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Introduction 

In this paper we would like to look at some interesting artistic expressions of the 

relationship between image and text, represented by the graphic novel. More 

particularly, we would like to explore how the crucial changes brought about by the 

new media and hypermedia shape a new image of the well-established genre which is 

the comics book and what important new questions it poses to contemporary literary 

or artistic criticism. Our aim is also to show how well-established paraliterary genres 

interact with new technologies and hypermedia, thus offering a totally new ground for 

artistic creativity. Furthermore, we try to show that the author no longer stands as a 

single creating entity but very often, as is the case of an interactive graphic novel, is a 

collective masterpiece. Our main concern, though, will be to show and discuss the 

hybrid character of the genres mixing text and image, and how different influences 

come to shape the general landscape of what is called an interactive graphic novel. We 

will deal with examples from the Anglophone and Francophone artistic worlds, which 

are the best known to us.  

Hypermedia is defined as a method of structuring information in different media for 

a single user whereby related items are connected in the same way as a hypertext. The 

term “hypertext” was coined in 1965 by Ted Nelson, who defined it as non-sequential 

writing - a text that branches and allows choices to the reader. Nelson also coined the 

term “hypermedia” for non-textual information, such as images, movies, and sounds, 

that is connected in a hypertextual way. It can be said that through hypertext and 

hypermedia we are witnessing a crucial period not only from the point of view of 

creating, distributing and sharing information, but also we are witnessing a redefinition 

of the way we read as readers. This involves not only reading news on the Internet but 

our reading habits of reading fiction and books as well, especially as far as the 
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relationship between text and image is concerned. A Web 2.0 website may allow users 

to interact and collaborate with each other in a social media dialogue, as creators of 

user-generated content in a virtual community, in contrast to Web sites where people 

are limited to the passive viewing of the contents. Examples of Web 2.0 include social 

networking sites, blogs, wikis, video sharing sites, hosted services, Web applications, 

and mashups. Web 2.0 brings into reading new features that didn't exist before or 

were rather limited, most importantly linked readers participating in the creative 

process through aspects of folksonomy1 and sharing authorship. Thus it is common to 

have more than one or even many authors of one work of art so that it may even be 

difficult to determnine who the author of a work of art is. An interesting corollary 

phenomenon is that of real-time writing, whereby a written text reaches its readers in 

seconds, without even having to reload the webpage, as it was under Web 1.0. 

Another important ubiquitous feature is customization – the author of a work can 

choose and target only a segment of very precisely defined readers: be it by their 

gender, social category, place of origin, interests; he can even supply different 

information of his work for each subgroup of such readers. In this creative 

environment, the reader can not only choose their author(s), which has always been 

quite normal, but he can block the unwanted ones and most importantly, he can also 

customize the content he wants to see in a sophisticated way.  

Similarly, the communication between the author and the reader changes too. 

Authors can get feedback instantly in the form of short comments or likes, and also 

through various tagging procedures, which are usually subsumed in the group label of 

folksonomy. To reply, the readers have options that vary from a word to a whole essay 

(and the collection of such essays can represent the “collective” feedback), which the 

author can or need not take into consideration for his further creation. The purely 

textual character of the communication changes too: especially in social networks, it is 

common to answer with an image, animated image or image mixed with text.  A very 

interesting semiotic process stands behind the usage of memes. Memes are widely 

accepted (by the community of users) and almost standardized “iconic” images that 

are intended to carry the speaker's attitude. These may be accompanied by a textual 

                                                 
1 

A folksonomy is a system of classification derived from the practice and method of collaboratively 
creating and translating tags to annotate and categorize content; this practice is also known as 
collaborative tagging, social classification, social indexing, and social tagging. 
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message which either intensifies or plays down the semiotic character of the image 

itself. 

In summary, new technologies and new media bring about a redefinition of the 

paradigms of the ways we create, read and communicate. While it is clear now to 

almost anybody that things have changed substantially in our daily communication, 

less attention is paid to the redefinition of this communication process in the arts. We 

hope that this article might help bridge one of the gaps in this sense. More specifically, 

to fit in the discussion on text and image, we chose to discuss a  contemporary 

phenomenon, that of interactive graphic novel, originating from what goes broadly 

under the label of web comics in English or bande dessinée in French. We will try to 

explain how the interactive graphic novel is born as a complex genre by proceeding 

from the bottom to the top of complexity. 

