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Chapter 3: The Contested Space of Comics and Archival Power  
 

 
Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover what we are, but to refuse what we are. We have to 
imagine and to build up what we could be to get rid of [a] political “double bind,” which is the 
simultaneous individualization and totalization of modern power structures. The conclusion 
would be that the political, ethical, social, philosophical problem of our days is not to try to 
liberate the individual from the state, and from the state’s institutions, but to liberate us both 
from the state and from the type of individualization which is linked to the state. We have to 
promote new forms of subjectivity through refusal of this kind of individuality which has been 
imposed on us for several centuries.  

—Michel Foucault210 
 

 
 
 
As demonstrated in the two previous chapters, comics contests binaries across many sites, 

including the aforementioned debates over high versus low culture, and evidence versus emotion. 

What this chapter will address is yet another set of binaries that comics obscures: the image as 

space versus text as time argument famously asserted by G. E. Lessing and critiqued by W. J. T. 

Mitchell.211 Not only does comics utilize the “perception” of “no appreciable time” in the reading 

of images in order to examine the ability to truthfully represent a life, through its unique formal 

combination of this twofold binary system—of text and image, and time and space—it is able to 

upset the boundaries delineated by Lessing. Through creating what Hillary Chute and Marianne 

DeKoven argue is a sense of time as space, the form of comics offers itself as a contested space 

that not only confronts these perceived boundaries but further positions comics as a space from 

                                                 
210 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” in Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, eds. 

Hubert Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 216. 
211 As stated in the introduction to my work, Mitchell asserts that for Lessing: “Reading occurs in time; the signs 

which are read are uttered or inscribed in a temporal sequence; and the events represented or narrated occur in 
time. There is thus a kind of homology, or what Lessing calls a ‘convenient relation’ (bequemes Verhältnis) 
between medium, message, and the mental process of decoding. A similar homology operates in accounts of 
visual art: the medium consists of forms displayed in space; and the perception of both medium and message is 
instantaneous, taking no appreciable time.” 
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which to both critique the power inherent in spatial relations and offer possible solutions for 

subverting it. 

 The spatializing of time in comics, achieved by both collapsing and expanding time 

through the use of space within images and in the size of panels and gutter space, not only lends 

insight into the formal possibilities of text and image, it positions comics as an object through 

which to reflect on how time is spatialized in terms of the real and the imaginary. As discussed in 

the previous chapter, the style and structure of comics can be effectively employed to present 

seemingly differential records of the past in a congruent manner, and thereby disrupt privileging 

systems of archival interpretation. In a similar manner, the style and structure of comics can 

work to upset the boundaries of time and space formally, but further speak to a larger 

problematic: the mediation of space in terms of the real and the imaginary. Due to its form, 

comics reveals that space is inherently multidimensional, and thereby the faultiness of the binary 

of the real and the imaginary.  

The style and structure of comics play an important role in the way comics addresses 

spatial relations. The formal qualities of comics can be utilized to deliberately determine spaces 

or keep them indistinct, and can further work to confuse the relation between the space of the 

page and the space of the narrative. As with evidential documents and emotional testimonies, 

comics can represent imaginary space and real space side by side, and sometimes intermittently 

on the page as coexisting spaces or even a mixture between the two, and thereby holds the 

potential to upend distinctions between real and imaginary space. This double blending, of real 

and imaginary space on the page and on the narrative level, ultimately affords comics a position 

from which to offer an interesting perspective on how power is mediated in space through 
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visibility.  

Because comics is a spatial site through which the notions of public and private space, 

and of conscious and unconscious psychological or fantastical space can be explored, it is poised 

to be considered as a site from which to reflect upon Foucault’s notion of heterotopic space, 

those “real and effective spaces which are outlined in the very institution of society,” and his 

notion of utopic space—the “arrangements which have no real space.”212 As outlined in “Of 

Other Spaces,” Foucault’s “heterotopias of deviance” specifically refer to the societal institutions 

created in order to contain, and possibly rehabilitate, members of society who deviate from the 

mass population mentally and/or physically. Foucault claims these institutions, including the 

cemetery, the hospital, and the prison, were established in order to maintain control and uphold 

normalization enacted through spatial relations and visibility. In his famous metaphor for the 

state and its institutions, he draws upon Jeremy Bentham’s plan for the panopticon to assert that 

not only is space a powerful tool for the policing of society but also that the effects of such 

policing eventually result in the members of society learning to police themselves, both out of 

fear of being watched and because of the learned embodiment of the state’s idea that (self-) 

policing is important to the structure and maintenance of society.  

This influence on the subject is of the greatest concern for Foucault, for he asserts that it 

is through the members of society establishing a sense of individuality that the state is better able 

to control each individual. As he explains in “The Subject and Power,” “subject” has a double 

meaning of being “subject to someone else by control and dependence, and tied to his own 

identity by a conscience or a self-knowledge. Both meanings suggest a form of power which 

                                                 
212 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” trans. Jay Miskowiec, in Diacritics 16.1 (1986): 25.  



