-like exhibition within various exhibition spaces, including his home, entitled Museum 

of Modern Art, Department of Eagles (1968) (Figs. 5 and 6). In his work, he presented an array 

of objects in a highly organized display, including paintings and drawings hung on walls, as well 

as taxidermied animals and other objects placed on pedestals or encased in glass. All of these he 

tagged with identification numbers and text that read THIS IS NOT A WORK OF ART—an obvious 

nod to both Marcel Duchamp and René Magritte. His fictive museum is clearly a critique of 

traditional institutional practice that grants objects status as high art through their recognition and 

classification by the institution itself. Of this project, he writes, “The actual effect of the 

exhibition consists in the fact that we ultimately gain, through the encounter with fiction, a 

stronger consciousness of reality—but a mental reality, obviously.”102 “With the help of a fiction 

like my museum it is possible to grasp reality as well as that which reality conceals.”103 For 

Krauss, this sort of self-reflexivity is what artists must achieve in the “post-medium condition”: 

self-conscious and site-specific work that comments on the technical support it employs. In his 

self-reflexive use of the museum space, art objects, and narrative, Broodthaers can be said to be 

using the medium of fiction, a new “post-medium” following Krauss’s parameters.  
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The Eagle from the Oligocene to the Present,” October 42 (1987): 151–52.  
103 Broodthaers, “Section des Figures.” Section des Figures (Der Adler vom Oligozän bis heute). Düsseldorf: 

Stätische Kunsthalle, May 16–July 9, 1972, part II, 18-19. qtd. in Rainer Borgemeister, “Section des Figures: 
The Eagle from the Oligocene to the Present,” October 42 (1987): 152.  
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Broodthaers: counter-clockwise from top left: Fig. 4: Cover for Studio International (October 1974);  
Fig. 5: Museum of Modern Art, Department of Eagles, Section of Figures (The Eagle from the  
Oligocene to the Present) (1972); Fig. 6: a close-up of objects from the previous photograph  
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  Two other artists whom Krauss especially notes in her discussion of “post-medium” art 

are Sophie Calle and James Coleman, both of whom, like Broodthaers, self-reflexively utilize 

narrative elements as technical support within their work. In Calle’s conceptual piece The 

Shadow (1981) (Fig. 7), for example, she utilizes what Krauss would perhaps call the medium of 

investigative journalism. Calle explains that much of her work up until this point had centered on 

her following strangers and taking photographs of them. In the catalogue for The Shadow, she 

writes: 

 These works had involved me so much in the act of following that I wanted, in a certain 
 way, to reverse these relationships. So I asked my mother to hire a private detective to 
 follow me, without him knowing that I had arranged it, and to provide photographic 
 evidence of my existence.104 

 
This project, which at once speaks to Pierre Bourdieu’s theory in A Middle Brow Art that the 

photograph as documentary evidence works to reinforce our social relations, also points to the 

“kitsch” entertainment of contemporary tabloid culture.105 Krauss claims that in Calle's hiring an 

investigator to follow her and documenting her feelings of being followed, she is self-reflexive in 

her creation of a commentary on the technical support she employs: textual and photographic 

documentation. This narrative impulse can be seen in much of Calle’s work, and is particularly 

interesting in the works in which she explores the narrative of identity from an outside 

perspective.  

  Going further than in The Shadow, in which she is mostly focused on revealing her own 

feelings of being followed and how identity can actively be constructed, in Take Care of Yourself 

(2007) (Fig. 8), she instead turns her attention to the opinions and feelings of others. For this 

work, she asked 107 women from various professions and backgrounds to respond to a break-up  
                                                 
104 Sophie Calle, “The Shadow” (New York: Paula Cooper Gallery, 1981). 
105 For further discussion of the photograph as documentary evidence, see chapter 2. 
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Sophie Calle: Fig. 7: (top) from The Shadow (1981), and Fig. 8: (bottom) from Take Care of Yourself (2007) 
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letter she received via e-mail from her lover, X.106 The completed piece, a conglomeration of all 

107 responses, which includes analyses from criminal pathologists to linguists to artists, and 

ranges from video performances to photographs to text, similarly speaks to the gossipy tone of 

tabloid magazines and also offers a socio-anthropological look at our voyeuristic impulses, desire 

to gather facts, and belief in a system of right and wrong, absolution and punishment—themes I 

will explore more fully in the following chapter. 

