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Do Comics Require Pictures? Or Why Batman #663
Is a Comic

i. the pictorial thesis

Over the last few years, there has been a surge of
interest in the philosophical and aesthetic prob-
lems posed by comics. Particular attention has
been paid to the problem of defining comics.1 The
present article is intended to contribute to this
project. In what follows, however, I do not sug-
gest a particular definition of comics. Instead, I
examine one assumption underlying all (or nearly
all) extant discussions on the topic, namely, that
containing pictures is a necessary condition for be-
ing a comic. Actually, this assumption has not gone
completely unchallenged: Aaron Meskin consid-
ers the possibility that comics could contain no
pictures, but he provides no more than a brief
discussion of the possibility. With that exception
noted (and Meskin’s example will be discussed in
detail in Section II below), every other theorist
who has attempted to define comics has accepted
what I call the pictorial thesis:

If X is a comic, then X consists of or contains a sequence
of pictures.2

Many will think that the pictorial thesis is ana-
lytic or platitudinous. Nevertheless, there are good
reasons for thinking that there can be picture-free
comics. The main goal of this article is to develop a
view that accounts for the central role of pictures
in comics, thereby explaining the intuitions that
make the pictorial thesis so plausible, while nev-
ertheless allowing for the existence of pictureless
comics. Before presenting the argument, however,
it is worth verifying that the pictorial thesis, in one
form or another, is widely accepted.

The first attempt at characterizing comics oc-
curs in Coulton Waugh’s classic work The Comics,
arguably the first serious attempt (and certainly
the first such attempt in English) to analyze the
history and nature of comics. Waugh writes that
“comics are a form of cartooning. The special fea-
ture of this latter is that it jumps at the reader pic-
ture side first—you see the situation. In the strips,
the writing is a side explanation which the mind
picks up, often without being aware of the pro-
cess.”3 Although Waugh presents this as a defini-
tion or description of comic strips, he immediately
points out that the comic strip is a particular form
of the larger medium of comics and thus clearly
intends this description to hold of strips, books,
cartoons, and the like, generally.

Waugh’s account not only entails the pictorial
thesis, but it also downgrades the status of the
words (if any) that appear in the comic. In other
words, Waugh’s definition implies that pictures are
necessary for an object to be a comic, but text (for
example, captions or word or thought balloons)
is not. This idea—that comics need not contain
words—is (mostly) uncontroversial, and there are
a number of well-known examples of wordless (or
“mute”) comics, including Milt Gross’s He Done
Her Wrong and Rebecca Dart’s Rabbithead.4

The next example is the one that has garnered
the most attention, often being cited by comic cre-
ators and critics as the correct definition of comics
tout court. Scott McCloud, in his immensely influ-
ential Understanding Comics, writes that comics
are “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in de-
liberate sequence, intended to convey informa-
tion and/or to produce an aesthetic response in
the viewer.”5 Note that McCloud does not merely
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claim that comics must contain pictures. In ad-
dition, McCloud asserts that comics are pictures.
Of course, this is consistent with there being text
present in comics, but it implies that the text
must be a part of the pictures, and not some-
thing additional to them. This reading is con-
sistent with McCloud’s treatment of the matter
throughout Understanding Comics. As a result,
McCloud’s definition leads to a distinction be-
tween three versions of the pictorial thesis, a
strong version (essentially McCloud’s view), a
moderate version (suggested by Waugh’s ac-
count), and a weak version:

Strong pictorial thesis: If X is a comic, then X consists of
a sequence or sequences of pictures.
Moderate pictorial thesis: If X is a comic, then X contains
a sequence or sequences of pictures.
Weak pictorial thesis: If X is a comic, then X involves a
sequence or sequences of pictures.

The term ‘involves’ used in the weak pictorial the-
sis is rather loose, and it is merely a placeholder
for any of a number of different relationships that
fall short of constitution or containment. The ar-
gument presented below amounts to a rejection
of the strong and moderate versions of the picto-
rial theses in favor of (an especially weak version
of) the weak pictorial thesis, where ‘involvement’
is fleshed out in terms of mereological relations
holding between comics and their parts.

These two definitions were formulated by a his-
torian of comics and a comics creator. The reader
might suspect, as a result, that they might be
skewed: after all, if it turns out that comics do
not require pictures, then surely philosophers are
more likely than historians and practitioners of
the art form to detect this, since the former are, in
virtue of their training and typical concerns, more
attuned to normative issues involving what must
be the case, while the latter are (quite rightly)
more concerned with what has been or is typically
the case. Fortunately, a few philosophers have ad-
dressed the issue of definition. For example, Greg
Hayman and Henry J. Pratt, in their article “What
Are Comics?” suggest the following definition:

x is a comic if and only if x is a sequence of discrete,
juxtaposed pictures that comprise a narrative, either in
their own right or when combined with text.6

This definition is similar to McCloud’s definition,
replacing McCloud’s rather broad “intended to

convey information and/or to produce an aes-
thetic response in the viewer” with the substan-
tially narrower requirement that comics comprise
a narrative. Of course, the claim that comics must
comprise a narrative rules out many apparent in-
stances of the art form, such as many of the “ab-
stract” comics collected in Andrei Molotiu’s Ab-
stract Comics anthology.7 Nevertheless, like Mc-
Cloud, Hayman and Pratt remain tightly wedded
to the pictorial thesis (in its strong form).

