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ABSTRACT 

This creative writing thesis explores the theory and practice of developing a reparative 

poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine. It pertains to the design and 

development of a series of comics for use in a suite of online youth mental health websites, 

developed in collaboration with an interdisciplinary research team at Orygen Youth Health. 

The structure of the thesis moves iteratively between critical readings of published comics 

that present lived experience of youth mental illness and wellbeing, and chapters that tell a 

narrative of the comics we produced and the stylistic choices we made in terms of 

representation, characterisation, setting, story and metaphor. Despite the highly 

collaborative, interdisciplinary context of the research, the thesis situates itself firmly within 

the discipline of creative writing. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 Preamble 

In 1994, when I was 19 years old, the after-hours psychiatrist wanted to admit me to 

Glenfern Psychiatric Hospital in Adelaide. I was far from my hometown of Hobart, 

homesick, lonely, and in the midst of a bad break up with a violent boyfriend. I’d stopped 

sleeping and eating, subsisting on a diet of coffee, cigarettes and late night tv. I listened to the 

same song on repeat. Occasionally I would come across poems in my own handwriting, 

sealed inside envelopes, that I had no memory of writing. The GP had sent me to the after-

hours clinic, and the psychiatrist interviewed and then examined my body, checking my 

arms, I suppose for track marks though this only occurred to me years later. That’s why I 

was surprised when he made no comment on the fingerprint sized contusions on my arms 

where I had been gripped too tightly. When I asked the psychiatrist if I could call my mother 

before deciding whether or not to check myself in, he suggested that this was evidence that I 

was unable to care for myself and should be admitted. Still prevaricating, I went to inspect 

the wards. Two older patients, a man and a woman––I don’t know how old now, maybe in 

their thirties, maybe older, possibly younger––stood outside the doors of the ward smoking, 

as I peered up the brightly lit corridor. They asked if I had any ciggies. A youngish male 

nurse came out to say hello; a girl my age shadowing his footsteps, gazing at him like a 

frightened puppy. You don’t belong here, the smoking woman told me, or that’s how I remember 

it. I can see it in your face. You don’t need to be here. I took her at her word. I gave them cigarettes, 

signed a release form acknowledging the risk I was taking by not following the psychiatrist’s 

advice. A few days later I got on a plane and flew back to Hobart, where I recuperated in the 

family home before finding a flat with a friend, resuming my university studies and, eighteen 

months later, moving permanently to Melbourne.  
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 This sounds like my recovery was straightforward; it was not. What constituted 

recovery for me was not a change in material circumstances or an alleviation of symptoms of 

distress. It was achieving certain milestones of growth. Slowly, and without grace, I learned 

to navigate break ups, and I learned how to recognise and maintain healthy friendships and 

romantic relationships. Painfully, instead of hanging on to shame and guilt, replaying the 

movie of my failures over and over in my mind, I came to accept and let go of my past 

failings. I swam out of my perpetual cycles of debt and learned to pay rent and bills on time. 

I found study and work I enjoyed and felt fulfilled by. I did the dishes (more-or-less) daily, 

cleaned up after the cat, bathed regularly and laundered my clothes. I was always good at 

starting things, but I gradually learned how to finish things, including my first novel at the 

age of 27, pushed by the rapidly approaching deadline of the birth of my first child. Even this 

sounds neater and tidier than I meant it too, for in real life it was like circling slowly, slowly, 

and every time feeling defeated––I’ve seen that rock before, I’ve seen that bush before, I’ve 

been here, I’ve done this––but eventually finding, not even a path, but a track that kept 

disappearing on me, until I made it to a place where I could see the road ahead of me. 

 

It was winter, 2013, when I first began working at Orygen Youth Mental Health––almost 

twenty years after that psychiatrist’s office in Adelaide. I was in my late thirties, a mother of 

three children, two school age, one still in nappies. I’d been writing novels for teenagers, 

working as a freelance editor writing manuscript assessments, and teaching creative writing 

part time at the University of Melbourne. I lived with my partner and the three kids in a 

two-bedroom house, in the bushfire-affected hills on the outskirts of Melbourne. The baby 

slept in our walk-in robe, and the septic tank leaked, in summer we were invaded by insects, 

in winter we were plagued by mice, and there were bats living in the ceiling. I was struggling 

with writer’s block and depression, trying to write another award-winning novel to follow my 
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most recent success so that we could renovate and extend, or move and buy a bigger house. I 

began seeing a psychologist, who asked me What would happen if you weren’t a writer anymore? I 

was furious, she would never have suggested I give up being a mother, but her words stayed 

with me. Not long after, a Twitter friend tweeted that he was giving up his day-job to write 

full time and did anyone want his job. Do I want your job? I tweeted back. 

 The Online Interventions & Innovation research group, as it was called then, 

operated from two poorly insulated cream-brick houses in the collection of rundown 

residences at the back of the Orygen Youth Mental Health campus in Parkville, where the 

doctors from the psychiatric hospital were once housed. It was a leafy parkland 

setting with remnants of what I was told used to be a lovely garden; patchy lawn, stringy 

clumps of bougainvillea, roses, all more hardy than beautiful. Blue wrens, willy wagtails and 

bellbirds were regular visitors, a possum lived in the walls of House 25, and we were close 

enough to the Royal Melbourne Zoo that on still days I could hear the lions roar. 

 When I joined the team, they were just in the final stages of launching a randomised 

control trial (RCT) for an online platform called Horyzons, for young people (18–25) who 

had experienced a first episode of psychosis and had completed or almost completed the two-

year treatment plan at Orygen. It was an attempt to prolong the benefits of therapy in a cost-

effective way, designed to assist young people navigate life at home and in the community, 

supporting them as they moved out of crisis, into recovery and on with the rest of their lives. 

It was my job to adapt the existing content and translate further therapeutic concepts from 

clinical practice for use in an online platform for young people (15–25) with depression 

which we called Latitudes. Mindfulness, self-compassion and positive psychology formed the 

basis of the therapy, and my brief was to keep the modules appealing, youth friendly and 

accessible; normalising and destigmatising experiences of mental illness. A graphic designer 



13 
 
 

had developed a group of characters as stick figures and speaking heads, so some content 

could be written as dialogue between characters.  

 We organized the content according to principles of concise and scannable text 

(Morkes and Nielsen, 1997), using visual hierarchies to emphasise main ideas, breaking the 

text up with subheadings, graphics and bulleted lists and chunking text. 

 

Figure 1-1 Screenshot Horyzons 2015 (Text by Mat Larkin) 

 I toiled, and wrote, and refined, and simplified. The feedback from young people on the 

youth sites was always the same. While they enjoyed using the social network, and felt the 

site was useful, when it came to the content, there was too much text. Those who did read it 

struggled to connect the theoretical principles of therapy with the lived material of their own 

lives.  

 The project grew and new platforms were built for different cohorts––one targeting 

young men with social anxiety (Entourage), one for young people identified as being at risk 

of developing psychosis (Momentum), a site for general on-line help-seekers (Generation) and 

additional platforms for parents and carers of young people with depression, psychosis and 



14 
 
 

borderline personality disorder (Meridian, Altitudes and Kindred). I couldn’t keep up with 

the writing so in June, 2015, I invited one of my Honours students, Jini Maxwell, to join the 

project. Jini had written her essay for my Young Adult fiction (YA) subject on young people’s 

creativity and connectedness in online affinity spaces. I’d seen her in workshops, giving and 

receiving feedback and advocating for teen readers. I knew she was a poet––her creative 

submission for my class was a verse novel, where a sourdough culture that grew and grew 

formed a metaphor for overwhelming grief following the loss of a mother. I thought writing 

online therapy was a good job for a poet. I also knew Jini made comics, and from the 

beginning I’d been interested in the possibility of incorporating comics in our therapy in 

some way. She was, at the time of employment, in the age demographic we were writing for, 

and so she brought an expertise the team had previously lacked. It was Jini who showed me 

Advicecomics.tumblr.com (Advicecomics), an analysis of which features in the first study of 

this thesis. Jini introduced the team to Marc Pearson in September 2015. Marc was the 

founder and curator of Advicecomics and reader, we hired him. This thesis tells the story of 

what happened next.  

 

Figure 1-2 Advertising material for the comics rollout September 2016 



15 
 
 

With a new platform called Generation particularly in mind––a cohort of first-time help-

seekers, many of whom would have had no experience of therapy before––together we set 

about to redesign our online therapy to be primarily delivered in the form of character 

driven, narrative rich, colour comics. In September 2016, a year after Marc joined the team, 

we employed another established YA author, Simmone Howell. PhD student Carla 

McEnery joined the team to work on a suite of comics for Social Anxiety for a new platform 

aimed specifically at young men called Entourage. At the end of 2016, Jini moved on to 

pursue other opportunities, becoming editor at The Lifted Brow. In the four years we’ve been 

making comics we’ve pushed about seventy right through the design process to be 

publication ready, and there are more at various stages of development. Our comics are full 

colour, each panel designed to fit a mobile phone screen. The length of the comics varies 

from 12 panels to 26, with the average comic being around 18 panels. The comics have since 

been retrofitted to all our youth systems.  