136 
 

subjugates and makes subject to.”213 According to Foucault, institutionalized social spaces play 

an active role in this double formation of the subject through their control and normalization of 

the individual, achieved through three interrelated modes of becoming subject. The first of these, 

“dividing practices,” is very clearly seen in his discourse on “heterotopias of deviance,” where 

the subject is objectified by societal institutions both spatially and temporally; the interrelated 

second mode is concerned with classifying structures within language; and the departing third 

mode deals with the idea of becoming subject, where the individual plays an active role in his 

own subjugation, having internalized the workings of societal institutions and the language of the 

first two modes. Thus, Foucault claims, objectification and normalization happen through the 

subject’s use of these spaces, which creates a “political ‘double bind’” that he argues must be 

exposed in order to “promote new forms of subjectivity.”214  

 Through a close reading of Paul Hornschemeier’s 2003 false memoir Mother, Come 

Home, I will explore how comics addresses the “political ‘double bind’” and offers possible 

solutions for subverting the power inherent in spatial relations. Mother, Come Home tells the 

story of a young boy who has lost his mother and is subsequently taken in by his aunt and uncle 

after his father succumbs to a severe depression. In the narrative, the reader is introduced to the 

very real spaces of heterotopia and the characters’ attempts to try to subvert the power inherent in 

them through imagining utopic spaces. In the characters’ envisioning these imaginary spaces, 

attempted physically through masking and psychically through retreat into psychological or 

fantastical dream space, Mother, Come Home takes up the discourse on power enacted through 

visibility by revealing how heterotopic systems have infiltrated private space to the point of 

                                                 
213 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 212. 
214 Ibid., 216. 
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individuals enacting the same policing force both within the home and the self. By addressing the 

“political ‘double bind’” of institutional policing where the individual is both highly criticized 

and largely ignored, as well as the potential means to subvert this process through becoming 

invisible, Mother, Come Home works to expose the spatial power relations outlined by Foucault.  

 Hornschemeier’s work is an ideal case study for how comics is able to reveal the 

“political ‘double bind’” because it deals quite explicitly with the kind of subjectivity imposed 

upon and made manifest in individuals, and further because it self-reflexively utilizes the distinct 

qualities of the form of comics to underscore the point of its content. In his toying with form 

through the use of color, various drawing styles, panels, and gutters—all of which can be 

effectively used to mask, conceal, advance, and retreat from the space of the real—

Hornschemeier dynamically engages with the notion of space. In so doing, he not only makes 

visible the workings of spatial constructions by effectively exposing them, he offers the form of 

comics as a potential answer to Foucault’s call to criticize these institutions “in such a manner 

that the political violence which has always exercised itself obscurely through them will be 

unmasked, so that one can fight them.”215  

 Through the creation of a truly alternative space, I argue that comics is able to open what 

cultural geographer Edward Soja has termed “Thirdspace.” “Thirdspace” creates a possibility for 

conceptualizing other spaces beyond modernist binaries—spaces that necessarily blur the 

borders of subjectivity and objectivity, public and private, and the real and the imaginary. 

Because “Thirdspace” can be used as a tool to address the problematics raised by Foucault in his 

discourse on institutionalized power, I posit that comics, through their distribution of spatial 

relations, offers a potentiality to expose and critique the power inherent in spatial constructions. 
                                                 
215 Michel Foucault and Noam Chomsky. The Chomsky-Foucault Debate. (New York: New Press, 2006), 41. 
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By analyzing Hornschemeier’s work through the concept of “Thirdspace,” I explore how it 

actively works to address Foucault’s concerns by offering a space that can house a potential new 

form of subjectivity that is not impeded by dividing binaries. I will demonstrate how the coming 

together of real and imagined spaces in comics necessarily disrupts the binary system upon 

which Foucault’s “political ‘double bind’” works. In creating a different position for the subject 

that is both real and imagined and yet neither, comics can be seen as re-centering the position of 

the individual, and thereby offering a different perspective on individualization. In its collapsing 

of binaries and rethinking of subjectivity, I assert that comics is imbued with the potential for 

institutional critique as it makes possible a space from which to address and confuse the power 

inherent in spatial relations. 

 

The Formal Operation of Space and Time in Comics 

In order to discuss the coming together of the twofold binary of text and image, and time and 

space, it is useful to consider the more or less accepted workings of the form of comics. Figure 

36 is illustrative of a somewhat typical comics page layout where three main elements of comics, 

the images, the gutter space between the images, and the text, can clearly be seen.216 As 

mentioned in chapter 1, while not all comics use text, when they do, they pose interesting 

insights into Lessing’s assertion that images are read in space and text read in time. While 

certainly each particular panel of a wordless comic can be read according to the assertion that 

images are read in space—that is, that images can be perceived as spatially oriented and thus  

                                                 
216 Like the definition of comics, certainly my delineation of a “typical” comics page and “main” elements could be 

contested, and perhaps a better example of a “typical” comics page would be a traditional nine-panel grid. 
Additionally, Groensteen (2007), for instance, would probably disagree with my “main” elements, as he defines 
four main elements of comics: the panel, gutter, frame, and margin, as he focuses on the primacy of the image. 
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Fig. 36: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (31)  
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instantaneous in their being “read”—and, in a comic with text, that the text can be perceived as 

both read and narrated in time, the way text and image interact in comics works to belie this 

binary. 

 In the juxtaposition of text and image, comics presents a new concept of the workings of 

time and space that is interrelated rather than distinct. In particular, the use of onomatopoeic 

words and speech and thought balloons disrupt the notion of the stasis of the image through the 

introduction of sound. As Scott McCloud notes, “Words introduce time by representing that 

which can only exist in time—sound.”217 The panel on the bottom-left corner of figure 36 is an  

example of onomatopoeic text, where the reader sees the phone being placed back on the 

receiver with a klack. This common trope in comics acts as an iconic sound image. Underscored 

by the movement lines of the young boy’s hand, the klack immediately breaks the static nature of 

the image through the introduction of sound, adding time to what could otherwise be read as an 

instantaneous image. Similar to the operation of onomatopoeic words is the way speech and 

thought balloons introduce sound into images. Shown on this same page, in the last panel of the 

middle row, where the reader sees the young boy saying “Thank you,” this kind of text in comics 

also works to create a sense of time in the image. The representation of sound as outwardly 

expressed or inwardly thought dialogue on the comics page, like the iconic sound image, creates 

a sense of duration within the panel. Because both speech and thoughts take time in expression, 

time is imbedded into the image through their representation, which again works to undermine 

the notion of images being read spatially and instantaneously.  