Thus, the pictorial thesis has, in one form or an-
other, gone all but unchallenged.8 In retrospect,
however, this should not be surprising, since in
some discourses the very terminology used for
denoting comics encodes a default acceptance of
the pictorial thesis: although the English term
‘comics’ traces to the humorous content typically
found in early works, the French term for comics—
bande dessinée—translates literally to “strip of pic-
tures.” Thus, for a French speaker, asking whether
comics require the presence of pictures might
sound as pointless as asking whether a short story
must be short. Similarly, manga means something
like “nonsense pictures” or “random pictures” in
Japanese, and quadrinhos means “little boxes” in
Portuguese, referring to the panel borders enclos-
ing the pictures.9 Nevertheless, the conventional
terms for various art forms, more often than not,
reflect aspects of typical or early examples of the
form, and not deep insights into the nature of
the art form itself. Thus, the usage of the term
bande dessinée in French-speaking cultures does
not entail that comics must contain pictures. Sim-
ilar comments apply to the use of the term ‘car-
toons’ for (at least some of) the works under con-
sideration.

Nevertheless, the prevalence of the pictorial
thesis in attempts to define or analyze the na-
ture of comics, and the usage, in some cultures,
of pictorial language in the very terms used to de-
note the art form, does have consequences for the
project at hand. Theorists would not have adopted
the pictorial thesis were it not for the somewhat
obvious fact that comics typically involve pictures.
As a result, any complete story regarding the na-
ture of comics will need to incorporate some ac-
count of the role of pictures in comics. For present
purposes, the point can be made as follows: it is
not enough to merely provide evidence for the
falsity of the pictorial thesis. In addition, some ac-
count is needed of why the pictorial thesis is so
attractive—that is, an account that explains why
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previous theorists have assumed that it is true. The
account to follow, I claim, satisfies both of these
desiderata.

ii. challenges to the pictorial thesis: no
pictures versus pictures of nothing

The first order of business is to consider Mes-
kin’s example and determine whether or not it
is a comic without pictures. In doing so, I will
distinguish between a number of different senses
in which comics might be “pictureless.” Meskin
writes:

It is not hard to imagine a non-pictorial comic (per-
haps composed of a sequence of nondepictive images
along with text in some format). Gary Larson’s car-
toon entitled “Ghost Newspapers,” which depicts a be-
spectacled specter reading the funny pages, offers one
plausible vision of non-pictorial comics, as the depicted
comic strips are black except for speech balloons and
captions.10

The first thing to note about Meskin’s example
is that it is rather odd; he does not provide an
actual comic containing no pictures, but instead
provides an example of a comic that depicts a char-
acter reading comics that Meskin takes to be pic-
tureless. Thus, at best, this example provides not
an example of a pictureless comic, but instead a
comic that depicts, within its pictures, what might
be a pictureless comic.

Nevertheless, the sequence of pictures depicted
within Larson’s comic certainly could exist, and
would undeniably be a comic if it did. Does this
settle the issue? Did Larson provide (a descrip-
tion or pictorial representation of) a comic con-
taining no pictures? I think not. Instead, Larson
provided an example of a comic that contains pic-
tures of nothing. A comic that lacks pictures alto-
gether should be distinguished from various ways
in which a comic (or any other pictorial art form)
might contain pictures that, in one sense or an-
other, fail to represent, or “picture” anything, but
are pictures nonetheless. What is at issue in the
present discussion is whether or not the former is
possible within comics.

Comics that contain pictures that depict noth-
ing can be further subdivided into two categories.
The first category is comics that contain panels
that are completely blank (or black, as in the

Larson example), or perhaps blank other than
the inclusion of various forms of text (for exam-
ple, thought balloons, speech balloons, narration
boxes, or textual sound effects of the “POW!”
“BLAM!” variety), but nevertheless are intended,
and easily understood by the reader, to represent
actions or situations that are not perceivable by
the characters (and, importantly, not perceivable
by the reader either). A classic example occurs in
Alpha Flight #6, where writer–artist John Byrne
depicts an epic battle between the heroine Snow-
bird, whose costume is primarily white, and the
villain Kolomoq, who is covered in white fur, dur-
ing a blizzard. The battle is played out in a series
of pages composed of blank white panels contain-
ing only dialogue and sound effects text. The pas-
sage in question is clearly intended to depict a
violent battle, the details of which are obscured
by snow, and as a result the reader is invited to re-
construct these events based on the text and other
clues.11