 

Figure 1-3 Screenshot Horyzons 2017 
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 Youth mental health 

Mental illness is rated by young people as the issue of greatest national concern in Australia, 

while coping with stress rates as their greatest personal concern (Bullot, Cave, Fildes, Hall 

and Plummer, 2017). Suicide is the leading cause of death for young people aged 15–25 

(Robinson, Bailey, Browne, Cox and Hooper, 2016: 7). Most mental disorders emerge in 

young adulthood, with 75% of mental disorders emerging before 25 years of age (Rickwood, 

Webb, Kennedy and Telford, 2016). Despite the prevalence of mental health problems in 

this demographic, young people are difficult to engage in mental health treatment 

(Montague, Varcin, Simmons and Parker, 2015). While treatment is shown to improve short 

and long-term outcomes for young people (Department of Health and Ageing, 2013), more 

than half of young people with mental illness in Australia do not receive any treatment (Slade 

et al, 2009).  

 Young people risk falling through the gaps between children’s and adults’ services, 

which don’t accommodate their specific needs.  

‘The onset of mental illness unfortunately coincides too often with the time in a 

person’s life that developmental milestones are achieved and protective elements of 

social inclusion are established. Social drift or decline often occurs following illness 

onset’ (Cotton, Filia, Ratheesh, Pennell, Goldstone and McGorry, 2015: 5).  

Specialised youth services for young and emerging adult aged 15–25, focussed on early 

intervention and offering vocational and social functioning interventions, rather than simply 

managing symptoms, forms a crucial part of service delivery in youth mental health. Orygen 

began as a First Episode Psychosis research unit Royal Park Hospital in 1984. In 1992 the 

Early Psychosis Prevention and Intervention Centre (EPPIC) was established, continuing to 

exist within Orygen, expanding nationally in 2013. In 1994, when I was on the verge of 

being admitted to an adult psychiatric ward, the Centre for Young People’s Mental Health 

was established in Melbourne (Cotton Filia, Ratheesh, et al, 2015). In 2006,  headspace was 
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founded, and over subsequent years, more than 100 headspace centres have opened, offering 

‘easy-access, youth-friendly, integrated primary care service[...] in [local communities] to 

provide an early intervention approach to mental health problems for young people aged 12 

to 25 years’ (Rickwood, Paraskasis, Quin et al, 2018: 159).  

 Operating within the headspace model is eheadspace, an online chat service, offering 

free online and telephone support to young people aged 12–25. Young people have been 

identified as a demographic likely to use and benefit from online mental health services 

(Rickwood et al., 2007; Ryan et al., 2010; Fildes et al, 2014; Rickwood et al., 2016). Young 

people in Australia are extremely well connected online, according to the Australian Bureau 

of Statistics, 98% of young people aged 15–17 are internet users (Household Use Of 

Information Technology, Australia, 2016-17). Increasingly young people use the Internet to 

access and share mental health information and support (Burns et al, 2016). This is a rapidly 

growing area, and it’s hard to provide a complete picture of the intersection between youth 

mental health services and the Internet. Online services are perceived to have the scope to 

service more people for less money and relieve strain on an already overburdened healthcare 

system. Web-based support can reach young people who might not otherwise access services 

and those at an earlier stage of illness (Rickwood, Webb, Kennedy & Telford, 2016) and 

provide family and friends with the support they need to help their children (Cairns, Potter, 

Nicholas & Buhagiar, 2017; Gleeson et al, 2017).  

 eheadspace is a popular service struggling to keep up with demand. In their joint 

submission to the productivity commission’s inquiry into youth mental health in 2019, 

Orygen and headspace underline the problem of wait times to access the online service: ‘Out 

of approximately 17,000 young people contacting during July 1––Dec 31 2018, nearly 6,000 

logged off or exited the website prior to a clinician responding’ (Orygen and headspace, 

2019). This was the problem Generation was designed to solve. It used the MOST software, 
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but rather than tackle relapse prevention, it would offer self-referring help-seekers brief 

online interventions, combining the existing 1:1 chat feature of eheadspace with access to a 

peer network (other online helpseekers as well as trained peer moderators), a collaborative 

problem solving tool, and our bespoke therapeutic components. Rather than waiting (or 

choosing not to wait) for a clinician to be available, young people could access the 

therapeutic content, post their problems and respond to other young people. The site would 

have both synchronous and asynchronous features, meaning that young people could receive 

help in real time, but they could also pose a problem and return later to check responses. 

While some of the text-based content designed for Horyzons and Latitudes would be 

applicable, the way the system was intended to be used would be different. Horyzons and 

Latitudes users were inducted into the system by research assistants, whereas Generation 

users would be left to navigate the system on their own. Horyzons and Latitudes users would 

also be either recently or currently in treatment for specific diagnoses (first episode psychosis 

for Horyzons, and mood disorders like depression and anxiety for Latitudes), while the 

presenting population of Generation would be far more disparate; young people using 

eheadspace present with a high level of distress with the majority seeking help with 

relationships, mental health issues, requests for information, and, in smaller numbers, 

experiences of abuse and violence (Dowling and Rickwood, 2014). Without a personalised 

induction, and considering young people might be at varying levels of distress, and that this 

might be their first experience of therapy, we knew the content would need to be accessible, 

navigable and adaptable to a broad spectrum of problems and varying degrees of intensity.  

 In their systematic review of digital health interventions (DHI), Hollis et al 

acknowledge the importance of a multi-disciplinary approach: 

For the field to realise the full potential of DHIs, it is necessary to simultaneously 

harness the latest technological innovations while maintaining a robust evidence 

base of clinical and cost-effectiveness. Meeting this challenge requires a novel 
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integration of innovative approaches and research methods drawn from disparate 

disciplines and academic traditions [...] The development and evaluation of DHIs 

requires different approaches with integration and interdisciplinary collaboration 

between methodologies and approaches drawn from engineering, computer 

science, human factors, human computer interaction, psychology and mental 

health services research (Hollis et al, 2017: 498). 

In this thesis I take the view that this list should be expanded to include the creative arts. The 

tangible features, such as the look, feel, and haptic qualities of youth mental health 

technologies, are intrinsic to the way these services will be used and the impact that they will 

have on young people’s lives. How can creative writers and artists help in the design and 

creation of online therapy, making websites and apps that young people want to use in a way 

that is meaningful and purposeful, relevant to their daily lives? Can these contributions from 

the creative arts help young people experience more positive emotions, promoting socially 

connectedness, a sense of personal accomplishment, hope, and autonomy (Ryan and Deci, 

2000; Fredrickson, 2004; Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Seligman, 2013)?  

 

 Why comics? 

I was initially drawn to comics to overcome potential barriers in literacy and cognitive 

function among young mentally ill Australians, an ethical imperative as one study shows ‘the 

readability of Australian health websites is above the average Australian levels of reading’ 

(Cheng and Dunn, 2015). As well as combining minimal text, conversational language and 

visual aids to communicate effectively, comics invite approach, they are attractive to look at 

and, associated with fun and playfulness. In comics theory, comics reading is regularly 

acknowledged to be ‘a participatory, even slowed-down practice of consumption’ (Chute, 

2017: ‘Reading Comics’, para 10). Readers navigate a series of gaps, including the literal 

spaces between panels known as the gutter, and the disjuncture between word and image to 
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interpret the text and create meaning; that is, readers bring their own experiences and 

emotional responses to the text.  

 Comics offer a way to personalise and humanise online therapeutic spaces. Comics 

are hand-made, expressive, often vulnerable. Writes Ronnie Scott, ‘It’s standard in comics 

for some of the meaning to come from the trace of the hand––making you feel close to the 

artist’ (Caleo, MacFarlane & Scott, 2018). Comics bring visual, affective and haptic 

affordances to online therapy, transforming the digital space to ‘a fluid and enchanting 

experience’ (Czerwiec, Williams, Squier, Green, Myers and Smith, 2015: 18). Comics depict 

young people experiencing symptoms of mental illnesses or overcoming problems in social 

and cultural settings, offering the affordances of both visual art and literature to represent 

images and stories of the quotidian in new and arresting ways.  