Already in the examples of Broodthaers and Calle, it is clear that what is of the utmost 

importance for Krauss in redefining the parameters of “medium” is to allow for the incorporation 

of contemporary art. However, as can be seen in both artists’ work, with regard to the use of 

commercial vehicles, contemporary art finds itself veering dangerously close to Greenberg’s 

notion of kitsch, a point Krauss sidesteps by claiming that through self-reflexively appropriating 

so-called kitsch objects, contemporary art is able to retain its status as medium and thereby 

salvage the notion of high art in a contemporary context. In her insistence on contemporary art’s 

self-reflexivity through the utilization, exploitation, or analysis of commercial vehicles, she at 

once carves out a place for contemporary art and yet is clear in differentiating the new media she 

helps to define from “fraudulent” art.  

  Where Krauss briefly discusses both Broodthaers’s and Calle’s use of commercial 

vehicles, she specifically points to Coleman’s use of narrative and commercialized popular 

culture in his works in order to further mark this distinction between “genuine” and “fraudulent” 

works of art. She notes that Coleman’s use of the slide-tape and photo-novel specifically work to 

discuss both the narrative structure and the degradation of pictorial images as they progressed 

into mass culture through advertising and “degraded” literature. Thereby, she notes, his work 
                                                 
106 I use the term “women” here loosely, as technically one was a bird and two others were puppets. 
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specifically raises the question of the distinction between high art and kitsch, and firmly 

establishes it. Picking up on this argument again in “Reinventing the Medium,” she claims that 

by utilizing both the narrative vehicle of the photo-novel, and the slide-tape’s still photographic 

images in a sequence, which call attention to the “paradoxical collision between stillness and 

movement that the static slide provokes right at the interstice of its changes,” Coleman “presse[s] 

into service [low-grade, low-tech commercial support] as a way of returning to the idea of a 

medium.”107 Pointedly, she argues:  

And indeed it is this resource, this most degraded form of mass “literature”—comic 
books for adults—that Coleman will exploit in his transformation of the physical support 
of the slide tape into the fully articulate and formally reflexive condition of what could 
finally be called a medium.108 

 
 However, Krauss’s dismissal of this “degraded form of mass ‘literature’” can be turned 

upon itself. Using her terms, and following Eisner’s assertion, the graphic novel could be 

classified as a new medium that employs as technical support both the form of comics and the 

content of literature. Like her parameters for sculpture, in my Krauss-inspired Klein group below 

(Fig. 9), it could be argued that the graphic novel gains its status as medium, and therefore status 

as art, through its self-referential use of both comics and literature. But of course, to assert that 

the graphic novel is a “post-medium” because of its use of comics is rather too simplistic, and 

necessarily calls to mind Rajewsky’s scheme for intermediality; this argument still does not get 

any closer to defining what the graphic novel is and what it does than it does to assert that it is 

intermedial.  

 
       

                                                 
107 Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium,” 297.  
108 Ibid., 300. 
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     Fig. 9: Krauss-inspired Klein group 

 

 While Krauss’s paradigm shift widens the circle of high art to include contemporary self-

reflexive artworks, she still maintains the tenets of Greenberg’s original hierarchical paradigm. 