 Narrative text proves more complicated in its commentary on the workings of text and 

image and time and space. Quite unlike onomatopoeic words or speech and thought balloons, 
                                                 
217 Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (New York: Paradox Press, 2000), 95. 
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which introduce time into the image through the duration of sound, narrative text, being outside 

the image, offers a different perspective on how time and space operate. While certainly text and 

image are still interrelated in the use of narrative text, the relationship is not necessarily as direct 

or immediately perceivable as it is for onomatopoeic words or speech and thought balloons. As 

can be seen in figure 37, sometimes in comics the text and image complement each other. In the 

top-left panel of this page, the young boy, as narrator, tells the reader that his aunt and uncle were 

coming around a lot and bringing groceries, which is complemented by the image of his aunt and 

uncle carrying grocery bags. At other times, the text and image tell two different stories that are 

nuanced by each other. The bottom panels of this same page reveal that the young boy is telling 

the reader a backstory about his aunt while the action of the image, which is current to the 

sequential image narrative, is unrelated to the textual narrative. Also on this page, there is the 

juxtaposition of narrative text, speech balloon, and image that operate in a similar manner. 

Sometimes they are in sync, such as in the top-right panel where the three are relative and 

simultaneous: the reader sees the uncle sniffing and mumbling about a musty smell in the house 

while the young boy tells the reader that he didn’t like their “under-the-breath judgements.” 

Other times they are not, such as in the panel just below, where the image shows the father and 

uncle talking while the young boy tells the reader that his uncle was an engineer. 

 What these examples reveal is that narrative text works to highlight the form of comics. 

Being outside of the image narrative, narrative text calls attention to the fact that “the comics 

panel is fragmentary and caught in a system of proliferation; it never makes up the totality of the 

utterance but can and must be understood as a component in a larger apparatus.”218 This  

                                                 
218 Thierry Groensteen, The System of Comics, trans. Bart Beaty and Nick Nguyen (Jackson, MS: UP Mississippi, 

2007), 5. 
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Fig. 37: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (34) 
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arrangement of panels in sequence has the effect of both text and image being read in a temporal 

spatiality. As Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven explain: 

The form’s syntactical operation is the representation of time as space on the page […] 
the images are not illustrative of the text, but comprise a separate narrative thread that 
moves forward in time in a different way than the prose text, which also moves the reader 
forward in time.219 

 
The panels, or “boxes of time,” as Chute and DeKoven refer to them, constitute a temporal 

language in that they are meant as a continuation, a drive from box to box. But rather than being 

necessarily a continuous drive, the panels are able to distort notions of time through their relation  

with one another. As comics scholar Jeff Adams has pointed out, “The ability to seem to control 

time through the spacing of the frames and the turning of the pages is one of the fundamental 

characteristics of the graphic novel medium.”220  

 As stated earlier, held within the panels are images of a particular moment or moments of 

time, but due to the spatial layout of comics, which necessarily puts the images in a sequential 

relationship with one another, a single panel can be seen as either collapsing or expanding time 

and accelerating or decelerating time from frame to frame. Based on the size of the panel and the 

gutter space between panels, as well as their relation to the other panels and gutter spaces, the 

reader is urged to spend more or less time on a particular panel, and is thereby encouraged to 

either read panels more quickly or more slowly in sequence.221 In figure 38, the reader can see 

how the spatial layout of the page creates a consistent drive by using equally spaced, same-sized 

panels, which have a fluid sequential structure. Meanwhile, figure 39 plays with time, calling 

                                                 
219 Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven, “Introduction: Graphic Narrative,” Modern Fiction Studies 52.4 (2006): 

769. 
220 Jeff Adams, “Troubled Places: Domestic Space in Graphic Novels” in Our House: The Representation of 

Domestic Space in Modern Culture, eds. Gerry Smyth and Jo Croft (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006), 165. 
221 See McCloud (2000); As Rikke Platz Cortsen (2012) has noted, “comics are not always as neat as McCloud’s 

examples and the duration of a panel can sometimes be very difficult to determine.” 



144 
 

more attention to the first, larger and more detailed, image of the father’s eye, which can be read 

as a momentary yet sustained sadness, and less attention to the following frames, where the 

reader can see monotonous daily events of the characters' lives (events that the text reveals take 

place over and over again, over the course of several months). Figure 40, what is called a 

“bleed,” is arresting since it has neither frame nor gutter, and thus can work to suspend notions of 

time restriction altogether.222  

 

 

 

Figs. 38–40: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (12, 31, 22)   

 

  

 

 

                                                 
222 See Groensteen (2007). 
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Even though the examples above illustrate how comics can work to disrupt the binary of 

image as space and text as time, using Lessing's assertions, this is not a wholly valid argument. 

As Mitchell explains, Lessing suggests that temporality can only ever be implied in images or in 

their sequence with one another, and that therefore it “cannot be directly represented by the 

medium in the way that spatial objects can.”223 In Mitchell’s consideration of the coming 

together of image and text, he offers a heavy critique of Lessing’s restrictive notion of the formal 

qualities of media. Mitchell ultimately argues that: 

[...] works of art, like all other objects of human experience, are structures in space-time, 
and that the interesting problem is to comprehend a particular spatial-temporal 
construction, not to label it as temporal or spatial. A poem is not literally temporal and 
figuratively spatial: it is literally a spatial-temporal construction.224  

 
However, in looking closely at Mitchell’s definitions of the various manners in which image and 

text can come together, his argument, which aims to break apart Lessing’s hierarchical 

distinction between painting and poetry, nevertheless implies similar hierarchies. He explains his 

concept of “imagetext” thus:   