 In the next chapter, I explore the current state of play in comics, young people and 

mental health, drawing on literature from multiple disciplines to further define the field of 

graphic medicine and its research concerns, and to establish the particular affordances of 

comics in relation to mental health and portrayals of youth, as well as the relationship 

between comics and young people in terms of the appropriateness of the medium for 

engaging young people. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW: YOUNG PEOPLE, COMICS AND MULTI-
MODAL LITERACY IN THE CONTEXT OF YOUTH MENTAL 
HEALTH 

Comics are often appreciated for their simplicity and approachability. Comics are also 

celebrated for the complexity afforded by the visual-verbal interplay. Here I assess the 

literature concerning the suitability, acceptability and feasibility of comics for young people 

in communicating experiences of youth mental illness and recovery. This review is wide-

ranging, covering multiple disciplines, as I survey the historical, cultural, educational and 

social contexts of comics and young people. While the literature suggests that comics has a 

tumultuous history, tainted by censorship and scandal, and there remains a lingering distrust 

of the form’s suitability for young people among adult gatekeepers, another narrative 

emerges in which a diverse range of young people and adults invested in engaging young 

people with literature and literacy find comics and graphic narratives appealing and 

expressive. Comics are finding increasing favour in libraries and literacy classrooms, not 

simply as low literacy stepping-stones to more conventional texts, but also in their own right 

as a complex, multivalent form. Certain attributes of comics, including the double-coding of 

the words and images, and the blank spaces of the gutter between panels, require the reader 

to use their own intellectual and emotional resources––such as autobiographical memory, 

personal values, imagination and cultural knowledge––to complete the meaning-making 

process. These patterns of reading, in which young people bring their own experiences to 

bear on the text, are foregrounded in discussions of comics that depict adolescents in crisis. 

There is an established practice of close attention to formal elements of comics, where ‘the 

written word becomes image-like, and images can be read like a language’ (Caleo, 

Macfarlane & Scott, 2018), to explore ways in which comics are coded to interact with young 

people’s knowledge, affective comprehension and experience.  
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 Defining comics and terminology 

The relatively recent emergence of the graphic novel––‘expressive, long-form narrative 

comics’ (Chute, 2017)––has seen a rise in serious scholarship about comics, as well as a 

renewed interest in the history of the form. A lot of ink has been spilled trying to come up 

with a summary definition of comics. Scott McCloud in his publication Understanding Comics 

(a treatise of the form written as a comic), offers ‘juxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or produce an aesthetic response 

in the viewer’ (McCloud, 1993: 9) building on Eisner’s previous definition of ‘sequential art’ 

(Eisner, 1985: 5), while in The System of Comics, Thierry Groensteen, in a chapter entitled ‘The 

Impossible Definition’ surveys the available definitions and pronounces the defining feature 

of the form as ‘iconic solidarity’ (Groensteen, 2007), emphasising that a panel is always read 

as contiguous.  

 Part of the difficulty in coming up with a concise definition is the range of comics 

available. While terms like ‘sequential art’, ‘graphic narrative’, ‘graphic storytelling’ or ‘visual 

narrative’ may be too broad and could potentially be applied to other mediums (like cinema), 

and while Groensteen’s ‘iconic solidarity’ brings to light the sophistication of comics, it may 

be too lofty and academic a term to accommodate the small, the local, the personal and the 

handmade. The difficulty to pin comics down, to neither dismiss them as frivolous, nor 

rarefy them as high literature or art, is part of their charm. Comics are flexible, playful, 

breaking down boundaries like text and image, but also exist on a sliding scale of 

amateur/professional, self-taught/trained, self-published/traditionally published.  

 For the most part I use the term comics to refer to the formal structure of combined 

image and text, generally presented in panel form, featuring narrative agents (human and/or 

non-human characters), foregrounding temporal and spatial relationships, usually in service 

to a story. While I occasionally interchange terms––graphic novel, graphic memoir, graphic 
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narratives, comics, even picture books––it’s worth noting that these terms are neither 

synonymous, nor neutral. Hillary Chute finds the term graphic narrative more accurate and 

flexible than graphic novel when describing works such as, for example, Maus by Art 

Spiegelman which ‘helped rocket the form into public consciousness’ but is non-fiction 

rather than a novel (Chute, 2008: 453). In her earlier writing on comics, she seems to accept 

the term graphic novel or graphic narrative as describing a longer, more ambitions form of 

the comics medium, however, in 2017, she acknowledges that though the term graphic novel 

may have helped elevate a longform treatment of the medium into the mainstream book 

publishing market, some creators are uncomfortable with the term (Chute, 2017). In a 2007 

interview, Persepolis creator Marjane Satrapi says, ‘“graphic novel” is a term the publisher 

created for the bourgeoisie […] like people would be ashamed to say in front of their friends 

that they read comics. I have made comics, I am a cartoonist and that's it’ (Ghadishah, 

2007). Like Satrapi, my collaborator, Marc Pearson, likes the humble quality of the word 

comics, so that it is my preferred term.  

 When it comes to comics, we come across the terms genre and medium. Some comics 

scholars favour the term genre. Groensteen, for example, makes the case for comics as a 

‘narrative species’ within the ‘narrative genre’ (Groensteen, 2007: 8, original emphasis). Chute 

rejects it outright in favour of the word medium:  

the whole comics medium still often gets mistaken for its most popular genre: 

superheroes. Fantasy is a genre, humor is a genre, romance is a genre—a style, a 

category that comes with a set of approaches and expectations. Comics, on the other 

hand, is a medium in its own right—not a lowbrow genre of either art or literature, 

as it is sometimes understood—and it can be about anything (Chute, 2017). 

If we accept comics as a medium, the word genre can be used to differentiate graphic 

memoirs from graphic journalism, graphic novels from superhero comics, and so on.  

 The Macquarie Dictionary defines medium as ‘a middle state or condition’, ‘an 

intervening substance, as air, etc., through which a force acts or an effect is produced’, ‘one’s 
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environment, surrounding things, conditions, or influences’ and ‘an agency, means, or 

instrument’ among other usages (Macquarie Dictionary Online, 2020), not to mention the notion 

of a spiritual medium, a person who relays messages across realms from one entity to 

another. Perhaps thinking of this last definition, the creative writer in an interdisciplinary 

setting can also be understood to be a sort of medium; an emissary, relaying messages across 

disciplines.  

 In this thesis I consider comics to be a visual-verbal medium, that uses distinct and 

recognisable characteristics, including, among other things, panels, gutters, emanata (lines 

depicting movement, smell or other states of being), speech bubbles, thought clouds, captions 

and sound effects, in order to transmit meanings and produce a response in the reader. I 

think of the medium of comics as playfully inhabiting all of the above definitions: comics 

exist in the space between producer and receiver, intervening and producing effects; comics 

are an ‘enchanted’ object (for more discussion on enchantment see Chapter Seven) within 

the reader’s environment that offers itself as a resource. This leads us into my final key term 

in my treatment of comics: affordances.  

 Affordance is a term coined by ecological psychologist James Gibson (1986) to denote 

a relationship between an object and an animal, person or agent. An affordance is not an 

inherit property of an object but a perceived purpose to which the agent could put the object 

to use based on its properties and the agent’s needs in that time and place. Philosopher 

Manuel Heras-Escribano summarises it succinctly: ‘When we explore the environment we 

do not just perceive physical objects; rather, we also perceive what we can do with them: We 

perceive the graspability of a cup, the climbability of a step, or the kickability of a ball’ (M. 

Heras-Escribano, 2019: 3). Here, I argue that a comic is a ‘value-rich ecological object’ 

(Gibson, 1986: 140) which, through its visual-verbal interplay, signals its affordances to the 
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reader, who may find a use for it. Comics themselves have affordances, but within the 

ecology of comics are value laden things that may have their own affordances.  

 Affordances are conceptually slippery, neither strictly made nor found, but emerging 

temporally in the contingency of things––environment, object and agent. Peter Khost, 

applying the concept of affordances to literary texts, writes that affordances ‘will emerge for 

readers relative to the situations in which they think, feel, and communicate’ and no two 

readers, even those involved in the same transaction, will draw the same two conclusions 

(Khost, 2018). This might seem, then, hopelessly arbitrary in a research project where 

outcomes matter, that is, where our comics are intended as an intervention, intended to 

prompt meaningful psychological change. And yet it is the very subjectivity of reading, the 

entanglement of reader and text, subject and object, which seems to point to the power of 

comics. Terrence Cave has also explored the application of affordance to literary text, posing 

the question whether affordance is useful to the literary context, asking ‘What’s the use of a 

word that applies both to the stick a monkey uses to get termites out of a tree-trunk and a 

poem or a novel?’ (Cave, 2016: 61). Ultimately, for Cave and for me, the word affordance 

‘reminds us at every moment that the processes we study are dynamic, targeted, agent-

driven’ (Cave, 2016: 62), that is our readers have agency, and may or may not draw the 

meanings we intend, and may draw new meanings or find new utilities, unforeseen by us. 