Starting with a demonstration of print-based comics  - from comic strips through 

comics and finally getting to the graphic novel - we will try to demonstrate that hybrid 

creations mixing images and texts is quite old and universal. On the other hand, there 

is a new generation of creations that can exist only thanks to the existence of 

computers : webstrips, animated comics, webcomics and on the top of the 

sophistication, interactive graphic novels, requiring a high level of cooperation among 

its creators, as well as a high degree of technology. 
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The Web Strip: Text and Image at Its Simplest 

It seems to be a practical starting point to claim that images are omnipresent in 

modern media: they become as easily copied and transmitted as used to be the case 

for printed text after the Gutenberg invention of the press. Yet, there are some 

qualitative differences in comparison with the periods before computers. Nowadays, a 

mixture between text and image becomes more and more common and easy to 

create, which gives birth to a whole lot of popular computer creations. The 

combination of images with a short text becomes part of many relatively recent or 

contemporary internet phenomena (very often linked to Facebook, but not 

exclusively), including lolcats, grumpy cats, stock images such as “KEEP CALM AND 

CARRY ON”, Batman slapping Robin etc., but also sophisticated web comics often 

having science, technology or computers as subject: probably the best known example 

is  xkcd comics. Although many of these individual creations are not worth a literary 

scholar's attention, they are very interesting in their entirety as a phenomenon of what 

we would call a digital native generation subculture, exemplifying some of the existing 
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literary categories. We can find not only a strongly viral2 character in some, but also, 

with reference to Roman Jakobson, a conative and phatic function, among others, and 

above all, a strong degree of playfulness and creativity, but also that of immediacy. 

To move on to the comics and the graphic novel, we would like to sketch a certain 

hierarchy from the most simple to the more complex manifestations of this subgenre. 

Let's start with the strip: it is a sequence of drawings arranged in interrelated pannels 

to display a brief humourous sketch or form of narrative; most often divided in three 

such pannels, it allows the author to comment on some current event, political 

proclamation or media statement. The strips demonstrate clearly what we have stated 

above: a natural interaction between image and text, some narrative development and 

linguistic elements introduced by the text, and very often, concluding in a surprising 

punchline. What is a rather interesting phenomenon with regard to the above-

mentioned customization and semiotic process, there are numerous generators of 

these stylized strips, the image being fixed and the text created by the folksonomy 

readers. Very often, the user can become a creator by filling in the three bubbles of a 

three-pane strip himself. 

A customizable Batman Slapping Robin meme generator 

 

When we see these customizable fixed-image strips, we may think of an analogy 

with the literary tradition of a poème à forme fixe, or to be more concrete, a visual 

poème à forme fixe – although, of course, what we see here is not that sophisticated – 

it is rather little everyday “popular poetry”. What is interesting, is that this flux of 

                                                 
2 It is a nice metaphor from the social networks, meaning that the information spreads as quickly as a 
virus in population. 
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popular culture represented by social networks comes together with certain recent 

tendencies in standard comics books or even some TV series, such as for example 

parodies of contemporary personalities, commenting on the most recent events (that 

very often happened on the same day) etc.  

 

Red Meat represents one of the classics of the genre of the webcomics 

 

 

Toward the Graphic Novel 

 

To continue from a (web) comic strip to the comics, it would be convenient to give a 

definition of the comics as  a genre. But due to space restrictions and the definitional 

difficulties, we will skip this theoretical part to go on directly to a graphic novel, hoping 

we may shed some light on the genre of the comics itself through discussions of the 

graphic novel. What is then a graphic novel? The term graphic novel covers several 

meanings: it can be used to give to the comics a nobler name, more serious, less 

infantile, to make it different from the traditional bande dessinée. Historically, the 

graphic novel has been used to single out a subgenre of the bande dessinée which is 

not a classical comic book,  ie. the superhero fascicles. In France, the term “roman 

graphique”, a translation from English, is used to differentiate it from the traditional 