More examples along these lines are easy to
find. For example, the use of completely black
panels to represent drug- or alcohol-induced
blackouts, as in Ed Brubaker and Sean Phillips’s
Criminal: The Dead and the Dying, is an instance
of pictures that are clearly intended to provide a
depiction of certain events that are visually hid-
den from both characters and reader and which
the reader (and, in this case, the characters) must
piece together based on nonvisual information or
on clues occurring elsewhere.12 Similar comments
apply to the use of black panels to represent the
perspective of a blind person, as in Bob Powell’s
“Colorama.”13 Meskin’s example of a blank-panel
“ghost” comic also falls into this category, since
the reader is meant to infer the existence of im-
perceptible ghosts inhabiting the panels. I will call
these sorts of pictures pictures depicting indistin-
guishable elements, since they depict agents and
actions that are present or that occur, but whose
existence and nature must be inferred from clues
other than the pictorial content of the pictures
themselves.

This reasoning leads quite naturally to the
thought that the presence of thought or speech
balloons in any panel, including an otherwise
blank one, entails that the panel in question is
pictorial, since the presence of balloons invites (if
not requires) the reader to infer the existence of
an unseen, but present, thinker or speaker. As
Theirry Groensteen puts it:
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In the hierarchy of spaces, the balloon is thus subor-
dinated to the panel because the panel can proceed
without the balloon while the balloon necessarily im-
plies the panel. But this link awakens a second aspect:
In the panel, the balloon counts for only a part; it does
not consist of the totality, but merely of a closed sub-
group, and the remaining part is, in principle, dedicated
to the drawing.14

Thus, panels containing nothing but thought or
speech balloons are nevertheless pictures.

To take this point a bit further: it is not clear
that these examples are, in fact, pictures of noth-
ing in the sense described above. The reason is
simple: in comics, text functions quite differently
from the manner in which it functions in more
purely literary media such as novels and poems.
In comics, the text typically functions not as a
narrative component separate from the pictures,
but rather as a part of those pictures. As a re-
sult, the size, style, font, and so forth of the text
play a significant role in the reader’s interpreta-
tion of the work. As Will Eisner succinctly and
emphatically puts it in Comics and Sequential
Art: “TEXT READS AS IMAGE.”15 Thus, it is
tempting to conclude that any panel that con-
tains text, even text taking the form of sound
effects or text contained within narration boxes,
is a picture of something—the relevant text, at
least.

There is another, more literal sense in which a
comic can, intuitively, contain pictures of nothing.
This is where a panel depicts absolutely nothing
in a quite literal, metaphysical sense. The typical
scenario where this type of picture occurs usu-
ally involves a battle between some superhero or
group of superheroes and some cosmic, godlike
being intent on wiping out all of reality (such as
Marvel Comics’ Beyonder or DC Comics’ Anti-
Monitor). In such stories, the reader is sometimes
confronted with a completely blank panel depict-
ing the result of such a being’s world-destroying
actions. While one can perhaps doubt the meta-
physical coherence of such plot devices, there is
little doubt that such panels are intended to de-
pict nothing—that is, a complete lack of entities,
events, and so on. This distinguishes such pictures
from pictures depicting indistinguishable elements,
since here the reader is clearly not invited to infer
the existence of nondepicted or obscured entities
or events. Such pictures I will call pictures depict-
ing nothing.

At first glance, the existence of pictures depict-
ing nothing might seem to be at odds with well-
known and influential accounts of the nature of
pictures. For example, Robert Hopkins argues that
pictures must bring about a state of “experienced
resemblance,” and Dominic Lopes develops an ac-
count of pictures in which recognition plays a cen-
tral role.16 If a picture depicts nothing, however,
then how is it that the experience of the picture re-
sembles something else? Similarly, how can we, in
any substantial sense, recognize anything in a pic-
ture that depicts nothing? On either account, such
“pictures” do not seem to be pictures at all (and,
needless to say, similar worries could be formu-
lated based on any number of competing accounts
of the nature of pictures).

This worry depends on a systematic ambigu-
ity, however. There are two things that one might
mean by the phrase ‘pictures depicting nothing.’
The first is that the picture in question fails to de-
pict at all. The second is that the picture depicts
something, namely, a lack of any objects or events.
Purported pictures that fail to successfully depict
at all might fail to be genuine pictures on the Hop-
kins view or the Lopes view, but there seems to be
no a priori reason to think that pictures depicting
a lack of any objects or events are prevented from
playing the recognitional or resemblance roles re-
quired of genuine pictures on these accounts. Af-
ter all, why can a viewer not recognize depictions
of nothingness in this sense (or experience resem-
blances between such pictures and previous ex-
periences or perceptions of nothing) in much the
same manner as she recognizes depictions of more
metaphysically pedestrian content?

