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a statement we aren’t even going to debate: 

Comics are a visual art form. 
Put that away for later reference.

Second, a thought experiment:

Imagine comics. 
Just call up the mental image and hold it 
in your mind’s eye for a second. 

Now let me guess: that wasn’t really 
comics though, was it? It was probably 
more like a Roy Lichtenstein painting.



What Lichtenstein did was take single comics 
panels out of context and adapt them into lesser 
versions of the originals — and that misses the whole 
idea of comics, the inter action between images. 
Lichtenstein’s plagiarism did highlight the lasting, 
visual tropes of comics, however: Stylized drawings 
that vaguely resemble reality, with heavy black 
contours, glaring primary colours, text captions and 
word balloons.

Third, a progression from that: 

Imagine comics 
without those tropes. 

INTRODUCTION
Allan Haverholm
guest main editor of this issue
Allan Haverholm is a graphic artist and comics  
researcher, former co-editor of CBA and host of  
the Uncomics Podcast.

Comics creators and readers alike will explode in protest 
at this, “Comics without text, without representational 
art? How will we tell a story?” I refer you back to our first 
statement, comics are a visual art form. They aren’t 
inherently narrative, their form not necessarily linear. 
Those are restraints set by the entertainment industry 
that comics never really escaped.



While visual art exploded into 
disparate, parallel movements 
through the 20th century, 
comics were a visual echo 
chamber repeating its own 
mannerisms ever louder, 
shadows of shadows of 
long dead images arranged 
in service of Story, a 
simulation of life dictated by 
entertainment.

It doesn’t even make sense 
to ask where the Abstract 
Expressionists or Conceptual 
artists of contemporary 
comics are, because they 
do not acknowledge the 
dominant Lichtenstein mold of 
a “comics style”, and subvert 
conventional narrative. We do 
not have the terminology for 
the contradictory shift they 
represent.

Fourth, then, a proposed neologism to fill the gap: 

An artistic field where contemporary art 
and comics overlap and inform each other. 
Where the absence of sequence encourages 
the reader to investigate the picture plane(s) 
in any direction and order at their leisure, to 
become an active co-creator in the process. A 
space outside the tedious limitations of story 
where images both abstract, suggestive and 
ambiguous interact. 

Imagine 

Comics, at last, 
as a visual art form.
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artmaking-by-hand with 
artmaking-by-computer. 
Drawing inspiration from 
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I think my contribution here looks a little 
further outward than formal reflection 
on comics. This one is about time in 
certain fictions how the reading of such 
bleeds into reality and vice versa. The 
Smithsonian Open Access Project was 
an invaluable resource for creating this 
work, and its catalog both populated 
and informed what this piece eventually 
became.

I live with my wife and two 
kids in a place that considers 
itself the center of the United 
States, even though it isn’t. 
A circumstance which also 
informs my piece.

— Tym Godek

Tym Godek  | 197777

























Although comics are a fairly varied and diverse 
order of visual entertainment, the term itself 
has become entirely associated with the 
entertainment complex in which comics has 
developed since the late 19th century: In too 
many ways comics have evolved as a poor man’s 
blockbuster movies, under commercial direction 
from publishers to produce more of the same, but 
more hyperbolic with every iteration.

As a result, the audience (or “fan culture”) is 
unable to perceive anything outside those 
narrowly refined products as comics; a rather 
unhelpful non-definition of “I can’t tell you what 
comics are, but I know one when I see it”. “Comics” 
as a descriptive becomes instead a prescriptive 
that precludes work outside of commercial visual 
styles, or movements away from narratives that 
accommodate the dopamine rush of recognition.

Like readers, comics scholars tend to define 
comics only as their surface qualities prescribe 
— “comics as they verifiably exist” — and wash 
their hand of the possible applications of comics’ 
formal traits. Conventional thinking sits at the 
core tenets of perhaps the best known modern 

popularizer of comics theory, Scott McCloud. His 
concept of “closure” (that is, montage) claims 
to exhaustively list the mechanics of transitions 
between comics panels, yet examples that 
fall outside of his purview of linear narrative 
are delegated to a  “Non sequitur” category, so 
demonstrably silly in his perspective that he 
needs draw himself as a Dada- esque, cyclopean 
metronome to fully express it. 

As a practicing creative working with the art 
form, however, I find it difficult not to poke at 
that missed potential. McCloud’s “Non sequitur” 
discard pile is rather the comfort zone of a 
growing number of like-minded experimental 
comics artists, only a few of which are included 
in this anthology. Even from a theoretical point 
of view considering comics in a wider cultural 
perspective, particularly relating to modern 
visual art, requires not only that we filter out 
the sociocultural aspects of industry, genre and 
fandoms — and to that point a new terminology 
is very helpful to distinguish those from the art 
form’s latent formalities. 