French-Belgian comics albums. For example, the author can enjoy a greater creative 

freedom:  he can free himself from the constraints of the genre, such as the traditional 

structure of a classical bande dessinée and consacrate a greater part to the text or to 

the image, according to what he intends to show in his work. As a corollary, there is a 

greater artistic aspiration in a graphic novel, going hand in hand with a narrative 

ambition. These works of art are not limited by length limitations and very often the 

authors use black and white images together with the conception of the drawings as a 

special kind of writing and not as an illustration. The term graphic novel itself purports 
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to extend a literary tradition and general respect for the novel, which goes across all 

the Occident. Thus, the graphic novel subscribes to the literary ambition rather than a 

purely graphical one, in the sense of a literary work created by an author who uses his 

imagination and creative skills to tell a story. Likewise to the novel, it is a very general 

label, suggesting that the comics can at the same time make part of higher literature 

while also being a place for graphic experiments. 

As for its subjects, the graphic novel attracts not that much adventure or “fun” in 

general but very often it is an account of somebody's life in the form of 

(auto)biography, recollections of some important historical events (First and Second 

World Wars, the revolution years and so on). Thus, typical representatives of a graphic 

novel are Persepolis, La guerre d'Alan, Maus or L’ascension du Haut Mal. Unlike the 

comics, the graphic novel differs in its narrative perspective by being more intimate or 

subjective and much less epic. In its form, the graphic novel is often characterized by 

its format, purposefully trying to get as close as possible to a literary novel. For 

aesthetic reasons, these works are often in black and white, on a thicker paper and 

generally presented as an objet de beauté, produced with great care. 

The aforementioned literary ambition and that of trying to legitimate the comics for 

the literary institution is best illustrated by Maus by Art Spiegelman, the only comics to 

have received the Pulitzer Prize in 1992. What makes Maus a graphic novel rather than 

a comics, is firstly its form – the length of the book, the artistic depictions of the 

characters and scenes, but also, and most importantly, its contents and its subject – 

the extremely serious and horrifying subject of the concentration camps and the 

narrative perspective of a testimony. Many of the recent graphic novels ascribe to the 

literary tradition even more directly, by a rewriting or pastiching of a well-known 

literary text. In this way, The Guardian has published the works of the eminent Posy 

Simmonds, Gemma Bovery and Tamara Drewe, which stand as rewritings of Emma 

Bovary and Far from the Madding Crowd by Gustave Flaubert and Thomas Hardy 

respectively. For example, Gemma Bovery intends to be a modernized version of the 

French 19th century classic. Gemma and her husband Charlie leave London for a 

romantic farm in Normandy. Soon Gemma gets bored and starts an affair, watched 

jealously by Joubert, the local baker, who is at the same time the writer/draughtsman 

of the story. Similar themes are to be found in Tamara Drewe, which is also a modern 

reworking of the novel by Hardy. Both these comics were subsequently shot as movies 
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by Stephen Frears, another example of the facility of transgeneric passages between 

graphic novels and movies.  

In summary, some of the general tendencies of the graphic novel have to do with 

serious and rather intimate topics, important historical events or even great literary 

narratives which are updated and modernize through this new genre (or is it media?). 

 

 

Ergodic Possibilities for Digital Comics 

 

 In the final part of this paper, we would like to extend these reflections towards a very 

recent new media genre, by portraying some basic considerations concerning the 

interactive graphic novel. To do that, we will have to introduce the theoretical concept 

of an ergodic text by Espen Aarseth. Put simply, an ergodic text is one that requires a 

nontrivial effort to allow the reader to read it. A nontrivial effort can entail many 

different physical or mental activities of the reader: putting parts of the text together, 

looking for some missing elements, finding a way through a labyrinth of stories, 

combining paradigmatic elements, problem solving etc. Aarseth broke with the basic 

assumption that the medium was the most important distinction, and argued that the 

mechanics of texts need not be medium-specific. Ergodic literature is not defined by 

medium, but by the way in which the text functions. Thus, both paper-based and 

electronic texts can be ergodic: "The ergodic work of art is one that in a material sense 

includes the rules for its own use, a work that has certain requirements built in that 

automatically distinguishes between successful and unsuccessful users." (Aarseth 

1997, 179) Despite this distinction, it seems that the field of ergodic literature is 

greatly boosted by the arrival of new technologies. 