It is worth noting that, unlike the examples
of pictures typically considered in the literature
(such as paintings, stand-alone drawings, and so
on), a picture in comics typically occurs as part of
a sequence, and obtains its content not only from
its intrinsic visual characteristics but also from
the connections between that picture and other
pictures in the sequence. This will likely further
complicate the analysis of pictures, since the
examples of pictures depicting nothing discussed
above depend on surrounding panels providing
the context that supports “reading” those panels
in the right way. This suggests a need to make
room for an account of pictures that allows for
pictures whose “resembling” or “recognitional”
role is afforded not by the intrinsic features of the
images themselves, but by the content provided
by their context.
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Of course, the brief discussion above merely
sketches the shape that a full answer to these wor-
ries might take, but this is more than sufficient for
my purposes here. The points to be made below do
not depend on defending the claim that “pictures
depicting nothing” are in fact genuine pictures. If
the final, correct account of the nature of pictures
categorizes this sort of visual content as nonpicto-
rial, then so be it. A technical term—for example,
‘pseudo-pictures’—could be introduced to refer to
such visual content. For my purposes, it is suffi-
cient to recognize that (i) pseudo-pictures func-
tion within comics in a manner similar to the way
in which genuine pictures function, and (ii) there
is nothing controversial about the occurrence of
such pseudo-pictures within comics. For the re-
mainder of this article, however, I use the more
natural term ‘pictures depicting nothing’ for this
sort of visual content and assume that these are,
in fact, genuine pictures (the points made below
can be rephrased in terms of pseudo-pictures if
things turn out otherwise). The important point
is this: even if there were a comic that consisted
of nothing but pictures of nothing, that would
still be a comic containing pictures (or, at the
very least, it would be a comic containing visual
content sufficiently similar to pictures as to sup-
port a relatively substantial version of the pictorial
thesis).

Thus, comics containing no pictures whatsoever
should be clearly distinguished from both comics
containing pictures depicting indistinguishable el-
ements and comics containing pictures depicting
nothing. Examples of the latter two sorts of comics
are not hard to find or imagine, but their exis-
tence does nothing to refute the pictorial thesis,
since pictures of nothing in either sense are still
pictures. A refutation of the pictorial thesis (in
the strong or moderate forms) requires that there
be an actual or possible comic that contains no
pictures at all.

A bit of imagination will be required to find
such a comic, since no one has produced, or at-
tempted to produce, a comic that contains no
pictures at all. Nevertheless, there is one recent
example that comes surprisingly close: Batman
#663.17 Although Batman #663 does contain
pictures, the peculiar nature of this particular
issue of the venerable Batman series makes
it a particularly resonant example. Thus, the
next task is to examine this comic in some
detail.

iii. BATMAN #663: “the clown at midnight”
and related thought experiments

Batman #663, “The Clown at Midnight,” revolves
around the reinvention of the Joker after he suf-
fers a near-fatal gunshot wound to the head. Upon
recovering, a much darker, less humor-driven
Joker murders all of his henchmen and attempts
to kill his (now former) girlfriend Harley Quinn,
when the Batman intervenes. The credits for this
issue appear to be relatively standard: Batman
#663 is written by British comics sensation Grant
Morrison, drawn by John van Fleet, with the type
design credited to Todd Klein.

Once one moves past the cover and credits to
the contents, however, it becomes immediately ap-
parent that this work is rather different from the
norm. Batman #663, unlike the preceding 662 in-
stallments, is essentially a prose short story, with
occasional illustrations by van Fleet. Although ev-
ery page contains at least one small illustration,
fully seven of the twenty-two pages contain just
one, and only the final page contains more than
four illustrations.

In addition to the numerical paucity of the illus-
trations, their peculiar nature immediately strikes
the reader. Most of the illustrations are nothing
more than extreme close-ups of the characters
(such as the depiction of the Joker’s teeth) or static
illustrations of items central to the plot (such as
the Joker’s joker playing card). These do nothing
to propel the narrative, and the reader is immedi-
ately struck by the fact that the removal of these il-
lustrations would detract from the plot minimally,
if at all.

The first question to ask is whether, given its
rather unique stylistic approach, Batman #663 is,
in fact, a comic. The correct answer, I think, is
that it is. Before moving on to a fuller discus-
sion of this issue, however, a few comments about
methodology are in order. The claim that Batman
#663 is a comic is on its face nothing more than
a report of my own intuitions. There are no com-
pletely settled criteria for judging when an arti-
fact is or is not a comic—criteria against which
purported instances can be tested—since that is
exactly what I am attempting, insofar as is possi-
ble, to arrive at. In addition, Batman #663 is very
near the “periphery” of comics—that is, it is a dif-
ficult case in terms of taxonomy, and there will
not be unanimous agreement regarding its status.
Nevertheless, my own intuition that it is a comic
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is rather strong, and it is shared by most of my
students.18

Thus, I adopt a rather indirect argumentation
strategy in order make my case for pictureless
comics. The first step of this argument shall be
to “cook up” some imaginary examples that are
similar to Batman #663 and then report in each
case whether or not I (and other panelologists
that I have consulted) believe that the artwork
described would be a comic. This task will take up
the remainder of this section. I then construct a
mereological account of how comics work, where
each piece of the account holistically supports the
other parts, and where the account (i) explains
widespread intuitions about Batman #663 and sim-
ilar cases, (ii) is sensitive to more general intuitions
regarding the centrality of pictures to the nature
of comics, and (iii) entails that there can be comics
that contain no pictures.