Rather than a cause for anxiety, or rather than simply being a cause for anxiety, the 

vagueness of affordances is vital to the application of comics in a healthcare setting or as one 

of my computer programming colleagues, would say: it’s a feature, not a bug. Comics signal 

their affordances to the reader in multiple ways, which will be explored in detail throughout 

this thesis, but to briefly sum, through their communicative potential, represented in speech 

bubbles, captions, or other modes of direct address; through representational qualities such 

as use of characters and quotidian objects; through formal qualities like panels, gutters and 
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the visual-verbal juxtaposition, and through visual attributes like the use of colour, or the use 

of emanata, indicating kinetic and sensory information. 

 Our comics are digital, designed to be read on a screen and so the affordances of our 

comics also interact with the affordances of the screen on which they are being read. For the 

sake of usability and design, we chose to make our comic panels uniform in size and shape, 

particular designed to be read on a smart phone (see figure 5.5), though they can be read on 

any internet enabled device, tablets, laptops, desktop computers. On MOST platforms 

scrolling and viewing can operate differently depending on the size of the screen. The back-

and-forth reading and looking described by Hillary Chute (Chute 2008), and characterised 

as Charles Hatfield tells us, ‘by plurality, instability and tension, so much so that no single 

formula for interpreting the page can reliably unlock every comic’ (Hatfield, 2005: 66) 

functions differently depending on the size of the screen. On a larger screen several panels 

can be viewed at once, so the reader may glance back and forth between them, or take in 

more than one panel in the same glance while also being aware of peripheral elements as 

shown below (Figure 1.3); whereas a user reading MOST comics on the phone can only take 

in one panel at a time (see figure 5.6) though of course the reader may still scroll up and 

down (back-and-forth), rather than reading in a linear 

fashion, and has autonomy over how long they look at each 

panel, and agency over how they read the elements 

(Aggleton, 2018). An example of a digital affordance that 

may interact with the way our readers experience the comic 

is the practice of screenshotting––anecdotally, some of our 

users have told us they take screenshots of the comics on 

their phones to keep a record of them in their personal photo albums. An affordance of 

digital comics we’ve experimented with is animation. We have two panels that have been 

Figure 2-1 Animated panels for timed 
breathing, see Appendix for instructions 
on viewing the animated gifs. 
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animated to move in time with the breath (see figure 2.1; also Appendix). Another advantage 

of digital comics is their easy dissemination; our comics have been made available Australia-

wide, have been translated into Dutch, and read by young people in international trials in 

Europe and North America. While I recognise here that digital comics are different from 

print comics in the way the reader approaches them, with some limitations and some 

enhanced features, in my research I have analysed digital comics and print comics 

interchangeably and I have paid only limited attention to the distinct affordances of each. I 

recognise that some targeted work on the utility of particularly digital rather than print 

comics in youth mental health is an area for further research. 

 

 Graphic Medicine and health communication 

Graphic Medicine is an emerging field of interdisciplinary study situated at ‘the intersection 

of the medium of comics and the discourse of healthcare’ (Czerwiec et al, 2015: 1). The term 

was coined by Ian Williams, a physician, comics artist and writer, in 2007 when he 

established a website to catalogue graphic narratives and comics, around which formed a 

diverse community of people also using comics in research, pedagogy or clinical and/or 

artistic practice (‘About Graphic Medicine’, 2020). Graphic Medicine emerges from social, 

ideological and ethical trends in the discipline of medical humanities, including literature in 

medicine, narrative medicine, and disability studies, all of which arise at least partly from a 

resituating of narrative voices in healthcare: ‘multiple subjects with valid and, at times, 

conflicting points of view and experience’ (Czerwiec et al, 2015: 2).  

 Comics are not a new phenomenon in health communication (see, for example: 

American Cancer Society, 1965; Putnam and Yanagisako, 1982; Gillies, Stork and 

Bretman,1990; Delp and Jones, 1996). They are perceived as non-threatening, youth 

friendly, low literacy, effectively portraying actions and feelings, in way that is potentially 
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destigmatising for patients (McNicol, 2014). Comics in health education combine facts with 

narrative, supporting patients in dealing with practical concerns such as ‘self-management of 

chronic conditions’ and ‘dealing with the social and psychological aspects of a condition’ 

(McNicol, 2014: 49–50). By depicting relatable characters, comics provide a sense of 

‘companionship through a shared experience’ (Williams, 2010: 21), using ‘familiar, 

conversational speech’ (Dobbins, 2016: 50).  

 Despite longstanding use of comics in healthcare and growing interest in Graphic 

Medicine, ‘there continues to be a lack of empirical studies investigating how or why comics 

are being used in the domain of health care, social care and their subdomains’ (Farthing and 

Priego, 2016: 2). This may relate to ‘wider cultural stigma attached to them as being devoid 

of academic or intellectual value’ (Farthing and Priego, 2016: 3), especially since the comics 

format in health communication is generally applied to marginalised populations ‘to make 

information accessible for low literacy patients as well as for young people or non-native 

speakers’ (McNicol, 2014: 49).  

 Sarah Dobbins poses three questions that hint at the complexity that arises from the 

interdisciplinary nature of Graphic Medicine: ‘What is the mechanism(s) by which meaning 

is transmitted to a viewer? What kinds of stories and images are most effective at creating 

and transmitting meaning? How can a narrative sequence of images on a page be used 

effectively by public health educators?’ (Dobbins, 2016: 39). These questions underline the 

interdisciplinary nature of Graphic Medicine. The first question speaks to theories of reader 

reception, cognitive poetics (itself a hybrid and emerging field), and the neuropsychology of 

how the brain absorbs and hierarchises information, how it responds to the juxtaposition of 

text and image, and how it organises itself to make sense of this response. The second could 

be considered a question of craft for artists and writers as well as a matter for clinicians. And 

the third more neatly addresses the healthcare context––probing the needs not only of the 
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patient, but of the healthcare practitioners and educators, struggling to communicate how 

evidence-based interventions and statistical models might interact with highly subjective and 

individualised nuances of experience. I am also curious about all three questions, but the 

second of Dobbin’s questions most closely tracks with my particular interest and expertise as 

a creative writer dealing with practical concerns in authoring comics for use in a healthcare 

setting, dealing with questions of representation and characterisation, settings, narrative 

structure, imagery, and so on.  

 In the literature, a contradiction appears to be at play. Comics are celebrated as 

highly accessible and attractive. Ian Williams describes them as ‘immediately engaging’, 

arguing that ‘complex ideas can be quickly and easily digested as images or as a partnership 

of words and imagery’ (Williams, 2012: 21). Sarah McNichol, however, warns against the 

application of overly simplistic comics. ‘Information may be presented in a static, disengaged 

way, rather than making use of powerful literacy and visual devices such as metaphor and 

personification’ (McNichol, 2014: 54). She argues for a narrative approach that fully 

capitalises on the interplay between text and image in order to communicate the subjective 

experiences of negotiating illness and associated stigma in everyday life. In their study of 

representations of caregiving in hospice comics, MK Czerwiec and Michelle N. Huang note 

that narrative alone has limitations, pointing to the function of the image, when they write: 

comics are uniquely suited to representing embodied experience. The practice of 

medicine is the practice of reading bodies[...] By using a language that deploys 

narrative and image dialogically, graphic pathographies are able to capture and 

juxtapose the multiple layers of a patient’s experience especially those that cannot 

be adequately captured by narrative alone (Czerwiec and Huang, 2014: 3). 

Comics are ‘powerful and rich texts’ (Williams, 2016: 27) a way of ‘seeing structure, 

complexity, nuance, emergence and multiplicity simultaneously’ (McMullin and Pigg, 2015: 

para 2) and a tool for ‘exploring attitudes to healthcare and issues surrounding medical 

treatment, the body and society in a calm and neutral environment’ (Williams, 2016: 27). 
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There is an apparent contradiction in the case for the application of comics in a healthcare 

context. Comics in medicine are praised for their simplicity and for their complexity. This 

reflects a similar tension in broader perceptions of comics, particularly with regards to young 

people and literacy.  

 

 Comics and youth literacy 

Articles exploring and promoting the use of comics in literature classrooms suggest a fraught 

state of affairs, implied in titles such as ‘Using Graphic Texts in Secondary Classrooms: A 

Tale of Endurance’ (Rice, 2012), ‘In Defense of Graphic Novels’ (Hansen, 2012) and ‘The 

irony of “cool club”: the place of comic book reading in schools’ (Sabeti, 2011). Recurring 

themes in such papers echo similar contradictory tensions to those raised in the previous 

section about the simplicity and the complexity of comics.  