She notes that:  

One of the sources for Coleman’s “medium” is the photonovel […] where one sees grown 
men and women engrossed in these comic-books-for-adults on the Metro or the 
Underground […] they point directly to an internationalist commercialization of culture 
in advertising on the one hand and a degraded form of literacy on the other.109 

 
In this statement, she reaffirms her predecessor’s assertion that art objects intended for the mass 

market—including popular literature, the photo-novel, comics, and by extension the graphic 

novel—are immediately relegated to kitsch status. This delineation is problematic in that it 
                                                 
109 Rosalind Krauss, “...And Then Turn Away? An Essay on James Coleman,” October 81 (1997): 9. 
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purposely brushes aside two key points that could contend with this hierarchical structure, which 

I will argue in the following section. First, while utilized in this discourse, neither the quite-

obvious fact that high art is largely both intended for and dependent upon market economies nor 

the fact that artistic work meant for reproduction, such as high art Literature with a capital “L,” is 

explicitly considered or explored in a manner that could complicate and perhaps dismantle such 

distinctions between high art and kitsch. And second, this discourse also stakes its claims on self-

reflexivity and yet does not attempt a closer look at so-called kitsch objects in this light, even 

when their use in this argument structure—such as in the work of Broodthaers, Calle, and 

Coleman—already puts the previous rejection of these objects in a position that is difficult to 

maintain. 

 

Undermining Comics as “Kitsch” 

Primarily, through a look at the historical precedence of serialized literature, namely the 

Victorian serialized novel, art discourse’s assertion that the reproducibility and commercial drive 

of popular fiction immediately relegates it to kitsch can be refuted through Krauss’s own 

argument about formal reflexivity. The Victorian era heralded the rise of serialized fiction—

novels published in short installments in magazines and newspapers over the course of several 

editions, often spanning at least a year. While there is no doubt that this venture was 

commercially successful due to readers being enthralled by serials’ thrilling cliffhangers and 

wanting to keep abreast of popular culture—which seems to support art discourse’s dismissal of 

them as kitsch—arguably, the greatest success of serialized fiction was its influence on literacy. 

Because of the simple fact that novels of the era were not affordable for the average Victorian 
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family while the inexpensive and disposable magazines and newspapers of the era were, 

serialization allowed for greater dissemination of and access to literature, which directly 

increased literacy rates and gave writers recourse to earn a living from their art.110 But this fact 

alone, of course, does not necessarily elevate such work to the status of literature, and was seen 

by Greenberg as a sign of the cultural overtaking of kitsch. He argues that the universal literacy 

brought about by such work caused “the ability to read and write [to become] a minor skill like 

driving a car” and set the pace for the development of kitsch commodities for the “peasants 

[who, without] refined tastes [and] insensible to the values of genuine culture,” nevertheless 

were desirous of entertainment.111  

 As Victorian literature theorist Julia McCord Chavez notes in “The Gothic Heart of 

Victorian Serial Fiction,” the advent of serialized fiction, and particularly Charles Dickens’s The 

Pickwick Papers, is “often identified as the watershed moment for the novel as commodity text, 

and the Victorian serial is seen as a vehicle for increasing consumption of fiction.”112 But writers 

of the era also grappled with this problematic, and were quite engaged with the question of 

whether, due to time constraints and pressure from readers, the autonomy of their art was lost 

and their work thus relegated to pure commercial status. As Chavez points out, a clear example 

of this questioning can be seen in Elizabeth Gaskell’s originally serialized Cranford, where her 

character Miss Deborah Jenkyns claims that serialization is “vulgar, and below the dignity of 

literature.”113 This statement can easily be seen as Gaskell self-reflexively exploring the form in 

which she was writing. While the form of the serialized novel can be seen as a mere commercial 

                                                 
110 Julia McCord Chavez, “The Gothic Heart of Victorian Serial Fiction,” Studies in English Literature 50.4 (2010): 

792. 
111 Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” 545. 
112 Chavez, “The Gothic Heart of Victorian Serial Fiction,” 802. 
113 Ibid., 791–92. 
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vehicle, easily obtainable and easily disposable and therefore market-driven, the self-reflexivity 

of these works—the key component Krauss calls for in her definition of high art—immediately 

affords them the status of medium, regardless of their commodity status. Of course, it is crucial 

here to note that a great number of originally serialized fiction has come to be classified as 

canonical literature, a classification upheld by an authority outside of art discourse, but that 

nevertheless further throws into question art discourse’s assertion that commodity objects and 

commercial literature are either “mere” or “kitsch.” 