As a result, it is entirely possible that a skep-
tic might formulate a competing account that en-
tailed that pictureless comics are impossible. In
particular, when faced with the conflict of intu-
itions involved in accepting that (a) Batman #663
and similar cases are comics, yet (b) pictures are
necessary ingredients of comics, the skeptic might
conclude that it is (a) and not (b) that should be
rejected. I have no knock-down arguments for the
impossibility of such a competing view. What is
worth noting, however, is that merely rejecting
the intuition that Batman #663 is a comic is not
enough. For such an alternative account to be
successful, it must do at least as well as the ac-
count developed here on two desiderata: first, it
must provide some story regarding why the intu-
ition that Batman #663 is a comic—mistaken or
not—is nevertheless so salient (similar to the story
given below explaining why the pictorial thesis
is so attractive). Second, it must be comparably
successful at supporting shared, uncontroversial
intuitions regarding which artifacts are comics.

With methodology out of the way, we can move
on to the thought experiments. The first gedanken-
comicheft is as follows:

[A] If Batman #663 had been published without any of
its 55 illustrations, would it still have been a comic?

Here, as in the actual case, I think the answer is
“yes.” In fact, it might even have been a better
comic, since the illustrations in Batman #663 fail
to “mesh” with the text effectively. This, however,

is not the main reason for thinking that the issue in
question is a comic. The real reason is that the issue
in question is, in fact, an issue. In other words, the
strong intuition that Batman #663, or the imagined
pictureless variant of it, is a comic has something
to do with the fact that it is part of an ongoing
published series.

The next thought experiment is the following:

[B] If Batman #663 had been published exactly as it ap-
pears now, but was the only Batman story ever published,
would it have been a comic?

Here, my intuitions run counter to the previous
case. Had the same story been published as a
stand-alone publication, and there were no other
stories, and, in particular, no traditional picture-
filled comics concerning the character known as
the Batman, then this would not be a comic,
but would instead be a prose short story, albeit
a short story published in a somewhat nonstan-
dard format. Further, the presence or absence of
van Fleet’s pictures seems irrelevant to this case.
Instead, what seems crucial here, and what dis-
tinguishes the present thought experiment from
the previous one, is the lack here of a series of
which Batman #663 is a particular instance. Thus,
whether or not the artifact in question plays a
role in a larger series of publications is critical to
whether or not that artifact is a comic. Of course,
occurring as a particular issue in a comics series,
while perhaps sufficient, is certainly not necessary
for being a comic, as the long history of “one-
shots” and annuals demonstrates.

The final thought experiment is the following:

[C] If all issues of the Batman series (682 of them, at the
time I am writing this paragraph) had been published in
the same illustrated short story format as #663, would
Batman #663 have been a comic?

Like the previous case, the answer here seems to
clearly be “no.” Instead, in this situation Batman
#663 would not be a comic, but would instead be a
particular issue of a serialized pulp magazine in the
same vein as The Shadow Magazine. Furthermore,
this case illustrates that being a particular install-
ment of an ongoing published series is, by itself,
not enough to guarantee that the instance in ques-
tion is a comic, since, if this were the case, we could
“bootstrap” into an internally consistent position
whereby all issues of a serialized pulp magazine



Cook Do Comics Require Pictures? 291

are comics, since any one of them is a comic just
in case enough of the others are. Although more
needs to be said, the crucial difference between
thought experiment [C] and the actual scenario
involving Batman #663 is that the latter, but not
the former, involves lots of pictures, even if Bat-
man #663 itself contains very few.

Some tentative conclusions: Thought experi-
ment [A] suggests that containing pictures is not
a necessary condition for being a comic, while
thought experiment [B] suggests that being part
of a series of “issues” is, at least in some cases, im-
portant. Thought experiment [C], however, shows
that merely being part of a sequence of issues is
by itself not sufficient. Thus, the next important
question is this: what is it about scenario [C] that
differentiates it from the actual situation? In other
words, in virtue of what is Morrison and van Fleet’s
creation a comic in the actual world, although not
one in the possible world envisioned in [C]?

The answer is that in the actual world, unlike
in the world described in [C], Batman #663 is part
of a series of comics that are, for the most part,
in the standard, picture-filled format. Thus, what
explains the fact that Batman #663 is a comic is
not any feature inherent in the work itself, but
concerns instead the role that the work plays in a
larger series of connected works. In the next sec-
tion, I flesh out this idea by considering how the
mereological structure of comics can help explain
the constitutive relations holding between a par-
ticular issue of a comic and the larger series in
which it occurs.

iv. the mereology of comics

Comics, at least standardly, are divided into nonar-
bitrary, meaningful units. The simplest such unit I
shall consider here is the panel.19 Panels are com-
bined to form either strips or tiers. Tiers are fur-
ther combined to form pages. Pages are combined
to form individual issues, or “floppies.” Floppies
are combined to form trade paperbacks or graphic
novels and are also, in a more abstract sense, com-
bined to form series (or limited series, or the like).