I will employ the typographic conventions of the slash to designate “image/text” as a 
problematic gap, cleavage, or rupture in representation. The term “imagetext” designates 
composite, synthetic works (or concepts) that combine image and text. “Image-text,” with 
a hyphen, designates relations of the visual and verbal.225 

 
What Mitchell delineates in these definitions is that image and text do not necessarily always 

come together to create “imagetext” in one medium; some combinations of image and text work 

instead to highlight the tension between the two in implying the features of one medium in 

another. While he argues these combinations, “image/text” or “image-text,” can work to expose 

and explore the relationship between the image and text, he explains that such works:  

                                                 
223 W. J. T. Mitchell, “The Politics of Genre: Space and Time in Lessing’s Laocoon,” Representations 6 (1984): 101. 
224 Ibid., 104. 
225 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1994), 89 (note 9). 
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[...] (in the illustrated newspaper or even in the cartoon page) follow more traditional 
formulas involving clear subordination and suturing of one medium to the other, often 
with a straightforward division of labor. In the typical comics strip, word is to image as 
speech (or thought) is to action and bodies. Language appears in a speech-balloon 
emanating from the speaker’s mouth or a thought-cloud emerging from the thinker’s 
head. […] Narrative diegesis […] is generally located in the margins of the image, in a 
position understood to be “outside” the present moment of depicted actions, scenes, and 
bodies.226  

 
 While he is careful to note that comics could be capable of “experimentation and complex 

deviation from the norm,” and gives examples of comics that self-reflexively use their form in 

cinematic or uncinematic ways, he underlines the idea that comics privilege image over text.227 

This not only necessarily brings to mind Clement Greenberg’s rather short-sighted commentary 

on Steig’s All Embarrassed I discussed in chapter 1, and certainly reiterates many comics 

scholars’ assertions about comics being primarily focused on image, the idea of “imagetext” is 

dangerously close to the hierarchical privileging of fusion and transformation of media in 

intermediality studies.228 While Mitchell is careful to avoid such hierarchies in his discussion, 

noting that “image/text” and “image-text” can be “interesting,” much the way Rajewsky attempts 

to not hierarchically categorize intermedial works, he is not entirely able to circumvent the 

implicit hierarchies in discourse on medium.  

 Like his criticism of “literary scholars moonlighting in the visual arts,” his discussion 

does not demonstrate a thorough investigation of the operation of text and image in comics, 

which is evidenced by his use of the terms cinematic and uncinematic.229 While, as I discussed in 

chapter 1, the comparison of comics to film is not only inaccurate and ultimately dismissive of 
                                                 
226 While clearly Mitchell classifies comics as outside of “imagetext” in this quotation, it is important to note here 

that the University of Florida’s journal ImageText: Interdisciplinary Comics Studies was granted permission by 
Mitchell to use his term; W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1994), 91–2. 

227 Ibid., 93. 
228 In his discussion, Mitchell calls William Blake’s work “illuminated books” and “mixed media.” W. J. T. 

Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1994), 89. 
229 Ibid., 84. 
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comics as a lesser medium than film, the comparison could have been utilized by Mitchell to 

take his argument a step further. He notes that in psychoanalytic film theory, “suture might be 

described as that which ‘fills in’ the gaps between images and shots by constructing a subjective 

sense of continuity and absent positionality,” which he claims could be applied to the coming 

together of image and text in a similar manner.230 He explains: 

Film theory’s emphasis, not surprisingly, has been on the suturing of the image sequences 
and the construction of the subject as spectator. But the question of the image/text 
suggests, I hope, that the notion of suture might well be extended to include the subject as 
reader and listener.231  

  
 What Mitchell, similarly to Greenberg before him, does not consider here, is that comics 

is already actively engaging with the reader. To reiterate Chute and DeKoven’s argument, images 

“comprise a separate narrative thread that moves forward in time in a different way than the 

prose text, which also moves the reader forward in time.”232 As I demonstrated in chapter 2, text 

does not merely support the images in comics, but can work with the images to call into question 

the privileging of document over testimony, what is seen over what is said; while narrative text is 

not in the image, it still operates as an integral part of the meaning making and subject 

construction in comics, and therefore cannot be dismissed as subordinate. Therefore, although 

Mitchell argues above that the “suture” in comics comes from text being subordinate and sutured 

to the image, a key insight he overlooks concerning the way in which comics operates is right in 

front of him: the engagement of the reader. As noted in chapter 2 with the example from Sacco’s 

Palestine, and above in my reading of the father’s eye in figure 39, it is not merely the images or 

the text alone that enable comics to operate, neither is it the artist’s intentional play with affect, 

                                                 
230 Ibid., 92 (note 15). 
231 Ibid.  
232 Chute and DeKoven, “Introduction: Graphic Narrative,” 769. 
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but the manner in which the reader actively works to make the various information presented and 

missing in comics cohere.233 As McCloud notes, “The audience is a willing and conscious 

collaborator and closure is the agent of change, time, and motion.”234  

 As I argued in chapter 1, categorizing comics as intermedial or post-medium does little to 

establish what comics is or what it does. Similarly, while I support that image and text work 

together in comics both on the space of the page and in the space of the narrative, classifying 

comics as “imagetext,” “image/text,” or “image-text” is an argument that could go on 

indefinitely to no great conclusion. What I find more interesting about the way in which image 

and text combine in comics is what it reveals about comics’ ability to function politically. More 

than a commentary on the “irregular, heterogenous, and often improvised boundaries between 