I give you “uncomics”.

I. THE TROUBLE WITH “COMICS”

Scott McCloud’s “Non 
sequitur” category. Detail 
quoted from Making Comics 
(2006), page 17.

-learning
-making

-tangling
A text in several parts by Allan Haverholm



In summary, comics as a form of expression 
has developed in a bubble, separate from 
contemporary art, which still keeps them from 
accessing a wider spectrum of expressive 
potential. Yet on the periphery of that cultural 
cul-de-sac, well outside the mainstream that has 
corralled it off from the art world, can we find 
artists that bridge the gap. It is only there that 
comics can be considered to evolve and innovate.

With uncomics, then, we look for comics that 
seem to fall outside the common or popular 
perception of the form — or rather, its content; 
comics that don’t conform to straight narrative 
or drawing styles; that avoid if not exclude the 
use of text — and its tiered reading schema. Most 
crucially, to burst the bubble isolating comics from 
modern art, we need to focus on works drawing 
influence from, or extant in fine art movements 
and phenomena.

One significant example of such works in a 
comics context would be the Abstract  
Comics Anthology, edited by Andrei Molotiu 
and published by Fantagraphics Books in 2009. 
Tangential examples from fine arts could be 
Sol LeWitt’s conceptual artworks exhaustively 
presenting all combinations of, say, curve and 
diagonal line segments; Joseph Cornell’s curiosity 
cabinets; or Sarah Sze’s intricately composite 
installation art. 

Similarly, formal comics-like traits can be found 
in the fragmentation of a subject in Cubism; 
the juxtaposition of disparate image elements 
in collage; Modernist usage of grid structures 
in painting as well as sculpture; the seriality of 
artworks exploring a subject through repetition; 
the codex manipulations of artist’s books; the 
ordering of massive visual archives; and the 
fundamental gallery practice of curation. Any and 
all of those corollaries are mutual in the sense that 
they serve to further inform our understanding of 
uncomics, and to merge pertaining (practical as 
well as theoretical) frameworks into the growing 
apparatus with which we analyse the field.

If I seem wary to define uncomics in too much 
detail, it is to allow for future inclusion. Unlike 
traditional preconceptions of comics, we deal 
here with a largely unexplored field that must 
encourage continued enquiry and speculation. 
Uncomics are only clearly defined by the socio-
cultural limits delineating quote-unquote, capital-C 
Comics, and potentially encompasses instances 
of montage, juxtaposition and/or ambiguous 
networks of relations — in any other medium or 
cultural context.

II. THE FIELD OF UN-
COMICS

Installation view of Sarah Sze: Flash Point 
(Timekeeper) (2018). © Sarah Sze Studio
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Anastasia Hiorns | Feelings





















Gareth A Hopkins | Sweetchuck

My main influences are four-fold, and intertwined.

First, there’s an appreciation 
and love for mainstream 
comics, in particular Marvel 
Comics and 2000AD. I grew 
up reading Spider-man, X-Men 
and Judge Dredd, and feel its 
important to honour those 
traditions in my own work even 
if my comics don’t look like 
them. Not so much avoiding 
biting the hand that feeds than 
it is not wanting lose my footing 
in the mist

On top of that is my interest in 
20th Century art, in particular 
Dada, Surrealism and Abstract 
Expressionism. When I started 
making The Intercorstal 
I definitely thought I was 
continuing in the surrealist 
tradition, although I tripped 
myself up on that and ended up 
somewhere totally different.

I’ve also got a preoccupation with the paranormal 
— hauntings, poltergeists, UFOs, all of that. 
The Intercorstal: Extension wouldn’t have been 
written had I not done an e-learning course on 
poltergeists, and at least half of the stories in 
Explosive Sweet Freezer Razors are explicitly 
about ghosts and haunting. From an analytic 
perspective, I enjoy using tropes from the field 
as ways to explore loneliness and isolation in my 
comics, but I also love the creeping feeling I get 
up the back of my neck when I think about them.

Running through those influences is what I take 
from my love of music. In particular, music is 
where I get my sense of rhythm, which seems 
like a really stupid, obvious thing to say, but I 
suppose I mean my sense of visual rhythm. All 
the elements that go into my comics — panel size, 
caption placement, visual rhyming (both within 
a single comic as well as callbacks to previous 
comics) and so on — are influenced as much by 
music as anything else. The other thing I get from 
music is permission — permission to follow my 
instinct, permission to experiment... permission 
to say ”I’ve paid my dues, and now I’m going to do 
what I want.”