In reality, the mereology of pages, and hence
of comics more generally, is much more compli-
cated, since, more often that not, panels are com-
bined in layouts that are more complex than the
traditional three tiers of three panels.20 The com-
plicated issues that arise due to the flexible ways

that individual panels can be combined in order to
form meaningful wholes deserve their own treat-
ment. For my purposes here, however, it is enough
to note that comics have a substantial, nontriv-
ial mereological structure and, in particular, that
comics are composed of individual units in such
a way that at least some proper parts of comics
are themselves comics. Glancing at a few actual
examples will help both to defend the idea that
comics have a nontrivial mereology and to work
out these mereological relations in more detail.21

The first example is also by far the most fa-
mous: Action Comics #1.22 Action Comics #1 is
the comic within which Superman made his first
appearance. Less well known than the comic itself,
however, is the fact that the creators of Superman,
Jerry Siegel and Joe Schuster, designed and wrote
the original Superman stories with a daily newspa-
per strip as their target medium. After shopping
a week’s worth of strips around to various New
York publishers, they received an offer to publish
the story in a comic book. Siegel and Schuster cut
up the strips, rearranged the panels, and pasted
them onto bristol board to create the first modern
superhero comic.

Action Comics #1 and, in particular, the Super-
man story contained therein—which was only part
of its contents—is no doubt a comic. But equally
obvious is the fact that the seven Superman strips,
as originally created by Siegel and Schuster, were
themselves genuine comics. Thus, the original Su-
perman story is a clear instance of a comic that
has other comics as parts.

Additional examples are not hard to come by.
For example, Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’s
Watchmen contains, as a proper part, the pirate
comic “Tales of the Black Freighter.”23 The in-
dividual panels of “Tales of the Black Freighter”
are interspersed between the panels telling the
main superhero narrative throughout Chapters III
through IX of the graphic novel (which, tellingly,
were originally individual issues in the Watchmen
limited series). “Tales of the Black Freighter” tells
its own self-contained story and, as a result, cer-
tainly constitutes a comic on its own, in addition to
being a proper part of the larger Watchmen narra-
tive. Put simply, the Watchmen graphic novel not
only contains, as parts, the twelve individual issues
that constitute the form in which it was originally
published, but, in addition, it contains a comic that
is constituted by (roughly) the mereological sum
of the pirate-themed panels scattered throughout.
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This brings up an important complication: the
story told in “Tales of the Black Freighter,” al-
though self-contained, parallels the plot of the
main Watchmen narrative. Thus, one cannot fully
understand the subtleties of the central narra-
tive thread of Watchmen without also reading
the Black Freighter story (and vice versa). As a
result, not only may comics be proper parts of
other comics, but, in addition, the content of some
comics is a function, at least in part, of the con-
tent of the larger comics within which they are
contained as parts.

It is important not to take this point too far,
however. The relations between these different
levels of meaningful units within comics are not
arbitrary: it is not the case that any random combi-
nation of existing panels constitutes a comic, even
in the most abstract sense, nor is it the case that
any sequence of sequential panels from a comic is
itself a comic. In order to form a comic, the partic-
ular parts must share some sort of “unity” (Thierry
Groensteen calls this “iconic solidarity”).24 While
explaining exactly what this unity amounts to is
beyond the scope of this article, it suffices for my
purposes to note the following: whatever shape is
taken by a final account of the mereological unity
required to make a sequence of pictures a comic,
both individual issues (such as Batman #663) and
collections of issues, whether concrete, in the form
of trade paperbacks or graphic novels, or more ab-
stract, in the form of series, had better turn out to
have the requisite unity.

The ideas that individual comic issues are parts
of the larger series in which they occur and, fur-
ther, that the series itself is a comic are crucial to
the arguments to follow and thus deserve further
scrutiny. Clearly, Batman #663 is a comic and is
a part of the Batman series. Equally clear (one
hopes) is that both Batman #663 and the Batman
series as a whole are artworks—after all, there is
nothing controversial in the claim that some art-
works can have other artworks as proper parts
or that a series of artworks can itself be a single
artwork. What might be less obvious is that the
Batman series as a whole is itself a comic. After
all, a series of paintings is not itself a single paint-
ing, a series of novels is not itself a single novel,
and a series of films is not itself a single film.

This comparison between comics, painting, nov-
els, and film is not decisive, however, since a partic-
ular artwork can fall under more than one medium
concept. Thus, a novel is also a work of literature,

and a film is also a cinematic work. Although a
series of novels is not itself a novel, a series of
novels is, or in some cases can be, a single work
of literature. Similarly, although a series of films
is not a film, it can be a single work of cinema.
The suggestion is that the concept Comic is more
like the concepts Literature and Cinema, and, as a
result, a series of comics is, in fact, a single comic.
There are (at least) three reasons for thinking that
a series of comics is itself a single comic.