 In this section I present some of the recurring themes occurring in discussions of the 

application of comics in education and attitudes regarding their accessibility, appeal and 

appropriateness for young people. I offer a snapshot into the ways in which comics have 

been both maligned and embraced in educational contexts as well as the consumptive 

practices of young people outside the classroom. 

COMICS SPEAK TO READERS FROM A DIVERSE RANGE OF BACKGROUNDS, ENGAGING EVEN 
THE MOST MARGINALISED AND DISENGAGED READERS 

Comics are recognised for their power to speak to readers from diverse backgrounds acting 

‘as both a window and as a mirror for teens’, enabling readers to develop compassion and to 

‘see their own experiences represented’ (Berland, 2017: 206). For researchers focused on 

dropping literacy levels, especially among such targeted groups as ‘white working class boys’ 

and ‘underprivileged urban ethnic minorities’, comic books signify a highly attractive 

medium with utility in the classroom (Sabeti 2011: 139). Articles speak to the value of using 
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comics in ESL classrooms to aid literacy through visual aids and emotional storytelling in 

order to compel students to persevere in sustained reading (Ranker 2007; Lapidus, 2014–

2015).  

 Experts believe comics can make reading ‘cool’, build confidence and bring complex 

ideas to low-literacy readers (Maynard, 2012). Comics can be used to build trust and connect 

with reluctant readers; by engaging with comics reading in the classroom, teachers can 

honour students’ interests and improve literacy outcomes (Schneider, 2007). Studies show 

correlation in reading for pleasure and improved literacy outcomes (Crowley, 2015), and 

that deliberatively inviting male readers to engage with graphic narratives can promote male 

leisure reading (Bunn, 2012). 

 This popularity and accessibility has not always been regarded positively. Frederic 

Wertham in his polemical text, Seduction of the Innocent, also identified comics as popular and 

appealing to young people, even those with poor literacy skills. While his primary concern 

was violent, homoerotic, and hyper-sexualised content, he devoted a whole chapter to the 

ways in which the popularity of comics inhibit literacy and argued that even ‘children who 

cannot read well habitually read comic books. [...] Among the very worse readers is a very 

high percentage of comic-book addicts who spend very much time “reading” comic books. 

They are bookworms without books’ (Wertham 1953: n.p.).  

 Wertham also worried about representation and diversity in comics. He considered 

the relationship of Batman and Robin, co-habiting a house that was ‘beautifully landscaped’ 

and ‘warmly lighted’, where Batman is ‘sometimes show in a dressing gown’ and the house is 

adorned ‘with beautiful flowers in large vases’ represented an ‘idyllic’ homoerotic lifestyle 

(Wertham, 1953: n.p.). Wertham quotes a ‘young homosexual’ in the Quaker Emergency 

Service Readjustment Centre:  

I found my liking, my sexual desires, in comic books. I think I put myself in the 

position of Robin. I did want to have relations with Batman. The only suggestion of 
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homosexuality may be that they seem to be so close to each other. I remember the 

first time I came across the page mentioning the “secret bat cave.” The thought of 

Batman and Robin living together and possibly having sex relations come to my 

mind. You can almost connect yourself with the people. I was put in the position of 

the rescued rather than the rescuer. I felt I’d like to be loved by someone like Batman 

or Superman (Wertham, 1953: n.p.). 

Wertham includes this account as a cautionary tale: comic books filled with costumed young 

men with secret identities turn young men gay, while Wonder Woman––’frightening’ to 

boys, a ‘morbid ideal’ to girls (Wertham, 1953: n.p.)––poses the same risk to young girls. And 

yet, I find the above account incredibly moving. There is a subtext here that Wertham 

obviously resists––that what this young man finds appealing isn’t just about sex, but the 

closeness; the co-habitation; the secret, intimate space; the prospect of being rescued from a 

heteronormative narrative that he is not being served by.  

 In his queer reading of X-Men, Michael J. Lecker writes of the lack of positive and 

diverse role models in the media. ‘In order to find representation where representation does 

not exist, they reinterpret texts’ (Lecker, 2007: 679). Much like Wertham’s young patient 

above, ‘queer youths must do queer readings’ (Lecker, 2007: 680). Despite Wertham’s 

vehement opposition to comics, the above account of reading reported by Wertham 

correlates with the positive views of many proponents of comics. Comics signify a place of 

identification for people of diverse backgrounds and interest. For marginalized youth, comics 

are highly compelling, while readers with low literacy (‘bookworms without books’) can gain 

satisfaction from reading comics.  

 

COMICS CARRY A STIGMA AS INAPPROPRIATE, OVERLY SIMPLISTIC OR ‘A LAZY READ’ (RICE, 

2012: 37), AND THIS FORMS A STRUCTURAL BARRIER IN SCHOOLS TO INCLUDING COMICS IN 

THE CURRICULUM 
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‘Comic books are death on reading,’ wrote Wertham (Wertham, 1953: n.p.). While it may be 

easy to dismiss Wertham’s views as outdated, views of comics as aligned with pop culture, 

and therefore inferior, persist. Amy Maynard, writing about using comics to teach 

Shakespeare in schools quotes Nick Seaton, chairperson of Scotland’s Campaign for Real 

Education, to illustrate resistance to comics in educational contexts:  

This is nonsense. It is just a sop to popular culture. It is about teachers trying to be 

trendy and won’t do anything for raising standards. Youngsters are reading comic 

books in their spare time of their own volition. This is a waste of school time, 

depriving youngsters of the study they should be getting (Allardyce 2007, quoted in 

Maynard, 2012: 98).  

Maynard suggests there are teachers who share Seaton’s values, viewing comics as 

‘substandard literature, that take time away from the rigorous study of traditional texts’ 

(Maynard, 2012: 98). Bonny Norton who examines student teachers’ views of comics in the 

classrooms, found that ‘while they had enjoyed Archie comics as youngers, they now found 

them unsuitable reading material, especially in the school context’ (Norton, 2003: 141). Shari 

Sabeti notes in her study of a group of young people who meet voluntarily in their lunch 

hour to discuss comics that ‘comics in Britain and parts of North America are still tinged 

with outdated prejudices about their childish nature’ (Sabeti, 2011: 138).  

 Norton suggests that this position of comics as unsuitable for the traditional 

classroom may be key to their appeal. Comic books give young readers a sense of ownership, 

while a ‘child’s engagement with [...] “proper” books is mediated by unequal relations of 

power between teachers––the guardians of standards and grades - and less powerful students’ 

(Norton, 2003: 145–146), students are no longer free to co-construct meaning, but must 

interpret according to demarcated expectations. Sabeti makes a similar point when she raises 

the ‘problem presented by centralizing an activity whose value and power depends partly on 

its marginalization’ (Sabeti, 2011: 147). The legitimising of comics by including them on the 

curriculum, Sabeti suggests, may compromise the sense of agency readers experience in 
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relation to comics. Sabeti acknowledges that, while the logical response to her student club’s 

active engagement with comics would be to highlight their value in the curriculum, she raises 

the issue that through including comics on the curriculum, the ‘value and power’ of comics 

afforded by its very marginalisation may be lost, for example, through the mandating of 

authorised language systems constructed and explicitly taught to describe and critique 

comics (Sabeti, 2011: 147). 

READING ENGAGEMENT AND ILLITERACY IS A GROWING PROBLEM WITH SOCIAL, MORAL, 
POLITICAL, CULTURAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL IMPLICATIONS  

There is a general climate of concern about kids and reading. In impoverished areas, 

illiteracy presents systemic and ongoing problems:  

Many deep-rooted problems in urban areas of the United States––including crime, 

poverty, and poor health––correlate with illiteracy [...] Urban citizens who cannot 

read sufficiently are at a clear disadvantage in life. They are more likely to be poor 

[...], to be incarcerated [...], and to have health problems... (Bitz, 2004: 574) 

Even in highly literate societies, any drop in levels is a cause for anxiety, for example in 

Japan where a perceived ‘decline in literacy skills is linked to worries about economic success 

and the preservation of cultural values’ (Ingulsrud and Allen, 2009: 13). In education 

discourse, there is a recurring concern about ‘a general disinterest towards reading 

altogether, especially amongst teenage boys’ (Maynard, 2012: 96).  

 In Australia, national literacy rates are measured annually through the National 

Assessment Program—Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN), which conducts standardised 

testing at year levels 3, 5, 7 and 9. Indigenous students, students whose parents are not in 

paid employment and students in regional areas statistically return lower scores and are 

more likely to be below the minimal standards for literacy (Australian Curriculum, 

Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2019); for example, only 36% of Indigenous Year 5 
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students in very remote areas are at or above national minimum reading standards, 

compared to 96% for non-Indigenous students in major cities (ILF, 2020).  