 Secondarily, Krauss is careful in her exploration of the use of kitsch commodity objects 

by artists, noting that it is only in their articulation with other aspects of the artists’ work that 

they can transcend kitsch status. In discussing Coleman’s work, for example, Krauss delineates 

the ways in which he uses the formal qualities of the photo-novel and comic book to great effect, 

but does not venture to consider the manner in which they could be considered self-reflexive in 

their own right. She notes that in both the photo-novel and the comic book any confrontation 

between two characters cannot, as in film, cut back and forth between reaction shots due to time 

constraints. Instead, they must use a double face-out, where both characters appear in the frame 

together, with the instigator appearing in the background, looking toward both his adversary and 

the front of the frame, and the adversary appearing in the foreground also facing forward (Figs. 

10 and 11). In her discussion of Coleman’s work, she notes that creating both shot and reaction 

shot within the same frame subverts the idea of filmic suture, which renders the viewer incapable 

of feeling a part of the narrative structure. She writes: 
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Fig. 10: (top) James Coleman: Photograph (1998–1999), and Fig. 11: (bottom) panel from Watchmen (2)  

  



  67 

[…] in this refusal of suture, Coleman confronts and underscores the disembodied 
planarity of the visual half of his medium, the fact that being film-based, it has no other 
recourse than to unroll the density of life onto a flat plane. In just this sense, the double 
face-out’s own flatness takes on a compensatory gravity as it becomes the emblem of this 
reflexive acknowledgment of the impossibility of the visual field to deliver its promise of 
either lifelikeness or authenticity.114  
 

 Similarly to how she claims Coleman’s use of the double face-out comments on the lack 

of suture, she notes that the stasis of his images further underscores this lack, and yet, by 

arranging the images in sequence, he offers a counterargument by creating narrative cohesion. 

She asserts that Roland Barthes’s “third meaning” applies to Coleman’s work by claiming that in 

his use of still images in sequence Coleman is commenting on “the photographic still’s privilege 

of being both static and anecdotalized,” and that therefore he is not, in this manner, actually 

doing something new. Barthes writes:  

There are other “arts” which combine still (or at least drawing) and story, diegesis—
namely the photo-novel and the comic-strip. I am convinced that these “arts,” born in the 
lower depths of high culture, possess theoretical qualifications and present a new signifier 
(related to the obtuse meaning). This is acknowledged as regards the comic-strip but I 
myself experience this slight trauma of significance faced with certain photo-novels: 
“their stupidity touches me” (which could be a certain definition of obtuse meaning). 
There may thus be a future—or a very ancient past—truth in these derisory, vulgar, 
foolish, dialogical forms of consumer subculture.115 

 
Krauss claims, however, that ultimately this is not the point of Coleman’s work. Though he uses 

the double face-out found in the photo-novel and comics to great success, his work gaining 

medium status is rather in addition to, not because of, his play on the stillness and movement of 

the image. She writes: 

 

 

                                                 
114 Krauss, “...And Then Turn Away?” 22. 
115 Roland Barthes, The Third Meaning, qtd. in Rosalind Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium: Introduction to 

Photograph,” in October Files: James Coleman (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2003), 200.  
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I am claiming, his invention is the medium within which such a thing emerges as a 
necessary convention, illuminating the logic of the support at the same time that it 
exfoliates a whole field of possible meanings. Which is to say that the slide tape only 
becomes a medium once it has been able to generate a set of conventions that will be 
recursive within it.116 

 
She carves out a place, therefore, for Coleman’s work to become a medium by asserting that it is 

his acknowledgment of both his technical support and its inherent properties—that is, his toying 

with narrative structure within the still image, coupled with the movement of the slide carousel—

that gives his work self-reflexivity, the very fundamental of medium status. 