The first is common usage, which is not sacro-
sanct when theorizing, but which is, nevertheless,
all else being equal, an important methodologi-
cal data point. When I lend a student The Essen-
tial Howard the Duck (a single volume collect-
ing writer Steve Gerber’s twenty-seven-issue run
on the title), I speak of lending her a comic, not
twenty-seven comics. Second, there are issues of
parsimony: if The Essential Howard the Duck, as a
whole, is a single artwork, yet it is not a comic, then
what art form is it an instance of? Denying that se-
ries are comics threatens to open up an undesired
proliferation of art forms. Third, to deny that the
series as a whole is a comic is likely to provide
serious methodological difficulties: regardless of
whether a precise definition is possible, there must
be some criteria by which some artifacts fall un-
der the concept Comic and others do not. Given
the similarities—in terms of form, production, re-
ception, and so on—between individual issues and
entire series, it is extremely hard to imagine what
criterion or criteria could be mobilized to ex-
plain why the former is a comic and the latter
is not. For example, the initially most plausible
approach to providing such a criterion—claiming
that an individual comic must be produced or de-
livered as a single unified whole and not as a se-
ries of installments—classifies most graphic novels
as noncomics (although their individual install-
ments might count as comics). As a result, the most
promising and most fruitful approach is to classify
series of comics as comics in their own right.

These mereological observations provide an ex-
planation of the fact that Batman #663 is a comic
and also provide an account of how completely
pictureless comics are possible, while retaining
the intuition that pictures are central to the na-
ture of comics. Although thought experiment [A]
suggests that both the strong pictorial thesis and
the moderate pictorial thesis are false, thought ex-
periments [B] and [C] suggest that a version of
the weak pictorial thesis—if X is a comic, then X
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involves a sequence or sequences of pictures—can
be retained by noting that, in order to be a comic,
an artwork must be a (possibly improper) part of
a comic that does contain pictures. Thus, I propose
the following mereological pictorial thesis:

If x is a comic, then x is a part of some y such that (1) y
is a comic and (2) y consists of or contains a sequence or
sequences of pictures.25

The mereological pictorial thesis is merely one
particular way of fleshing out the weak pictorial
thesis by interpreting ‘involves’ in terms of the
mereological relations holding between various
comics.

Note that the mereological pictorial thesis is
formulated as a conditional, and not as a bicon-
ditional—that is, it expresses a necessary but not
sufficient condition for being a comic. Thus, in or-
der to be a comic, x must be a part of some y
where y consists of or contains pictures, but it is
not the case that every part, or even every picto-
rial part, of a comic is itself a comic. This accords
well with the observations made above regarding
the mereological features of comics, but it also ex-
plains another interesting phenomenon: the fact
that a comic might contain, as proper parts, self-
contained narratives or other content that fails
to be comics. Thus, occasional picture-free sto-
ries, such as those written by Grant Morrison as
filler for UK editions of Batman, Captain Britain,
and Superman comics during the 1980s, need not
be comics even though they are self-contained
narratives that are parts of the larger comics
within which they are contained.26 Similarly, non-
narrative but self-contained parts of comics, such
as letter pages and nonpictorial advertisements,
can be part of comics without themselves being
comics.

The mereological pictorial thesis has a number
of additional advantages. First and most important
is that it explains the status of both the actual Bat-
man #663 and thought experiment variants. Bat-
man #663 is a comic not in virtue of the scattered
pictures contained in it, but rather in virtue of the
fact that it is a proper part of the Batman series,
which is itself a comic and which consists primarily
of pictures. The imagined publication in thought
experiment [A], where Batman #663 failed to con-
tain any pictures at all, is a comic for exactly the
same reasons. The artifacts envisioned in thought
experiments [B] and [C], however, are not comics

because they are not parts of larger comics that
contain or consist primarily of pictures.

Finally, the present account allows for the exis-
tence (or, at least, the possibility) of picture-free
comics while avoiding the danger of spreading the
net too widely and ending up counting clear in-
stances of noncomics, such as serial pulp maga-
zines, as comics. Instead, pictureless comics and
a pulp magazine can be distinguished in terms of
the role played in larger artistic and narrative ven-
tures. As a result, two objects that are identical in
terms of their intrinsic features can turn out to fare
differently with respect to the comic–noncomic di-
vide in virtue of their having different connections,
or lack thereof, to larger comics.

v. mereology, seriality, and other media

While the nonnecessity of pictures within comics
is likely to strike at least some readers as suffi-
ciently surprising and controversial on its own, it
is worth noting that the fundamental idea underly-
ing the arguments above can be extended to other
art forms that are typically, or at least sometimes,
created and distributed in serialized form and as
a result have a nontrivial mereological structure.
Thus, the mereological argument for pictureless
comics provides a general pattern that can be used
to challenge any proposed necessary condition for
a serially delivered art form (other than very gen-
eral conditions necessary for such objects to be art-
works in the first place, such as being constructed
or exhibited by humans or other agents).