The non-trivial interaction offers digital comics the opportunity to re-define the 

reader-text relationship. Eric Hayot and Edward Wesp clarify what Aarseth means by 

non-trivial interaction by writing ergodic texts actively encourage the reader to make 

decisions, and moreover make visible and central that act of decision-making: the 

active enactment of choice (as opposed to the naturalized “choice” to turn to the next 

page, or to keep reading left to right) is what makes the ergodic difference stick (Hayot 

and Wesp 2004, 406). In short, the different, intentional choices that a reader makes 

should (in some way) affect the outcome, or narrative, of a text. Certainly, one can see 

how non-trivial effort could be used to describe, discuss, and analyze games, 
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particularly video/computer games such as Sim City, World of Warcraft or Age of 

Empires—all games that require intentional, interactive choices that affect the way the 

game/narrative is played out. 

Currently, it is difficult to find a digital comic that perfectly exemplifies Aarseth’s 

notion of “non-trivial” effort. The best example of a digital comic that requires some 

non-trivial effort on the part of the reader is Stu Campbell’s Nawlz. Described on the 

official website as “an interactive comic that combines text, illustration, music, 

animation, and interactivity to create a never before seen panoramic comic format” 

(Campbell 2008), Nawlz tells the story of Harley Chambers, a cyber-graffiti artist with 

the power to cast “reals” throughout the city (a real is a term describing technological 

hallucination). Rooted in the surreal and bizarre, Nawlz requires several reads to grasp 

the unique interplay of sound, alphabetic text, and animation. 

For example, there is a form of non-trivial interaction in that readers can technically 

choose how to interact with the text (scrolling or pointing-and-clicking), what is more, 

the pointing-and-clicking requires an additional element to it: searching for the un-

lockable content. In addition to non-trivial effort, Nawlz makes use of several modes of 

communication to provide a different, immersive experience for the reader; put 

another way, it makes use of the tools afforded to digital comics. It also reminds 

readers of the medium they are consuming the digital comics, emphasizing immediacy 

and hypermediacy. 

Another good and quite sophisticated example of an interactive comics is Shifter by 

Brian Haberlin and Brian Holguin. It is somewhere between interactive fiction and a 

video game: the graphics, special effects and its overall feel make it look like a video 

game, the plotline and impossibility to control the character or even “play” a game 

define it rather as a graphic novel.  

 

The cover for the Shifter interactive novel 
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Let's give a brief summary of the story before we analyze some crucial 

characteristics of this digital comics. In Shifter, we start off with Noah, who is an 

average government employee that has a job flying drones to keep an eye on the 

environment. While getting ready to finish his day and head out to his bachelor party, 

he notices something unusual. After reporting it to his boss, he heads out for the night, 

not giving it a second thought. Everything seems normal when he gets up the next day 

for a nature hike, he even stops to help a couple of guys who are lost on the trail. 

Following an accident that leaves him half drowned and stuck in an underground 

cavern, he eventually makes his way to another cave that seems to be the legendary 

White Lodge that the Native Americans once held sacred. Above him hangs a sphere 

that abruptly pulls him inside and begins to interact with him in order to repair the 

damage done to his body. 

Calling him the Operator, the entity that inhabits the sphere offers a tutorial on the 

abilities that it provides. It seems that through the Interface, Noah is able to inhabit the 

mind and control the movements of several specimens that this Outpost has taken 

over the millennia, from reptiles to men. The Interface allows him to inhabit these 

creatures and can even go so far as teleporting the creature to various points around 

the globe. By using these animals (and a human female), Noah is able to reconstruct 

what happened to him and determine that he was made to be the scapegoat in a 

conspiracy to create anarchy and bring chaos to millions of lives. Now it is up to Noah 

and the avatars of historical creatures to solve the mystery and oppose the threat of a 

complot inside one of the powerful governmental organizations. We can also observe 

the omnipresent problem of having to work around the protocols set forth by the 

Interface and find a modus vivendi between man and machine.  