 Krauss thereby escapes having to pay homage to comics once again by asserting that 

comics is like the photo-novel, which used alone, is mere kitsch. However, comics studies has 

argued definitively that comics and the photo-novel actually do not share any more similarity 

than comics do with film. As mentioned earlier, so-called filmic techniques, such as close-up, 

point of view, and zoom, originated within comics, not film, and yet it is rather commonplace to 

consider such techniques and terminology as linked to filmmaking. In a reverse fashion, this 

confusing linkage of comics to film has led to further misuse of terminology in the study of 

comics. As Groensteen notes, “While the term editing (montage) is encountered sometimes in 

studies on comics,” it does not truly apply to comics for two distinct reasons:  

1) the linkage of shots in a film, which is properly the work of editing, carries itself out in 
a single linear dimension: that of time, while the panels of a comic are articulated at once 
in time and space; 2) editing is an operation that takes place after the filming, and it 
consists of an intervention on a material that has already been elaborated; the page layout, 
on the contrary, generally is invented at the same time that the drawings are realized on 
the paper, or even before the scenario is drawn.117 

 

                                                 
116 Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium: Introduction to Photograph,” in October Files: James Coleman (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 2003), 202. 
117 For a discussion of time and space in comics, see chapter 3. Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. 

Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson: UP Mississippi, 2007), 101. See Fig. 2 for an example of how “editing” 
is part of the page layout in comics.  
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Along these lines, Baetens reiterates that the primary concern in the creation of comics is the 

page layout, not editing. On the difference between comics and the photo-novel, he writes: 

For the comics creator, the initial problem consists [in how] to divide the page. For the 
director of the photo-novel, the first difficulty is to make a selection of the available 
photos and to best combine them within the limits of the page. That one determines its 
partitioning, this one determines its activity as a function of collage. Thus, the perspective 
changes completely.118  

 
What Groensteen and Baetens make clear is that while comics utilize certain techniques found 

within both film and the photo-novel, comics is neither concerned with emulating film nor 

subverting filmic suture. Rather, they highlight that comics is concerned with its own form, 

which again, is the key component in work being self-reflexive and therefore qualifies it as a 

medium according to Krauss’s argument.  

 What is interesting to note is that Greenberg, in his sweeping dismissal of comics, found, 

as Barthes did with the photo-novel, a soft spot for comics, which opened him up to the 

possibility of their being able to escape kitsch status. In an article on William Steig’s All 

Embarrassed (Fig. 12), Greenberg hints at how comics could become self-reflexive, and thereby 

elevated. He writes: 

Steig’s cartoons push and strain against the social and psychological limitations of the 
cartoon form and strive to become self-sufficient, time-transcending art. […] A good deal 
of automatism has gone into them […] yet they do not manage to escape the neatness and 
the formularization of the cartoon—nor will they until Steig forces himself to leave his 
forms more open and to take into greater account the shape of the page.119 

 
What Greenberg suggests here is that if comics could become self-reflexive of its form, somehow 

play with it or manipulate it, it could become art. But what he did not consider is that the  

                                                 
118 Jan Baetens, quoted in Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson: 

UP Mississippi, 2007), 102. 
119 Clement Greenberg, “Steig’s Cartoons: A Review of All Embarrassed by William Steig,” in Arguing Comics: 

Literary Masters on a Popular Medium, eds. Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester (Jackson: UP Mississippi, 2004), 40. 
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Fig. 12: “Some Kinesthetic Notes III,” from William Steig’s All Embarrassed (1944) 
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modern, mass-produced comic was already doing just that. Like the serialized novel, newspaper 

comics and its development into the comic book can make a strong case for medium status by 

utilizing what Greenberg calls for here, and what Krauss later argues is self-reflexivity. More 

interestingly, however, the mass-produced comic further turns on its head Krauss’s assertion that 

there is an obsolescence of medium-specificity in a modern context. Indeed, both these points 

offer a different perspective to art discourse as outlined by both Greenberg and Krauss in that 

comics can be seen as at once both medium-specific and “post-medium.” 