More carefully, given an art form A, which is,
or can be, delivered in a serial form, and given any
nontrivial condition ϕ that is thought to be neces-
sary for an artifact to be an instance of art form
A, it is worth asking whether a clever artist could
create a serial instance of A where one or more
of the installments lacked ϕ. If the answer is af-
firmative, then having ϕ, although perhaps typical
of works of type A, is not necessary. Of course,
as in the case of comics, being a part of a larger
artwork of type A that has ϕ might turn out to be
necessary.

To be clear: I am not suggesting that all
such arguments will be successful or convincing.
Rather, I am merely suggesting that when the
art form in question is serial, the argument pat-
tern described above provides a novel method
for examining and evaluating proposed necessary
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conditions. The general idea can be illustrated by
looking at a particular example, literature, and
suggesting that the nontrivial mereological struc-
ture of literary works (a structure due to their
serial delivery) undermines the idea that the pres-
ence of text is a necessary condition for an artifact
to be a work of literature.27

I shall not survey suggested definitions of lit-
erature in order to convince the reader that the
following textual thesis is widely accepted within
philosophical circles:

If X is a work of literature, then X consists of or contains
text.28

The textual thesis can be challenged along lines
similar to the argument against the pictorial the-
sis. Imagine a possible world where, immediately
after the January 1850 publication of Chapter IX
of David Copperfield, the printer misplaces his
lead type.29 In this possible world, in order to
meet their February deadline, Chapter X does not
consist of the familiar thirty-two pages of text by
Charles Dickens and two illustrations by Hablot
Knight Brown, but instead consists of thirty-four
text-free illustrations by Brown. By March the
printer has located the misplaced type, and the
remainder of the novel is published in the familiar
form.

Given this possible scenario, the obvious ques-
tion is whether Chapter X of this imagined version
of David Copperfield is literature. Along the lines
of the argument above, I would suggest that the
answer is “yes,” and the reasons are similar to
the reasons for thinking Batman #663 is a comic.
Chapter X is literature, despite containing no text,
in part because it is a part of a larger work of lit-
erature that does contain substantial portions of
text. If this is right, then it provides a counterex-
ample to the textual thesis, and reasons to adopt
something like the mereological textual thesis:

If x is a work of literature, then x is a part of some y such
that (1) y is a work of literature and (2) y consists of or
contains text.

Like the mereological pictorial thesis, the mere-
ological textual thesis only expresses a necessary
condition for being an instance of literature, not a
sufficient one. For example, it does not imply that
any nontextual parts of a work of literature, such
as the individual illustrations that Brown actually

produced for David Copperfield, are themselves
works of literature.

Of course, this argument schema need not be
restricted to comics and literature. There are a
number of other art forms that have, or sometimes
have, a nontrivial serial format that opens them
up to thought experiments of this sort. Thus, the
same approach can be used to challenge supposed
necessary conditions for a number of other art
forms, as the following examples illustrate:

(i) Can nonpictorial (or nonprojected, or non-
moving) proper parts of films (or television
shows) themselves be films (or television
shows)?

(ii) Can nonacoustic proper parts of musical
works themselves be music?

(iii) Can nonperformed proper parts of dance (or
theater) works themselves be dance (or the-
ater)?

The success of such challenges will depend on the
specific mereological “behavior” of the medium
in question. Thus, while the technique looks rela-
tively promising if mobilized to show that litera-
ture does not require words, since a series of lit-
erary works is itself a literary work, it will likely
be less successful in showing that novels do not
require words, since a series of novels is not itself
a novel. I shall not attempt to sort out the rele-
vant mereological issues for film, television, music,
dance, or theater. Instead, I leave such an exam-
ination as an exercise for the interested reader,
remaining content with the observation that there
is much further work along these lines waiting to
be carried out.

vi. conclusion

The arguments formulated above make it unlikely
that a precise definition of ‘comic,’ or even an ac-
count of substantial necessary or sufficient condi-
tions for being a comic, will be forthcoming. After
all, if there are any substantial, nontrivial, nec-
essary conditions for being a comic, then surely
containing pictures is one of them. If the presence
of pictures is not necessary for an artifact to be
a comic, then what could be necessary? To put a
finer point on it: it seems plausible that, for any
standard feature of a comic, a clever comics cre-
ator could, if he so wished (and if DC comics gave
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him permission), create an issue of the Batman se-
ries that lacked ϕ. The possibility of such a comic
demonstrates that having ϕ, although typical of
comics, is not strictly speaking necessary. As a re-
sult, any genuine necessary condition for being a
comic will likely be rather complex, such as the
condition expressed in the mereological pictorial
thesis.

Nevertheless, I conclude on a high note: The
widespread assumption that comics must con-
tain pictures has been refuted, and surely that
is genuine philosophical progress. In addition, I
have provided clear guidelines for the avant-garde
comics creator who wishes to produce a truly pic-
tureless comic. She need only publish a completely
blank issue of a previously established series. As
a matter of encouraging experimentation with an
art form that I love, I encourage comics creators
to give it a try. That does not mean, of course, that
I will buy it.30
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