‘institutions of the visible’ […] and ‘institutions of the verbal,’” what the coming together of text 

and image in comics ultimately leads to is yet another political function of comics: a revelation 

of how time is spatialized in terms of the real and the imaginary.235  

 As mentioned earlier, narrative text in comics can work to push forward the narrative in a 

different way from the narrative of the images; it can give the reader backstory anecdotes or 

commentary on the image, both of which speak to Henri Bergson’s theory of duration, where 

time is spatialized rather than linear, and heavily reliant upon subjectivity.236 Onomatopoeic text 

and speech and thought balloons also disrupt any sense of a separation between real and 

imagined space in that they make the invisible visible. As comics scholar David Carrier explains, 

“Speech balloons, because they are visible to the reader but do not lie within the picture space 

                                                 
233 See, for example, Jan Baetens (2008), and in particular, his discussion of Olivier Deprez’s Le château de Kafka. 
234 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 65. 
235 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Word and Image,” in Critical Terms for Art History, eds. Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff 

(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1996), 49. 
236 See Bergson (2002) 
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containing the depicted characters, distinguish comics [from other works of art].”237 Indeed, in 

blending different real and imagined moments both on the space of the page and in the space of 

the narrative, comics can engage the reader in the workings of time and space in terms of the real 

and the imaginary. 

 

The Potential of “Thirdspace” 

Because comics blends time and space in a manner that exposes the spaces of the real and the 

imaginary, it works to address Foucault’s “political ‘double bind’” of institutional power. In 

comics, “real and effective” heterotopic space is interwoven with imaginary utopic space, the 

“arrangements which have no real space,” thereby positioning it as a form through which to both 

expose and effectively critique the binaries upon which power structures are built.238 In offering 

itself as a form through which to conceptualize other spaces not impeded by modernist binaries, 

comics is able to highlight that space is inherently multidimensional and power-laden, and 

ultimately to open a “Thirdspace” as a potential for subverting the power in spatial relations.  

 In his 1996 work Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined 

Places, cultural geographer Edward Soja conceptualizes a new way of thinking about the 

sociopolitical ramifications of the use of space. Developed in part from the concept of 

heterotopia, which is closely connected to the way in which Foucault conceives of the “political 

‘double bind’” of subjectivity, “Thirdspace” can be used as a tool to address institutional power, 

which both “subjugates and makes subject to.”239 Modernist binary divisions are both contested 

and reevaluated in the principle that constitutes “thirding”—a process that keeps part of the 

                                                 
237 David Carrier, The Aesthetics of Comics (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State UP, 2001), 4. 
238 Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 25. 
239 Foucault, “The Subject and Power,” 212. 
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content and function of binaries and upends others. Soja writes that “Thirdspace” “does not 

derive simply from an additive combination of its binary antecedents but rather from a 

disordering, deconstruction, and tentative reconstruction of their presumed totalization producing 

an open alternative that is both similar and strikingly different.”240 “Thirdspace,” then, is 

essentially a combination, circumvention, and reintegration of real space and imagined space that 

both is and is not a product of these binaries. This disruption and deconstruction of binaries is 

central to the notion of “Thirdspace” because it offers a spatial opportunity for subversion and 

resistance that is not different from but includes elements of these binaries in an open and 

productive relationship.  

 “Thirdspace” therefore, due to its inherent multiplicity, also can be a space of 

empowerment. Soja explains this political potential of “Thirdspace” in his reading of bell 

hooks’s work Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics. He writes that hooks proposes: 

[…] a re-visioned spatiality that creates from difference new sites for struggle and for the 
construction of interconnected and non-exclusionary communities of resistance. In so 
doing, she opens up in these real-and-imagined other spaces a Thirdspace of possibilities 
for a new cultural politics of difference and identity that is both radically postmodern and 
consciously spatialized from the beginning.241 

 
What he sees as a “vital discursive turn” in hooks’s work is her envisioning the encouragement 

of the combination of traditionally separate (and separated) communities in an “empowerment of 

multiplicity.”242 This, he claims, “leads to a new spatial conception of social justice based on the 

politics of location and the right to difference within the revised situational contexts of post-

                                                 
240 Edward Soja, Thirdspace: Journeys to Los Angeles and Other Real-and-Imagined Places (Cambridge: Wiley-

Blackwell, 1996), 65. 
241 Ibid., 96. 
242 Ibid. 
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modernity.”243 hooks’s call to claim marginality, he notes, works to disrupt the binary of center 

and margin by “reconceptualiz[ing] the problematic of subjugation”—that is, by choosing a 

position of marginality, marginality itself becomes contrary to its meaning.244 “Thirdspace” 

thereby offers a potential answer to Foucault’s call to “promote new forms of subjectivity.”245 

 

Paul Hornschemeier’s Mother, Come Home 

Subjects and Spaces of the State 

Before discussing the manner in which comics opens a “Thirdspace,” it is important to 

investigate how comics is able to reveal Foucault’s “political ‘double bind’” of subjectivity. 

Through a close reading of Paul Hornschemeier’s Mother, Come Home, which has a thematic 

preoccupation with identity and subjectification through the use of space, I will expose how 

comics uses its form to, as McCloud notes, “[place] itself in the world of concepts.”246 Much of 

Hornschemeier’s work can be seen as an exploration of Foucault’s notion of heterotopia. As the 

story unfolds, the reader is introduced to the real spaces of heterotopia: cemeteries, psychological 

hospitals, and schools. However, Hornschemeier’s work is mostly concerned with private 

domestic spaces, which are presented as confined and threatened “heterotopias of deviance” in 

their established power structures that are upheld by surveillance and their placement outside of 

so-called normative culture. The domestic spaces Hornschemeier’s protagonist inhabits are used 

to explore both how institutional power constructions are mirrored in the home and within the 

individual, and how this power could potentially be subverted through escape into inner spaces.  