 To illustrate these points, I will present a brief overview of modern, mass-produced 

comics, which, as I will demonstrate, at once highlight their specific and self-reflexive formal 

qualities and thereby displace art discourse’s dismissal of comics as kitsch. Beginning with the 

advent of lithography in the late eighteenth century, newspapers were first able to print images 

alongside text, which many chose not to do, deeming them not “serious” enough to sit alongside 

the “straight news.” Satirical papers, however, embraced the opportunity to showcase such work, 

seeing it as “a distinctive sign of protest and critique.”120 For example, Honoré Daumier’s Les 

poires from 1831 (Fig. 13), which mocks King Louis-Philippe of France over a series of four 

sequential images in which the king’s face morphs into a pear, showcases the unique ability of 

comics: through the use of image, Daumier is able to convey a “serious” message about the 

subjugation of the French people by a gluttonous and out-of-touch ruler, while offering the reader 

the opportunity to laugh at the king’s expense. In addition to the political commentary offered by 

such images, these comics also speak to the use of the mass-produced image as message-

conveyor. As literary critic Richard Terdiman asserts:  

                                                 
120 Richard Terdiman, Discourse/Counter-Discourse: The Theory and Practice of Symbolic Resistance in 

Nineteenth-Century France (Ithaca: UP Cornell, 1985), 151–52. 
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As a form immediately distinguishable from the dense flux of printed text, as image, 
visual representation in the satirical daily could serve distinctively as a representation of 
the Other: as an alternative to the dominant real, to its discourse, to its characteristic 
system of expression.121 

 
Already this early form of mass-produced comics immediately calls attention to its form. It offers 

not just a discourse on the topic addressed within the image, but, more importantly, a discourse 

on subversive use of humor and, in this way, self-reflexively speaks to the assumed lowly status 

of the image and the possibilities of information dissemination that is oppositional to established 

norms. 

 

Fig. 13: Honoré Daumier, Les poires (1835) 

                                                 
121 Ibid., 151. 
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  Unlike the comics presented in the satirical dailies, however, comic books are not able to 

rely on self-reflexivity in terms of opposition to dominant communication systems quite so 

easily. Because they are presented as stand-alone albums or books, their position from the outset 

is necessarily more circumspect than newspaper comics presented alongside the “straight news.” 

However, much the way the Victorian novel cannot be dismissed as kitsch simply due to 

serialization and commodification, one of the greatest points of contention in art discourse’s 

sweeping dismissal of comics seems aimed not just at their form, but at their content. While the 

historical precedence of humorous comic books certainly contribute to Greenberg’s and Krauss’s 

disdain for comics generally, I propose that it is the incredible popularization of superhero 

comics in America that is the main source of their disregard for comics. However, as literary 

scholars Gillian Whitlock and Anna Poletti note, to conflate all comics with the genre of 

superhero comics is problematically misguided. They write: 

The expectations of autographers such as Bechdel and Spiegelman that there is a 
sophisticated and highly literate market for autographics is an interesting indicator of just 
how presumptive and condescending it is to collapse “comics” to the common 
denominator of “superhero,” and to characterize the genre in terms of a naive and 
juvenile reader and a serialized and regimented production process.122 

 
 While on the surface this comment seems a backlash against comics being labeled as 

kitsch, it instead actually reinforces how the line between high and low as promoted by art 

discourse has created a faction in discourse on comics. What Whitlock and Poletti are ultimately 

concerned with is carving out a place for “sophisticated and highly literate” comics, particularly 

those they label “autographics,” or autobiographical comics. Their claiming that it is 

“condescending [...] to collapse ‘comics’ to the common denominator of ‘superhero,’” further 

underscores that the aim of their discourse is to separate and elevate “autographics” from such 
                                                 
122 Gillian Whitlock and Anna Poletti, “Self-Regarding Art,” Biography 31.1 (2008): xi.  
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comics in terms of content. In specifically naming Alison Bechdel and Art Spiegelman, two 

comics artists whose autobiographical works have been classified as graphic novels, they refer 

back to Eisner’s assertion that graphic novels stand apart from lowly comics, thereby reaffirming 

his claims that the medium of graphic novels—or “autographics”—is literature. However, their 

using superhero comics as a scapegoat is as superficial as, to paraphrase their words, collapsing 

all comics into the superhero genre, or dismissing comics altogether as kitsch. As it has been 

very well argued in comics studies, superhero comics offer more than they perhaps appear to 

upon first glance, and therefore are quite well suited to refute the argument that it is 

“condescending” to compare “sophisticated and highly literate” graphic novels to comics. As I 

will demonstrate in the following pages, while the genre of superhero comics has perhaps been 

the most highly scrutinized in terms of discourse on kitsch and the “graphic novel,” it, too, can 

be seen as self-reflexive, and thereby “genuine” art.  