 In his graphic novel series, the Ubby’s Underdogs trilogy, Yawuru author and illustrator 

Brenton E. McKenna uses the form of comics to write about ‘issues of authenticity, identity, 

representation, language and the place of Aboriginal history and culture in the nation’s story’ 

in a way that is ‘interesting and accessible for younger students’ (Thomas, 2019: 54–57). 

McKenna, fills in some of the picture of indigenous literacy in an interview in the West 

Australian: 

Myself and a lot of my cousins, we struggled reading and writing English at school, 

mostly because it wasn’t our first language […] 

Around the age of nine or 10, Dad brought me into a newsagency and I picked up 

a Ghost Rider comic book. I couldn’t read it but the pictures told me the story . . . 

I loved this comic. 

Every week, I got a different comic book. I didn’t actually read them, I just tried to 

draw the pictures. Bit by bit, I started learning characters’ names and ‘To be 

continued’, and by the age of 13 I was easily reading books by myself (Collins, 2020: 

4). 

McKenna’s experience is backed up by research by the Batchelor Institute of Indigenous 

Tertiary Education which suggests that Indigenous children learning to read and write in a 

language not their own are not only disadvantaged by taking a standardised test in year three 

developed for native speakers of English, but that such a test sets children up for failure and 

shame (Lee, Fasoli, Ford, Stephenson and McInerney, 2014). Using a Bakhtinian lens in 

their analysis of Ubby’s Underdogs, Clare Bradford, Catherine Sly and Xu Daozhi, point out 

the capacity of comics to speak with multiple voices, noting that ‘McKenna’s simulation of 

voice, accent, dialect and other oral nuances embodied by the visual representations of the 

characters and their dialogue enable a reader to hear the different voices emitting from the 

storyworld’ (Bradford, Sly and Daozhi, 2016: 112–113). The polyvocalism of comics may 
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allow for an alternative to the monolingual paradigm that currently reinforces disadvantage 

for Aboriginal-language-speaking students (Freeman and Staley, 2018). 

 In his essay arguing for the consideration of the value of Ubby’s Underdog in the 

English classroom, Thomas raises the issue of text selection, writing that ‘Aboriginal 

literature is de-colonising by its very nature’ (Thomas, 2019: 55). Wiradjuri author, Jeanine 

Leane, recalls encountering ‘a catalogue of misrepresentations of me and my people’ amidst 

the ‘“literature of erasure”, in which all things Aboriginal were written out of the picture’ 

(Leane, 2016). In the senior Victorian English Curriculum between 2010 and 2019, while 

18% of texts included representations of indigenous characters, only four percent of all texts 

were authored by Indigenous people (Bacalja and Bliss, 2019), which suggests that Leane’s 

experience in her 1960s–1970s Australian education continues to be perpetuated by text 

selection practices.  

 

COMICS BUILD LITERACY SKILLS AND CAN ASSIST LEARNERS IN APPROACHING DIFFICULT 

MATERIAL, SOMETIMES AS A STEPPING STONE TO ‘REAL’ LITERATURE OR ‘PROPER BOOKS’ 

(MAYNARD 2012: 98) 

Comics, with their minimal text and strong image-driven narratives, are framed as a bridge 

to literacy, motivating disengaged readers by allowing them to practice skills with low 

literacy, low stakes, high interest texts, ‘offering an ingenious hook to reading that can 

ultimately bridge their literary interests to more conventional text structures’ (McVicker, 

2007: 86). Readers with learning disabilities might be particularly well serviced by comics. 

Readers ‘with low spatial intelligence are able to piece together the story as the images are 

already formed’ (Maynard, 2012: 108), while ‘the acquisition of sight words and phonics 

skills and the building of vocabulary and reading comprehension strategies are fostered in 

developing readers’ (McVicker 2007: 86), and ‘[l]inking images with words offers both visual 
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and verbal channels for memory’ (Hammond and Donaher, 2012: 194). Comic books 

resemble other texts; ‘They include the traditional literary discourse triangle: the addresser, 

the addressee, and the referent (McVicker, 2007: 87). With their balance of simplicity and 

complexity, comics are also perceived to be of use in a mixed ability class, with ‘multiple 

layers of symbolic meaning’, yet still ‘instantly accessible––a quality achieved by the best 

visual storytelling’ (McCabe, 2015: 16). Comics can be ‘read and understood by the class in 

about 25 minutes’ but they can be ‘studied multiple times from different angles’ (McCabe, 

2015: 16). Mary Rice notes that graphic texts ‘have helped both sophisticated and novice 

readers to develop discursive skills’ (Rice, 2012: 39), which suggests that comics are well 

suited to the practice of differentiation, in which heterogenous learners grouped in the same 

classroom can operate effectively at different levels of mastery while engaging with the same 

learning objects (Lockhart, 2019). 

COMICS ARE JUST AS SOPHISTICATED AS OTHER LITERARY MEDIUMS 

Another pattern that emerges in the literature is that comics, along with children’s and 

young adult literature more generally, are seen as increasingly sophisticated, ‘likely to employ 

child focalizers, provide indeterminate endings, and foster other forms of postmodern 

ideation, including deviations in terms of narrative coherence and a furtherance of the 

expectation that readers need to be challenged to fill in interpretative gaps on their own’ 

(Abate and Tarbox, 2017: 3). In 2007, American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang, dealing 

with themes of race and identity, became the first graphic novel to win the Michael L. Printz 

Award for Young Adult Literature, awarded annually to ‘the best book written for teens, 

based entirely on its literary merit’ (YALSA, 2020).  

 Comics offers the same affordances and require ‘equivalent instructional energy’ 

(Rice, 2012: 42) as prose novels––junior high school teacher Mary Rice compares Tsugumi 

Ohba and Takeshi Obata’s Death Note, which she calls the story of a fallen man, to ‘Wuthering 
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Heights or Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, two books with similarly dark, enigmatic men’ (Rice, 

2012: 42). In writing about applying comics to the ESL classroom, Alec Lapidus models 

literary response, including the response to visual literature, as operating on a cognitive-

affective mechanism––that is empathy as a form of knowing: 

...in language teaching, we look at empathy as an important component of language 

learning, and the principle of empathy as a tool that we use to make sense of the 

world around us remains true in the case of visual narratives. In other words, 

empathy is not simply feelings, but an actual cognitive tool that, for a moment, 

infuses our very being with what we feel the character may be experiencing 

internally, in his/her soul. There is a strong poststructuralist aspect to this process, 

because this model presumes that empathy takes us beyond simple categories of 

ethnicity and cultural norms and, instead, makes an impact on our psyche as a 

cognitive device (Lapidus, 2014–15: 55).  

Oriana Gatta makes a similar connection in her paper on using comics in a composition 

classroom in higher education. She sees comics as a way of helping students to make 

connections between representations of experience and experience itself. She hopes the 

reading and making of comics will ‘give students a more complex sense of how their realities 

are constructed and what rhetorical tools they have at their disposal to envision, represent, 

and potentially enact the realities in which they want to exist...’ (Gatta, 2014–15: 41).  

COMIC ARE PART OF A ‘NEW LITERACY’ THAT REQUIRES DISTINCTIVE READING PRACTICES 

In Alternative Comics, Charles Hatfield points out that as long as comics are viewed as ‘a 

subliterary and juvenile diversion’, then ‘claims about the form’s literary potential are bound 

to stir skepticism and resistance’ (Hatfield, 2005: 32). The framing of comics as low literacy 

‘stepping-stones’ (Hatfield, 2005: 36) to ‘proper reading’ (Hatfield, 2005: 34) presents a 

problem for criticism, negating the ways in which readers of comics are called on to 

negotiate a series of tensions fundamental to comics by employing reading strategies and 

interpretive schema distinctive to the form. For Hatfield, comics are ‘radically fragmented 
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and unstable’ and that is ‘their great strength’ (Hatfield, 2005: 36). Sabeti observes that 

comics are not necessarily read by weaker readers but are popular with ‘highly able, often 

extremely articulate, and literate pupils’ (Sabeti, 2011: 147). The medium is perceived as ‘no 

longer just for children’ (Ripley, 2012: 110), and studying comics can help young people 

uncover and recognise symbolism, ‘reading pictures as art’ (Rice, 2012: 42). This new 

literacy is already pervasive: ‘Anyone who has flown on a plane and bothered to examine the 

emergency card in the seat pocket in front of them, or bought a boxed piece of Ikea® 

furniture, is perusing this new medium’ (Ripley, 2012: 110). These observations point to the 

idea that children must learn to read differently; implied due to the saturation of images in 

digital texts: ‘The written word, while still important, is only one of the many semiotic modes 

that children encounter in the different domains of their lives’ (Norton, 2003: 146). Maynard 

suggests that ‘children have an affinity with comics and graphic novels because they are 

growing up in a world that is saturated with visual images’, associating increased interest in 

comics reading with the ‘digital revolution’ where young people are ‘able to process 

information presented in the form of multiple images juxtaposed with text very quickly’ 

(Maynard, 2012: 103). This is an interesting, and possibly contradictory, theme in the 

literature, suggesting that children must learn new reading practices, but at the same time 

arguing that they already have absorbed this skill as digital natives. 