 Mother, Come Home opens with a section entitled “Our Mutual Disappearance” in which 

                                                 
243 Ibid. 
244 Ibid. 
245 See this chapter’s opening quote. 
246 McCloud, Understanding Comics, 41. 
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the reader is introduced to a despondent-looking man who is floating though a bizarre landscape 

populated by jagged mountains, leafless trees, and alien creatures (Fig. 41). Though the man 

does not actually speak, both the images and text, including the mathematical symbols 

accounting for spent time (T + 18 in the top-left panel of Fig. 41), suggest that it is he who is 

narrating, or more accurately, talking to or imagining talking to the person for whom he is 

searching. Quite soon after the reader is introduced to this surreal story, within just a few pages, 

the man is forcibly pulled into an inky-black sea of alien creatures. Next, the reader is confronted 

with a black panel, which is followed by an image the reader can make out through the context 

of sequence to be a hole in a mask. Then the reader sees the image of a thumb of a feminine-

looking hand holding the mask in the foreground so that the young boy who is seated and 

reading in the background is partially concealed. The sequentiality of these panels allow the 

reader quite quickly to understand that the opening pages, where the man is floating through the 

bizarre landscape, is some sort of space that is set in opposition to the space in front of the mask, 

that behind the mask, things are somehow unreal or less real, a possible subversion of the space 

of the real. 

 As the narrative develops, the mask becomes a means by which the young boy, Thomas, 

endeavors to distance himself from his domestic spaces. Since the mask was given to him by his 

mother, who is now deceased, it is easy to infer that it gives him a sense of connection to all that 

he has lost—his lost and longed-for reality. More interestingly, however, it can be seen as a  
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Fig. 41: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (13) 
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catalyst for his attempts at trying to achieve a subversion of the heterotopic power structures that 

he envisions both his mother and father as having achieved through death and mental instability, 

respectively. The first of these domestic spaces the reader is introduced to is the home Thomas 

shares with his father after his mother has passed away. While his father slowly begins to fall 

into a depression and to lose his grip on reality, thus at once upsetting the Bachelardian concept 

of the house as a protective space, and the power dynamic between parent and child, the reader is 

given clues to Thomas’s fear of normalizing society.247 

Though Thomas gives the reader a long list of the ways in which his father was 

neglecting his duties at work and at home, he explains that “little routines are the first victims of 

obsessive fantasy and escapism,” an indication that he is understanding of his father’s 

depression, and that, rather than fixing him, he wants to protect him.248 In fact, the reader is 

presented with vignettes of Thomas taking responsibility for the household chores so that his 

aunt and uncle will not become suspicious of his father’s depression, and of him repeatedly 

taking phone messages from his father’s university assistant so that he will not suspect that 

anything is wrong. These scenes work as further indication that not only does Thomas empathize 

with his father in their shared loss, but also that he does not want his father to be found out as 

deviating from the norm. Already here the reader is prompted to understand that Thomas views 

the home he shares with his father as a space that must be kept from the outside world whose 

normalizing institutions are what truly upset his home as a protective space. 

 Thomas’s fears of the normalizing real are explained when the reader is introduced to his 

mother’s grave, which Thomas has named “The Hiding Place” (Fig. 42). Because his mother can  

                                                 
247  See Bachelard (1994) 
248  Paul Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2003), 31. 
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Fig. 42: Hornschemeier, Mother Come Home (29)  
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no longer be seen, to him she has achieved an escape of heterotopia in that she is no longer 

visible and therefore no longer entangled with the power dynamics enacted through visibility. 

What the reader comes to understand is that Thomas has learned that he is not actually protected 

by society but must retreat into a secure place in order to subvert the normalizing power 

structures enacted through visibility. To this end, the first panel of this page brings together the 

floating figure from the opening pages, whom the reader now recognizes as Thomas’s father, and 

a more cartoon-like depiction of Thomas wearing his lion mask—Thomas’s first attempt at 

subverting the power dynamics of heterotopias. The text of the top two panels reads, “We stood 

together before the hiding place, just once. (T) / To my knowledge he never returned. (T+3).”249 

This statement is at once about Thomas’s father never returning to his mother’s grave and his 

father’s descent into a depression he does not escape from, a conclusion the reader can draw 

from it being coupled with the mathematical symbols from the opening pages.  

 What the coming together of the floating figure, the cartoonlike Thomas, the text, and the 

mathematical symbols also reveal to the reader is that this is Thomas’s vision of his father’s  

depression; it becomes clear that the mathematical symbols for time spent are not only a child’s 

admiration and misunderstanding of his father’s work as a scholar of symbolic logic but that his 

inability to fully understand what is happening to his previously protected life is threatening to 

him. He therefore envisions his father as trying to subvert the institutions that will further break 

his family apart, and begins to scheme about ways in which he could also attempt his own means 

of subversion by embodying the lion mask his mother has given him. Just as his mother has 

refused to be seen, his father refuses the space of the real by floating away into a psychological 

retreat, and Thomas uses his mask to become nonhuman and therefore outside surveillance. 
                                                 
249 Ibid., 29. 



157 
 

 Normalizing society makes good on its threat to disrupt the private space Thomas shares 

with his father when he mistakenly alerts his uncle to the fact that his father was missing his 

lectures at the university, which results in his aunt and uncle staging an intervention with his 

father. When his father is taken to the “heterotopia of deviance” of the psychiatric hospital, 

Thomas is forced to move in with his aunt and uncle, after which point his attempts to subvert 

normalization gain momentum. While his lion-masking has previously led to temporary bouts of 

fantasy, as it does in figure 42, where Thomas is shown first as a more cartoonish lion before 

becoming more realistically drawn, after his move, Thomas’s fantasies become more sustained 

and begin to include others around him. In figure 43, the cartoonlike images reveal Thomas’s 

advancement from literal masking to a retreat into a full-fledged fantasy. But even within this 

escape, just like in the case of his father, he is not successful in subverting the watchful eye of 

the panopticon; even in his fantasy, his father figure, his uncle whom he has zoomorphically 

turned into a cat, represents an authority from which Thomas cannot escape, an authority who 

insists that his deviance from normative culture be corrected through forgetting, or perhaps 

through becoming a complacent housecat rather than a lion.  