How I make comics changes every time I start a new one, although 
most recently the two things that have defined my process are 
recycling old work and allowing mistakes and chance to play a 
major role. A case-in-point would be something like my recent 
comic The Church that I made by drawing over mis-printed 
spreads from my comic Not This House — Just Growing was 
assembled from pages produced during the same period. I’m also 
experimenting more with techniques and materials with each comic 
I make — pressing painted pages together while they’re still wet; 
cutting panels out of pages to use them in others; using highlighter 
pens to activate watercolour pencils; and so on.

— Gareth A. Hopkins



























Tana Oshima | The Howling Huntress (excerpt)

I think every artist needs a 
metaphor as a way to avoid 
the flatness of literality. We 
need a poetic image to sail 
on and explore new territories 
in our imagination. My 
metaphor (a fantasy, really) 
is an imagined prehistoric 
woman who lives in utopian 
Pangea—a moment in the 
Earth’s history where there 
was a single continent, and 
even though there were 
actually no humans back 
then, I like to imagine that 
people already inhabited our 
planet, and that they existed 
without borders or nations or 
identities other than being a 
Homo sapiens, still stuttering 
on a newly acquired ability to 
speak. A universal language. 

In this project, named The 
Howling Huntress, unlike 
most comics, image and text 
are separated and occupy a 
space on the page that’s more 
characteristic of a traditional 
picture book. However, “picture 
book” and “comics” are 
conventional, even commercial 
categories, and I don’t really see 
much distinction between them. 
Here, the text is equivalent to a 
big speech bubble in which we 
can read the thoughts of the 
main character, whereas the 
drawings are meta-content—
they are not external to the 
character, but rather come from 
her. In other words, it is not the 
author who does the drawings, 
as is the case in most picture 
books or comics, but it is the 
character in the story who 
authors the paintings. 

— Tana Oshima



























Rosaire Appel | Sequel

Judging from the look of this, 
things haven’t gotten any better. 
Neither have they stayed the 
same. What can I say? I see 
what’s going down. I listen. I 
go inside and read. I go outside 
and look around. I forget some 
of it. The rest seeps in through 
drawing. In random moments, 
everything makes sense.

—Rosaire Appel

























allison anne | a conversation underway



allison anne | eleventh hour



allison anne | figure switch



allison anne | medusa



allison anne | fleet



allison anne | photosphere



William Lillstjärna | Werther

This is the first comic I’ve finished in almost three 
years. I was starting to think that I’d never be 
able to draw or create a story again, but I did it! 
Nothing is impossible, even if it takes some time.

— William Lillstjärna

Werther is nothing like other 
things I’ve made. I like abstract 
art, and of course I really like 
comics, but I’ve never tried 
to combine the two before. I 
mostly make comics for young 
readers with a clear structure 
and narrative. Werther does 
have a sort of narrative (un-
narrative?) conveyed through 
the colours, textures and 
rhythm (un-rhythm...?) of the 
pages, but I kinda doubt that it’d 
be a hit with my usual audience. 



















     Comics scholar Thierry Groensteen writes 
that “[a] page of comics is offered at first to a 
synthetic global vision, but […] demands to be 
traversed, crossed, glanced at, and analytically 
deciphered” — effectively taking the guiding factor 
of text out of the equation, yet he doesn’t really 
take the logical next step: how that decipherment 
of the page might contradict a linear idiom. 
However, the Situationist movement adopted an 
exploratory strategy from Guy Debord, the dérive 
or drift, which invites unplanned and deliberately 
disorienting journeys through an urban landscape. 
The goal is to arrive at new and unexpected 
locations, both geographic and mental, and seeing 
the familiar in new contexts, as part of a psycho-
geographic practice.

A similar dérive can be accomplished in the 
pages of a comic book by loitering along the 
throughways of the liminal spaces, or “gutters” 
between the panels. Those aren’t simple 
separators between panels, but represent the very 
structure of comics: If images are the outside of 
a comic, the spaces in between (applied or only 
implied) are its inside, where image relations fire 
like chemical signals along synapses. I propose 
that we expand Groensteen’s traversal of the page 
to include the entirety of a multi-page work, an 

anthology like the present volume, or the corpus 
of an artist.

By focusing on the underlying in-between 
structure rather than primarily on the image 
content, the comic book may be seen as 
a map that is simultaneously the terrain, a 
psychogeographic atlas. This strategy defies 
linear sequence in favour of a rhizomatic, multiple 
network. The rhizome is suggested as a mode 
of knowledge by philosophers Gilles Deleuze 
and Félix Guattari, in ♥, described as “resist[ing] 
chronology and organization, instead favoring a 
nomadic system of growth and propagation”. A 
description we can apply to uncomics as well.