 In Umberto Eco’s “The Myth of Superman,” he outlines a critical point of what comics of 

this genre aim to achieve. He writes, “The mythological character of comic strips finds himself 

in this singular situation: he must be an archetype, the totality of certain collective aspirations, 

and therefore, he necessarily becomes immobilized in an emblematic and fixed nature which 

renders him easily recognizable.”123 Certainly, through using an archetypal character, comics 

such as Superman (Fig. 14) appeal to quite a wide audience, but they do much more than simply 

entertain. As Carl Jung explains, archetypes, including those found in the character of Superman, 

are: 

 
 
 

                                                 
123 Umberto Eco, “The Myth of Superman,” Diacritics 2.1 (1972): 15. 
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[…] primordial types, that is, with universal images that have existed since the remotest 
times […] that have been modified in a special way. They are no longer contents of the 
unconscious, but have already been changed into conscious formulae taught according to 
tradition, generally in the form of esoteric teaching.124 

 
In this light, it is hard to dismiss even superhero comics as kitsch. For while they offer the reader 

the ability to envision himself in the role of the superhero, fighting crime and upholding good in 

the world, and thereby provide an escape into a fantastical story, they do much more: similarly to 

the comics in the satirical dailies, they also offer both political and cultural commentary through 

a critique of their content and form. Such early superhero comics are at once upholding and 

destabilizing culturally circulated messages of good versus evil, of displacement (the 

immigrant/minority experience), and of hard work and determination (the idea of American 

Dream, which was widely disseminated in this era)—all of which necessarily also work to 

comment on the wide circulation and influence of such comics.   

 Their fixed, archetypal characters comment on the fixed nature of the image in that the 

superhero character is at once static and yet necessarily internally fraught. As is well known, 

most superheroes have as a shared characteristic a hidden or otherwise obscured identity 

separating their “normal” selves from their role as superhero, carrying within the archetype a 

moveable rather than fixed identity. This split identity, however, is not just a narrative ploy. As 

comics scholar Marc Singer notes, the superhero is: 

 one of the most powerful and omnipresent figures used to illustrate the dilemmas and 
 experiences of minority identity. The concept has a long pedigree in theories of race, 
 beginning in 1903 with W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk and his concepts of the 
 veil and double-consciousness.125  
 

                                                 
124 Carl Jung, “Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious,” in The Collected Works of C. G. Jung, vol. 9, part 1, ed. 

Herbert Read, Michael Fordham, and Gerhard Adler, trans. R. F. C. Hull (Princeton: UP Princeton, 1968): 3–5. 
125 Marc Singer, “‘Black Skins’ and White Masks: Comic Books and the Secret of Race,” African American Review 

36.1 (2002): 112–13.  
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Quite like Coleman’s slide tape, then, the fixed, archetypal characters of superhero comics 

further comment on the fixed nature of the image, calling attention to the “paradoxical collision 

between stillness and movement.”126   

 Further, modern superhero comics have even directly pointed to the fixed nature of the 

superhero, and have used it to highlight the fixed nature of the superhero genre. As Mervi 

Miettinen explains in her article “Past As Multiple Choice—Textual Anarchy and the Problems 

of Continuity in Batman: The Killing Joke,” in the titular comic, the characters offer a high 

degree of self-reflexivity, both in terms of their status as archetypes and in terms of the 

storytelling conventions of the genre. She writes that in the final scene, when the Joker asks of 

Batman, “Well? What are you waiting for? I shot a defenseless girl. I terrorized an old man. Why 

don’t you kick the hell out of me and get a standing ovation from the public gallery?”127 that: 