 Ultimately, neither Thomas nor his father is truly able to subvert heterotopia through an 

enacted escape from reality. Though they both could be seen as attempting to thwart spatial 

configurations of reality through their creation of psychological or fantastical spaces, neither is 

able to do so in the way that Thomas’s mother has. While Foucault has called the cemetery 

“highly heterotopian,” “The Hiding Place” is not the cemetery, but death itself—an unreal place 

without topology, a literally utopic space. It certainly is seen this way by both Thomas and his 

father—and quite possibly his mother, too, as Thomas explains that although she must be lonely,  
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Fig. 43: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (49) 
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she did not want to be found. This bleak outlook on normalizing society is eventually also taken  

up by Thomas’s father once Thomas comes to “rescue” him from the psychiatric hospital. Father 

and son walk into the surrounding woods, where they set up camp. Positioned in a liminal space 

on the edge of the community, the two spend the night under a makeshift tent in the rain before 

Thomas’s father, in yet another liminal space, commits suicide by jumping from a cliff. By 

escaping the confines of heterotopia, Thomas’s father achieves his own sense of utopia, where, 

like his wife, he is no longer subject to surveillance. What is interesting in this scene, however, is 

that in the moments before he commits suicide, he asks Thomas to take off his mask, a possible 

plea to his son to try to find another way to subvert the power dynamics of heterotopia by 

creating a different space, perhaps one that is both real and imagined.  

 

Style and Structure  

Hornschemeier makes remarkable use of both comics style and structure to underline the point of 

his content, and in so doing illuminates how the form of comics already works to expose the 

workings of institutional power. The style and structure of comics helps shape the spaces of the 

content by shaping the space of the page. Line, color, and drawing style can become 

metaphorical in comics. Generally, light, consistent lines with a clean drawing style offer a sense 

of calmness to a comics page, whereas thick, irregular lines with a more gritty style often help to 

highlight an aggression of the content. Color works in this same affective manner, where bold 

colors tend to feel more confrontational to the reader than subdued hues, as the tone of color 
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often offers a matching tonality of the work.250  As discussed earlier, the layout of the comics 

page contributes to its affect in various ways as well. There is often a correspondence between 

the visual appearance of the page layout and the feeling it seeks to evoke: a small panel can 

induce a claustrophobic feeling, while a “bleed” offers a sense of openness.. 

 In Hornschemeier’s use of varying styles, he points to the uneasy feeling of personal 

embodiment of the state’s subjugation of the individual. In Mother, Come Home, style is used 

less to highlight the workings of heterotopia, and more to distinguish the real spaces from the 

imagined psychological or fantastical spaces. In an interesting inverse of what would seem a 

one-to-one stylistic correspondence, Hornschemeier plays with the idea of “normalization” in 

presenting the real spaces of heterotopia in his story as quite randomly ordered. While these 

sections are more “normal” in that they are more realistically drawn and colored than the 

psychological or fantastical spaces are, they offer a variety of panel sizes, framing, and panels 

per page (including several “bleeds”), and a variety of perspectives (including several close-ups 

and distance shots)—all of which lend these sections a wide range of affect. As mentioned 

earlier, considering that panel size, framing, and number of panels per page contribute to the 

feeling of time in comics, the disorderliness of these sections and perspectives, and even their 

wide range of earthy colors, call attention to the fact that heterotopic spaces cannot ever truly be 

contained or systematized, even within the normalizing state. 

 What makes this commentary from Hornschemeier all the more interesting is that, as 

different as they are, the various psychological and fantastical spaces Thomas envisions use very 

consistent framing, color, and style. The opening pages, which as noted earlier show Thomas’s 

                                                 
250 For comments on the use of color or black and white in comics, see McCloud (2000) and Baetens (2011). For 

thoughts on line and style, see Baetens’s discussion of Phillipe Marion (2001). 
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vision of his father’s attempts to subvert heterotopia through a retreat into a psychological space, 

contain consistently sized and evenly spaced panels. The surreality of this section, in terms of 

landscape, the ability of humans to float, and the grayish-purple color scheme, reflect Thomas’s 

father’s depressive psychological space. Similarly, Thomas’s attempts to subvert heterotopia are 

also portrayed in consistently sized and evenly spaced panels, and the brighter pastel color 

scheme reflects the childlike fantastical space Thomas imagines. These two spaces, both in style 

and color, emphasize that it is only in imagined spaces that the world is ordered and consistent, 

which prompts the reader to contemplate how the orderliness of institutions is envisioned by 

society in an attempt to control the unruliness of the world around us. 

 This point is further underlined by the opening page for the section entitled “The Men for 

Father” (Fig. 44). Upon first glance, this page’s book-jacket appearance and eerie color scheme 

creates a break with the other spaces in the story and suggests the cold authority of the state 

intruding into the private space inhabited by Thomas and his father. However, the keen reader 

will recognize this page from earlier in the narrative when it appeared as a book on the shelf next 

to Thomas’s father’s book at the bookstore. What Hornschemeier calls the reader to understand is 

that the authority of the state lies not in the state itself, but in the subject’s belief in the state. In 

fact, the actual institutions within Mother, Come Home are shown to not be able to assert any 

power over the people who use them. The psychological hospital that the men take Thomas’s 

father to not only has no power to keep him there, as is made evident when he is allowed to 

check himself out of the facility, the doctor assigned to him cannot, or will not, specifically 

diagnose and thereby help him.251 Instead the doctor deflects answering Thomas’s father’s 

question about whether he is crazy by saying, “I think that you know as well as I that these sorts  
                                                 