READING IMAGES IS NOT NECESSARILY INTUITIVE 

Children may not be explicitly instructed as to how to read comics (Wertham, 1954; 

Ingulsrud and Allen 2009; Sabeti 2011), but we should not assume that the decoding of 

comics is instinctive, nor that, as McCloud claims: ‘Pictures are received information. We 

need no formal education to “get the message.” The message is instantaneous’ (McCloud 

1994: 49, original emphasis). While children are not necessarily trained to read comics, they 

are trained to read pictures, often in companionship with an adult carer or educator. As they 
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read, the adult reader will encourage children to verbalise their experiences, and through 

tone of voice, physical gestures, questions and prompts, draw the child’s attention to the 

relationship between verbal and visual codes and encourage literary reading skills like 

reflection or prediction or connecting imagery with lived experience (Kummerling-Meibauer 

and Meibauer, 2013). Percy Nodelman writing of picture books reminds us that ‘perception 

occurs in the brain rather than in the eye: we cannot understand the information our 

perceptual organs provide until we interpret them in the light of previous experience’ 

(Nodelman, 1988: 8). Nodelman further discusses nuanced aspects of image literacy such as 

knowing how to take in an image as a whole, or determining which part of the image has 

been foregrounded as important. ‘All pictures require some interpretation, simply because 

no picture contains as much visual information as the objects it depicts might actually 

convey’ (Nodelman, 1988: 11). Worthy of further study, but beyond the scope of this thesis, 

is the cross-cultural implications of image reading, which Nodelman suggests can be 

significantly diverse. 

YOUNG PEOPLE VALUE COMICS, AND ARE INTRINSICALLY MOTIVATED TO READ THEM  

‘Publisher’s Weekly reported in its 2013 survey that the sales of children’s and YA graphic 

novels continue to outpace the overall comics market’ (Abate and Tarbox, 2017: 5). Rob 

Simon argues for a deep sustained appreciative study of students’ current reading habits, 

noting that for adolescents ‘literacy and identity are coextensive’ (Simon 2012, 516). Simon 

quotes his young student and research subject, whom he calls Yusef: ‘Without reading, there 

would be no Marvel. Without Marvel, there would not be comic books. Without comic 

books, there would be no me. I don’t disrespect no comic books, my friend. I’m 

a connoisseur of comic books and reading’ (Simon 2012, 516; original emphasis).  

 Young people, therefore, seem intrinsically motivated to read comics, perhaps 

because they meet the criteria for self-determination theory: a sense of competence or self-
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efficacy, a feeling of relatedness or connection to others and finally a sense of autonmy. Yusef 

experiences himself as a competent comics reader (a connoisseur). In their work on literacy 

and manga, John Ingulsrud and Kate Allen allude to the social practices of comics reading 

when they write that children ‘learn by informal means, and these informal and personal 

patterns of learning are often acquired in communities of practice with other readers’ 

(Ingulsrud and Allen, 2009: 110), and Sabeti also found this, noting that several pupils 

‘identified the reading of comics as being more “sociable” than the reading of conventional 

novels’ (Sabeti, 2011: 143); who describes students in her lunchtime comics reading club 

sitting side by side hunched over the same comic, pointing out details in the pictures to each 

other as they read together. Sabeti also sees comics’ position outside the classical canon as 

heightening students’ experience of autonomy, which becomes fundamental to the appeal: 

‘the fact that it was a marginal school activity, was part of its value for them... there is an 

attraction in it being cultish’ (Sabeti, 2011: 144).  

 

 Reader response theory and cross-discursive texts 

Reader response theory offers a key to understanding the way the tensions of complexity and 

simplicity operate in the graphic text (without undermining its effectiveness), something 

McCloud refers to as the ‘silent secret contract between creator and audience’ (McCloud 1994: 69; 

original emphasis). The way in which comics interact with the reader seems to be 

fundamental to critical understandings of the form. McCloud’s definition of comics (building 

on Eisner’s classification of comics as ‘sequential art’) draws in the reader, the writer and the 

text: ‘Juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey 

information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer’ (McCloud 1994: 9, my emphasis).  

 Reader response theory was a significant shift in the mid-twentieth century in which 

critical interest moved away from the writer to the reader; locating literary meaning not 

purely in authorial intention but occurring in the dynamic interaction between reader and 
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text. Louise Rosenblatt in her transaction theory of literature describes an aesthetic reading 

as one in which the reader’s attention shifts inwards, opening up a ‘broader range of 

elements [...], not simply the abstract concepts that the words point to, but also what those 

objects or referents stir up of personal feelings, ideas and attitudes’, which she opposes to 

efferent reading, in which a reader narrows his focus, reading to glean essential information 

(Rosenblatt, 1978: 18). The ‘poem’ comes into being not merely as a fact of the text, but by 

what is ‘lived through’ during the reading moment. ‘In ecological terms, the text becomes 

the element of the environment to which the reader responds’ (Rosenblatt 1978: 18). 

Importantly, for Rosenblatt the aesthetic versus efferent stance is not necessarily dictated by 

the qualities of the text: 

Actually, no hard-and-fast line separates efferent — scientific or expository — 

reading on the one hand from aesthetic reading on the other. It is more accurate to 

think of a continuum, a series of gradations between the nonaesthetic and the 

aesthetic extremes. The reader’s stance toward the text... may vary in a multiplicity 

of ways between the two poles (Rosenblatt, 1978: 35).  

The creation of meaning in a text requires a reader, and it requires that reader to employ a 

range of interpretive strategies. This does not mean that meaning is arbitrary or entirely 

idiosyncratic. Stanley Fish argued that readings take place in ‘interpretive communities’ 

(Fish, 1980: 336). A reading is never entirely subjective because the point of view that creates 

a reading is socially and culturally constituted, and therefore each reading is ‘public and 

conventional, rather than individual and unique’ (Fish, 1980: 336). Wolfgang Iser developed 

a theory of the ‘gap’ to demonstrate that authorial intention cannot be entirely disregarded 

as arbitrary. The author, through determining what is hidden and what is revealed in the 

text, influences the reader’s engagement, and therefore the reader is ‘guided to take a 

position in relation to the text’ (Iser, 1976: 24).  

 Literary theorist David S. Miall and psychologist Don Kuiken have utilised empirical 

methods to expand on the theoretical constructs that underpin reader response. Their 
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reader-response trials involve monitoring or surveying readers to investigate cognitive-

affective processes in literary reading. Miall and Kuiken have found that, while the reader is 

an active agent in the meaning-making of the text, the output of an aesthetic text is also 

determined by the signs presented in the text. Meaning-making is nuanced and personal, 

resonating with the reader’s ‘autobiographical memories, their values, or the narrative’s 

cultural significance’ (Miall, 2014: 147); however, certain types of foregrounded narrative 

and stylistic elements within the text calls forth the reader’s response; their approach ‘entails 

specifying in detail, at the local textual level, what stylistic and narrative features prompt [...] 

transformation of conventional feelings and concerns’ (Miall and Kuiken, 1999: 124). Miall 

and Kuiken see psychological re-evaluation and changes in world view and self-concept as 

distinctive to literary reading.  

 In Understanding Comics, McCloud writes that a significant activity of comics reading is 

closure, and he locates that activity primarily in the gutter, the space between panels. ‘Here, 

in the limbo of the gutter, human imagination takes two separate images and transforms them into 

a single idea’ (McCloud 1994: 66; original emphasis). Semiotician and comics scholar, 

Thierry Groensteen, also emphasises the role of the reader to connect the images and create 

narrative continuity:  

The panels return nothing but the fragments of the implied world in which the story 

unfolds, but this world is supposed to be continuous and homogenous, everything 

transpiring as if the reader, having entered into the world, will never again leave the 

image to which he has been offered access. The crossing of frames becomes a largely 

unconscious and mechanical operation, masked by an investment (absorption) in 

the virtual world postulated by the story [...] each image comes to represent 

metonymically the totality of this world... the multiplicity and spread of these 

images, the ubiquity of the characters, makes comics truly open to a consistent world 

(Groensteen 2007: 10–11) 

Agency is distributed across the text between writer, reader and text. In the visual-verbal 

interplay, comics present the reader with an array of interpretive options. Comics tell the 
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reader ‘a story that they tell to themselves; with their particular rhythm and imagination’ 

(Frederico Fellini, quoted in Groensteen 2007: 11). Therefore multiple gaps can be seen to 

operate in comics, for example, gaps between the visual and the verbal elements (what is 

shown versus what is told), gaps in the narrative and other formal features of the text such as 

setting and characterisation, and the physical gaps of the gutters––the spaces between text 

where movement is implied.  