The Joker’s questions show that he is well aware of the iterative nature of the hero-
villain-game, and he knows what the next step will be (and that it will all happen again). 
This self-awareness of the character exposes a rare level of metatextuality, as the reader, 
too becomes aware of the forced structure of the superhero narrative, where repeatedly 
the hero chases the villain, only to have him escape, ad infinitum.128 

 
 Finally, even as early as 1970, superhero comics have acknowledged the limitations of 

the superhero in the context of the real world. In Green Lantern #76 “What About the Black 

Skins?” (Fig. 15) Hal Jordan is confronted by an old black man who asks him why he has been 

able to save all the other “skins” from oppression, but not the “black skins.” What this question 

points to is an obvious acknowledgment of the escapist fantasy world of comics, in which 

superheroes, with all their powers, still cannot “solve” racism. Superheroes post-9/11 have 

                                                 
126 Krauss, “Reinventing the Medium,” 297.  
127 Alan Moore and Brian Bolland, Batman: The Killing Joke (New York: DC Comics, 1988), 43. 
128 Mervi Miettinen, “Past as Multiple Choice—Textual Anarchy and the Problems of Continuity in Batman: The 

Killing Joke,” SJoCA 1.1 (2012): 19. 
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 Fig. 14: Superman, debut cover; 
 Fig. 15: Green Lantern #76 panel; and  
 Fig. 16: The Amazing Spider-Man #36 cover 
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further had to contend with the fact that they cannot solve any real-world crisis. Not only did the 

entirely black cover for The Amazing Spider-Man #36 “The Black Issue” (Fig. 16) speak to this 

fact by being literally void of representation, but further, the story itself shows not just Spider-

Man, but other heroes and villains alike, just as helpless and mournful in the aftermath of the 

attacks on the Twin Towers as any of their readers.129  

 

The “Graphic Novel”? 

What, then, to make of the term “graphic novel”? As I have illustrated, according to 

intermediality studies, both comics and graphic novels can share the same classification as new 

media that emerged from the combination of text and image. Also in this discourse, the graphic 

novel could be seen as yet another new medium separate from comics that combines comics and 

literature. In interweaving these arguments with art discourse, however, I have shown that 

gaining status as intermedial media does not necessarily grant comics or the graphic novel status 

as a high art medium. And yet it is specifically a combination of the two discourses that have 

been instrumentalized by advocates of the term “graphic novel.” By laying claims to the 

intermedial combination of comics and literature, advocates of the term can assert that the 

graphic novel, in its articulation between its combination of media, is self-reflexive of its form 

and content, and thereby qualifies as a high art medium.  

However, what the term “graphic novel” ultimately achieves is not a status elevation but 

rather a deconstruction of the parameters of “medium.” As I have shown throughout this chapter 

through examples of the self-reflexivity of comics, the advent of the “graphic novel” is not at all 

                                                 
129 For a discussion of the use of black panels in comics, see Rikke Platz Cortsen’s “Towards a Taxonomy of the 

Black Panel,” forthcoming.  
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a watershed moment in the history of comics. While certainly the term “graphic novel” can be 

seen as playing into the idea of there being a division between high and low culture—through its 

distancing from comics, its alignment with “serious” literature, and its promise, to reiterate 

Baetens’s comment, to “save the literary heritage in an illiterate world”—instead, it presents a 

watershed moment in the history of discourse on “medium.”130 Insofar as it functions as a new 

term, the “graphic novel” does not speak to claiming a new medium but rather emphatically calls 

for a critical investigation of the hierarchies persisting in discourse on “medium.”  

In upsetting previous notions of defining “medium,” the graphic novel proves a useful 

object with which to examine the claims to uniqueness and unattainability of cultural capital. By 

revealing how “medium” has been defined moralistically rather than formally in both 

intermediality studies and art discourse, the graphic novel calls attention to both how such 

terminology endows objects with cultural capital as well as the unsteady ground upon which 

such capital stands. In this way, the value of the term “graphic novel” is undermined and thereby 

reveals a primary step in comics’ ability to function politically. In its displacement of the entire 

question of the value of cultural objects, comics can begin its unmasking of the “political 

violence” of institutions by disrupting the terminology used in archival inscription.131 
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