251 Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home, 95. 
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Fig. 44: Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home (68)  

 



163 
 

of things are—for the most part—arbitrary.”252 This, coupled with both the nurses at the hospital 

and Thomas’s teacher being dumbstruck when Thomas misbehaves, ultimately show how the 

system is one of individualistic self-policing, and that power lies not in the state but within the 

imagination of the subjects.253 

 

Masking 

A further point of exposure of the “political ‘double bind’” is found in the use of masking (both 

literal and figurative) as a strategy to help reveal the power structures in society and propose a 

way of dealing with the subjugation individuals experience because of them. As noted earlier, 

Thomas literally wears a mask to attempt to subvert heterotopia, and he presents the 

psychological or fantastical spaces of retreat he envisions as also “behind the mask.” What this 

masking achieves, at the narrative level, is an uncertainty about the reliability of events 

presented, and, at the structural level, a confusion of the reader’s perception of the characters. In 

the masking strategies, Hornschemeier explores the way the subject perceives and deals with 

power and subjectification, and ultimately achieves an unmasking through masking. 

 As can be seen in the scene with Thomas’s uncle-the-cat, Hornschemeier uses a very 

explicit technique of masking that has a long history in comics: the use of anthropomorphized 

animals. As the discussion surrounding the use of animals as metaphor in Maus shows, this can 

be a highly controversial move, but it remains a central tool in the representational strategies of 

comics artists.254 Using the so-called “funny animal” style is deceivingly easy to decode and 

might risk the overly simplistic interpretation of transferring stereotyped animal qualities to 

                                                 
252 Ibid., 71. 
253 Ibid., 72 and 89. 
254 See Huyssen (2000), Reizbaum (2000), Young (1998) or Wilner (1997). 
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people or confusing the intended content of a story by drawing too much attention to the style 

and its connotations. However, there are also very poignant possibilities in the use of 

anthropomorphic animals in comics and there are many ways to successfully use it as a way of 

unmasking and making visible the aspects of human life that sometimes appear more succinct in 

the animal version. What Hornschemeier highlights in his use of animal characters, made 

especially clear in the above-mentioned scene where Thomas the lion is being commanded by a 

housecat and a bird, is that the power of the state is truly internalized. 

 The work is also intentionally unreliable and uses this as a further masking strategy. 

Mother, Come Home is presented to the reader as a memoir narrated by the adult Thomas who 

tells the story of the months following his mother’s death. In the style of contemporary self-

reflexive memoir, there are several textual indications in the work that point to the problematics 

of recounting memories, especially those from childhood, from the perspective of the present. 

This is underscored in the work through the inclusion of Thomas’s many narrative intrusions, 

such as, “But this was month three. I think this was month three. [...] I was seven afterall.”255 But 

Hornschemeier pushes the uncertainty of memoir even further by purposely misleading the 

reader. The opening section, which reads in full, “Our Mutual Disappearance: Introduction to the 

Second Edition by Thomas Tennant,” is explained a few pages further in with an anecdote from 

Thomas about how his father did not like to visit the woods surrounding their house. He says, 

“This took me the longest to understand. My theory then was that these trees simply frightened 

my father (they frightened me). But, in looking through his journals again to write this edition’s 

introduction, I found it.”256 This complicates the reading of Mother, Come Home in that the work 

                                                 
255 Hornschemeier, Mother, Come Home, 25. 
256 Ibid., 30. 
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is not a memoir, but a fictive false-memoir, and it has had only one edition. These purposeful 

falsehoods not only return to the question of memoir in that the reader is left wondering if the 

opening pages of Thomas’s father’s psychological space are envisioned by Thomas or by his 

father or by both, it further aids in confusing any distinction between the various real and 

imagined spaces within the story by making them all imagined, and therefore outside of the 

space of the real.   

 In this way, masking as memoir in Mother, Come Home works on multiple levels. 

Because the reader is initially led to believe that it is a true story, the affect of both the real and 

the imaginary spaces of the story have all the more impact when the reader learns that it is 

fiction. The horror, sorrow, and despair felt by the reader of Thomas’s tragic story defuses 

somewhat when it becomes clear that it is fictive, and the reader’s sympathy perhaps even turns 

into anger directed toward Hornschemeier, like James Frey, for his perversion in inventing such a 

grim tale and deceiving the reader with it. And yet, it is the instability offered by the work that 

hides something while at the same time making it visible. The unreliability of the work makes 

visible the spaces of the real and the imaginary, and overlaps them, blurring the boundaries into a 

“Thirdspace” from which we are able to understand and rethink power, subject, and their 

relation.   

 As I demonstrated throughout this chapter, Hornschemeier actively employs the way text 

and image, and time and space, works in comics to generate a “Thirdspace,” which is both 

imagined and real, a space that insists on multiplicity and instability in a fight against fixing the 

subject in heterotopic space. By unmasking how the state’s power and surrounding society 

discipline the individual, and how the individual subjugates him- or herself, Hornschemeier’s 



166 
 

comic reveals how these structures can be laid bare, which is the first step to critically subverting 

them. He works to illuminate how the instability, unreliability, and multiplicity of comics makes 

it radically open and imbued with potential for critique of archival power as it makes possible a 

space that can address and confuse modern power structures. As Mitchell notes of Lessing: 

One thing he teaches us, almost in spite of his canny rhetorical instincts, is that the 
relation of genres like poetry and painting is not a purely theoretical matter, but 
something like a social relationship—thus political and psychological, or (to conflate the 
terms) ideological. Genres are not technical definitions but acts of exclusion and 
appropriation which tend to reify some “significant other.’’257

                                                 
257 Mitchell, Iconology, 112. 