In her book, Staying with the Trouble, Donna 
Haraway elaborates on the rhizome concept 
to emphasize collaborative process across 
disciplines, practices; even species. She 
specifically uses string figures like cat’s cradles 
as another mental model of dynamic, knotted and 
complex networks to illustrate her thinking. These 
tangled, connective models and, by extension, 
multilinear comics are a more apt visualization of 
our thought processes, and particularly creative 
thought, than the string of pearls suggested by the 
running text or filmstrip idioms of comics.

III. THE MAP AND  
THE TERRAIN

Cat’s Cradle. Image source: Wikipedia



If the above appears to deconstruct comics to 
the point of incoherence, it is only on the micro 
scale of so-called “sequential narrative”, which 
at this point in the argument we can only view 
as an artificial restriction on the wider art form 
of (un)comics. The ticking heart of uncomics, 
even when the layers of superfluous tissue are 
peeled away, are the relations between images; 
whether adjacent or remote. To supplement the 
Situationist drift through the structural byways 
of an uncomic, the concept of visual analogy 
can direct non-linear leaps across the archive of 
images contained in, say, a graphic novel, photo 
book, or online image search.

“Visual analogy” was proposed by Barbara 
Stafford in her 1999 book of the same title, 
as a cognitive mecha nism similar to pattern 
recognition, which enables associative cross-
references between images. Stafford’s subject 
is art history, but she identifies analogy as a 
21st century substitute for the dominant mode 
of allegory – what we may think of as “story” or 
narrative. In the context of uncomics, it means 
exactly what it sounds like — that similarity in 
appearance (colour/shape/texture) between 
panels or panel constellations guides a reader 
through abstract or otherwise ambiguous comics.

Such analogous association can apply to 
automatic recognition, like hearing one’s 
name being called across a noisy room; or the 
intentional authorial use of visual leitmotifs 
throughout one or several artworks, orchestrating 
the reader’s passage through an added 
substructure of the uncomics in-between. We can 
think of either as visual, cognitive hyperlinks that 
interrelate in several directions across an artwork, 
series of artworks, or curated constellation of 
such.

This also suggests that any associative navigation 
through multicursal, open structures positions 
the reader as co-creator, rather than a passive 
spectator. The comics becomes an interactive 
architecture that we engage with both reflexively 
and intellectually, like a Situationist getting 
purposefully lost in an urban landscape. Like two 
or more players taking turn tangling a cat’s cradle. 
The author cedes some control in the process, but 
remains a co-pilot — both play off the work from 
different directions, pulling at its strings to make 
new configurations.

IV. VISUAL  
RELATIONS

Nodal network visualization.  
© PR Curtis
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     Throughout the 20th Century, the arts world 
has continued to dissolve perceived borders 
between “high and low culture”, and artists with 
a curiosity toward comics have increasingly 
played in the unexplored intersection between 
contemporary art and traditional comics. It 
is worth noting that those crossover works 
gained traction, and certainly became widely 
accessible with the advent of cheaper, digital 
imaging technologies like scanners and creative 
software — and of course online publishing. The 
emergence of the internet gave a global platform 
for niche subjects to be seen, and for artists to 
form communities independently of geography or 
established commercial millieus.

Nor can it be coincidence that the practice 
of uncomics appears coincidentally with the 
hyperlinked internet, and its non-linear mental 
model of ever branching information networks, 
not unlike the way Modernist art emerged as a 
reaction to the advent of photography. As we 
attempt to trace the technological circumstances 
surrounding the origins of uncomics, we should 
take into consideration Walter Benjamin’s 
assertion (in The work of art in the age of its 
mechanical reproduction, 1936) that “[t]he way 
in which human perception is organized — the 
medium in which it occurs” is partially conditioned 
by history.

After World War II and the industrialized 
genocide of the Holocaust, some visual artists 
reacted viscerally to an abject world by rejecting 
representational painting altogether, which 
spawned Abstract Expressionism, colour field 
painting, and purely conceptual artworks. 

Mark Rothko created his Multiform paintings, 
monumental-sized surfaces of juxtaposed colour 
that are essentially zen-like comics koans. Robert 
Rauschenberg’s Combines expanded pictorial 
montage to include found elements, broken 
furniture pieces and car tires, but in their painterly 
variations we see the very basic, comics-like 
elements at their core. 