In more than one way, Shifter represents a breakthrough in the genre of interactive 

graphic novels. It brings about many innovations - first and foremost, it surprises by its 

state-of-the-art form and graphical aspect. As far as the form is concerned, it is 

perfectly professional, the user can see that it required many different technical and 

artistic professionals to collaborate in a collective project. Furthemore, on the contents 

level, it plays with the conventions of the traditional genres of the adventure story, the 

thriller or the spy novel, by recycling their codes and subverting them simultaneously 

through transmediation, parody and special effects common to computer games (such 

as changing avatars and teleporting). Also, this interactive graphic novel created for 

iPads, is autoreferential to the world of computers as well as to that of the Apple 
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products. For example, computers depicted in the novel are spoofed as coming from 

the “Pear company”, marked with the appropriate bitten-out logo representing a pear. 

A very interesting and perhaps revolutionary aspect is the encyclopedic overlap layer of 

this graphic novel – as we read through it, a transparent blue ball appears in some 

narrative frames. It represents a hypertextual link to an encyclopedic entry provided by 

the Interface the main character inhabits and communicates with. If we want to, we 

can click on this ball and learn more about the First Nations, the prehistoric animals, 

avatars of the main hero, but also about floods in America. Reading these articles 

pauses the main story line for a moment to inform the reader about the background 

“stories” and completes the whole picture. Last but not least, the marketing strategy is 

also interesting. The first chapter is free for downloading but when the reader gets to a 

(real) cliffhanger (in fact the story is interrupted when the hero is falling into a 

waterfall), a “metafictional” page appears where he can buy the rest of the book for a 

few dollars. 

As a whole, this story represents one of the possible developments of the genre of 

the interactive graphic novel: professional production by a team of experts very close 

to that of shooting a blockbuster or programming a videogame. At the same time, the 

technological advances allow these teams experimenting with its new possibilities not 

only on the formal but also on the contents level. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the conclusion, we'd like to sum up some of the theoretical issues concerning the 

critical aspects of these new genres. The new media represent a new and fascinating 

field that is constituting itself upon some pre-existing genres. Yet, the electronic media 

serve not only as a formal background, their form influences in a crucial way the 

contents and the way the reader interacts. What has to be established, is the status of 

such works in the overall literary axiology and critical reception. We have seen that the 

comics is still looked down upon as a paraliterary genre; the authors then try to 

remedy its rather negative connotation by substituting comic books with a graphic 

novel. The crucial question is whether this relatively new subgenre could achieve a full 

status and acclaim a place in the literary field? What kind of art is it anyway? We can 

ask which activity verb to use when approaching such works: do we read them, do we 
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watch them, do we look at them or do we explore them in the general sense of the 

word? We must also take into consideration that it is not only traditional multimedia 

elements, be it text, music or pictures, but completely new technologies step in, such 

as GPS, virtual or augmented reality and so on. 

The proportion between the text and the image has to be tackled as well. What we 

still miss in analyzing such creations is a subtler “toolbox” concerning the interaction 

between the visual and the textual information. The textual part often being minimal, 

we as readers have to rely on the image. Yet, can the image cater for what would 

normally be supplied to the reader by a complex interplay of the text? Can the bubbles 

of the graphic novel replace the sublime psychology of the characters? And also, we 

have to establish elements of the semiotics of the graphic novel, perhaps also including 

the interactive items such as dialogues, buttons, hot spots that can also play a role in 

the semiotic process. 

The adaptation of existing novels into graphic novels is a bit like staging a theatre 

play: its author has to decide whether the graphic novel is an interpretation or a visual 

retelling of the same story. Thus, the new author is a real director: he has to select, cut 

and reduce. And finally, the author has to decide what is the purpose and the target 

group of such works. Is it a purely aesthetic or a practical one as well? We can imagine 

creating such works for a museum exhibition, for education purposes or even for 

children or young people. Above all, and let us finish on this risky statement, we always 

fear that the technology prevails upon the plot and that the special effects become 

much cooler than the story itself. 
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