Where photography replaced painting as the 
dominant form of realistic (or “truthful”) depiction 
and, in a sense, liberated visual arts to explode 
into Modernism and Post-modernism, I would 
argue that the network model is the contemporary 
organization of our perception; its historical 
context the increasing amount and complexity 
of information that has caused division and 
polarisation since 9/11 and the “war on terror”. 
The ether where this all occurs may be the 
internet itself, but uncomics could offer a way to 
creatively cope with it.

V. COMICS  
FOR OUR TIME

Mark Rothko, multiform No 61 
(Rust and Blue) (1953). © The 

Mark Rothko Foundation



If Comics have become an all too 
convenient vessel for escapist 
narratives serving kneejerk 
solutions to simplistic problems, 
uncomics instead present 
multilateral puzzles to work 
through difficult and complex 
issues in a polarised world. This is 
again reflected in Donna Haraway, 
who explicitly states that her 
titular “staying with the trouble” 
means collectively grappling with 
ambiguity and “requires learning 
to be truly present […] entwined in 
myriad unfinished configurations 
of places, times, matters, 
meanings”.

It is fair to say that our troubled 
and fragmented times call for 
an adequately multilinear art 
form that allows us to occupy 
more than one position, more 
than one perspective. Rather 
than media that attempt to tell 
us what to think, we direly need 
forms of expression that offer us 
ways to think about the knotty 
present. Forms that encourage 
critical reinterpretations of the 
past, engagement with diverse 
experiences of the present, and 
allows us to navigate our own 
tangled path through the mess.

Now, this is a lofty mission 
statement to lay upon a still-
nascent field of practice and 
research, and while I can’t say with 

VI. EMBRACING COMPLEXITY
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combine: Interview (1955). 
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any confidence that uncomics will rise to those 
requirements, I do think that uncomics — even on 
a purely formal and theoretical level — offer a rich 
potential to reconsider at least the comics form in 
a new light. The (in some cases career-spanning) 
willingness of the artists featured herein to engage 
with nuance and ambiguity — with the weird and 
the troublesome — is a testament to the manifold 
possibilities that present themselves when we 
look up from the comics page and begin to see 
uncomics everywhere around us.



HYBRIDEN is the comic webshop & (in pandemic times) digital exhibition space 
of CBK and Tusen Serier, and also a larger structure involving many parts and 

connections to the rest of the comics scene in Malmö and beyond. 

Check out our webshop @ 
hybriden.se

A multi-disciplinary collective that span off from 
CBK, producing exhibitions, books, prints and noise 
events. For you who is tired of a mainstream culture 
that dilutes everything to make it easier to swallow. 

wormgod.net

International comics festival for alternative/
underground comics/culture, sometimes in 
conjunction with Wormgod’s TRAUMA noise festival.

altcomfestival.se 

Non-profit distribution system for zines. Run by CBK 
as part of Hybriden/Fanzineverkstaden. 

hybriden.se/fosfor

Aiming to open up Swedish comics culture for more 
creators and readers with international backgrounds. 
Tusen Serier seeks to highlight comics that may 
go unseen by segregated Swedish culture through 
workshops, exhibitions and publishing.

tusenserier.org

A non-profit zine workshop run by Tusen Serier in 
Malmö, providing a local inclusive space for self-
publishing comic creators and other artists. A 
place for experienced and non-experienced artists. 
Sometimes running workshops covering various 
mediums.

fanzineverkstaden.se

Publishing the international comics anthology CBA 
(as you may know) and other books, organising 
exhibitions, aiming to expand what comics can be. 

cbkcomics.com



Since 2001, CBK (C’est Bon Kultur) has worked for a more varied 
and exciting comics culture in Sweden and on the international 
scene. The formal purpose of the organisation is to support, 
evolve and disseminate comics with higher artistic ambitions. 
The main vehicle for this purpose is the international comics art 
magazine, CBA. CBK also arranges exhibitions of comics art, the 
international comics festival AltCom and other cultural events.
Our vision is to push the boundaries of what can be done in com-
ics, to broaden the perspective of what the comics medium is 
and can be, both in relation to itself and to other art forms. 
Support us by becoming a member and you get a subscription of 
4 volumes of CBA. 
www.cbkcomics.com
Visit our webshop at www.hybriden.se where you can buy our 
back-issues and lots of other titles from us and our partners.



Uncomics – an artistic field where 
contemporary art and comics inform 
each other. 

Where the absence of sequence 
encourages the reader to investigate the 
picture plane(s) in any direction and order, 
becoming an active co-creator in the 
process. 

A space outside the tedious limitations 
of story, where images both abstract and 
suggestive interact. 

Comics, at last, as a visual art form.