 

 Comics and aetonormativity: not just for kids anymore 

Comics and childhood: the pairing of the two seems inevitable, yet remains, 

somehow, both contentious and under-examined (Hatfield 2007, par 1). 

‘Indeed, for all their work to elevate the medium, graphic novels seem loath to quit 

their children’ (Chaney 2017: 57). 

The recurring caveat that ‘comics are not just for kids anymore’ is a sentiment so common 

that the satirical digital newspaper The Onion has parodied it: ‘Comics Not Just For Kids 

Anymore, Reports 85,000th Mainstream News Story’ (Onion, 2012). The binary––that 

simple is for children and complex is for adults––reinforces that youth is a discursive 

construct that often functions within an aetonormative power structure, a term coined by 

Maria Nikolajeva in her studies of children’s and young adult literature in which adulthood 

is the normative state, and childhood (or adolescence) is the deviation: ‘On analogy with the 

central concept of queer theory, heteronormativity, I propose the concept of aetonormativity 

(Lat. aeto-, pertaining to age), adult normativity that governs the way children’s literature 

has been patterned from its emergence until the present day. [...] (Nikolajeva 2010: 8). While 

there are clearly physical and biological differences between children and adults, which 

become increasingly blurred through late adolescence and the period Jeffrey Jensen Arnett 

referred to as ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett 2000), Nikolajeva’s theoretical framework 

acknowledges that ‘the ‘child’ figure is a social construction’ (Seymour 2015: 3). So too is the 
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adult, typically figured in social discourse as stable, but in fact, Harry Blatterer contends, 

adulthood is a period of ‘personal growth and fulfillment’, attributes once associated 

primarily with childhood and adolescence (Blatterer, 2009: 116). 

 Writing about Maus, Art Spiegelman’s Holocaust graphic memoir in which Jewish 

people are represented by mice characters, Adam Gopnik suggests that comics (or cartoons, 

as he calls them) are perceived as ‘diminutive’, a ‘relic of the infancy of art, one of the earliest 

forms of visual communication...especially well suited to children... naturally funny and 

popular...’ when in fact, further contends Gopnik, comics are ‘the relatively novel offspring 

of an extremely sophisticated visual culture’ (Gopnik, 1987: 29). He goes on to say, ‘Our 

mistaken beliefs about cartooning testifies to the cartoon’s near magical ability... to persuade 

us of its innocence’ (Gopnik, 1987: 29). Gopnik is making the same point I have encountered 

throughout the literature––that comics are both simple and complex, but I note that further 

assumptions pervade his remarks. He aligns childhood with that which is diminutive, 

popular, funny, and innocent, and adults with sophistication. He also aligns children with 

visual communication, and adults with visual culture. This places children outside culture, and 

positions them as ‘innocent’ receptors of communication rather than as active meaning-

makers and cultural participants. Gopnik repositions children against comics (or against 

sophisticated literary comics) by aligning literary comics with adults. Scott McCloud speaks 

to the same binary:  

I felt that there was something lurking in comics... something that had never been done, 

some kind of hidden power!/But whenever I tried to explain my feelings, I failed 

miserably./Sure, I realized that comic books were usually poorly-drawn [sic], semiliterate, 

cheap, disposable kiddie fare --/--but-- they don’t have to be! (McCloud 1994: 5, original 

emphasis) 

McCloud’s description of comics associated with children recalls Wertham: ‘Why does our 

civilisation give to the child not its best but its worst, in paper, in language, in art, in ideas?’ 

(Wertham 1954: n.p.). Hillary Chute makes the point that the term ‘graphic novel’ was 
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invented in order to separate ‘serious, adult work from comics for children’ (Chute 2008: 

462). There are aetonormative energies in the latent anxiety in McCloud, Chute and 

Gopnik’s firmness to establish (literary) comics as not for kids.  

 The residual association with children confounds comics’ status as literary. ‘Comics 

still have a privileged relationship with childhood because it is in childhood that each of us 

discovered them,’ writes Thierry Groensteen, positioning adult comics readers in relation to 

the nostalgic past, contrasted against adults, particularly those who ‘occupy a dominant 

position in the world of culture’, who reject ‘childhood pleasures in favour of more 

sophisticated, supposedly more noble’ pursuits (Groensteen 2009, 11). Furthermore, the 

child, and the liminal adolescent, feature strongly in literary comics or graphic novels:  

many of the best––the most stimulating, most troubling, most psychologically 

questing, ideologically fraught, and artistically vital––comics for adults have as their 

subject matter childhood and its possibilities: its potential for tenderness, awe, terror, 

and social critique (Hatfield, 2007). 

Following this logic, comics about children and childhood are not necessarily for children, but 

I would also make the point that comics that are ostensibly for children may also have 

aesthetic and artistic appeal to an adult readership if we understand the child/adult 

dichotomy to be unstable. 

 

 Double coding and youth mental health  

In communicating experiences of mental illness, comics offer a way of situating lived 

experience in a body that encounters the world, revealing both the everydayness of the body, 

and the textures of interior and exterior experience, including the intersubjective crisis of 

mental illness in which inner experience does not correlate with the environment. Hillary 

Chute uses the term ‘cross-discursive’ to describe the hybrid form and capacities of comics, 

in which the visual and the verbal elements can tell and show quite different things. Chute 

expresses it this way: 
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Comics contain ‘double vision’ in their structural hybridity, their double (but 

nonsynthesized) narratives of words and images. In one frame of comics, the images 

and the words may mean differently, and thus the work sends out double-coded 

narratives or semantics (Chute 2008: 459). 

This double-coding, and the multiple ways in which comics can simultaneously make 

meanings, forms the basis of my interest in the way comics can attend to both artistic and 

everyday problems of representing and communicating experiences of mental illness, 

including the ways in which ‘cultural practices and discourses are internalized and enacted 

through bodies’ (Donavon 2014: 241). Sarah Thaller explores the way visual metaphors in 

comics can provide cues to comprehending and identifying with another’s experience of 

trauma or mental illness, allowing the reader to make a ‘personal connection’, transcending, 

‘the barriers of the unspeakable and inexplicable’ (Thaller, 2017: 57) and points out that 

non-linear reading experiences and open-ended narratives can simulate the non-linear 

experience of recovery, and hint at the lack of resolution in the continual coming into being 

that characterises both recovery and growth into (and during) adulthood. Even blankness 

can be significant, as in the use of white space in Blankets, Craig Thompson’s Künstlerroman 

where, Małgorzata Olsza writes, ‘Empty white panels [...] represent the isolation and 

loneliness of the main character, but also his struggles in creating a visual narrative’ (Olsza, 

2015: 286). In this sense, comics are not only capable of representing mental illness (with its 

ambiguities, silences and contradictions) but can also perform the aesthetic challenge of 

representation: ‘the form overall is deeply, self-consciously artificial, composed in discrete 

frames; it thus necessarily flags a certain aesthetic distance, an interpretation of depicted 

events’ (Chute, 2010: 96).  

 The fragmentary nature of comics allows the reader to experience the fragmentary 

nature of mental illness, which may resist typical features of narratives, like causality and 

foreshadowing. Theresa Tensuan argues that comics provide an ‘episodic rather than an epic 
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narrative’ where ‘events might be ordered in chronological order but are not cast as 

narratives of progression nor constructed along conventional narrative arcs’ (Tensuan, 2006: 

950), which recalls the lack of linearity and cohesion in highly idiosyncratic experiences of 

illness and recovery for young people (Leamy et al, 2011). Tensuan categorises the work of 

Lynda Barry and Marjane Sartrapi as loiterature, in which narratives are characterised by lyric 

moments, digression, interruptions and asides, undermining more conventional narratives 

and systematic ways of knowing (Tensuan, 2006). Tensuan places the adolescent outside 

dominant culture and therefore capable of both observing and resisting conventional (and 

often clashing) systems of knowledge, offering ‘alternative practices for imagining and 

inscribing stories’:  

In both One! Hundred! Demons! and Persepolis, the adolescent narrators view the worlds 

through which they move, and in which they are inscribed and circumscribed, from 

unauthorized perspectives and purviews, thus actively playing out the tensions that 

arise when different frameworks of expectation collide with one another (Tensuan, 

2006: 954).  

Hilary Chute, writing about Lynda Barry’s comic What It Is (2008) connects the objects of 

young people’s lives and the object that is comics with identity and play: ‘What It Is makes 

legible the connection between childhood play—long fascinating to Barry—and the form of 

comics [...] Comics is a kind of play—an animating play—with the mark’ (Chute, 2010: 

Chapter 3, para 48). The physical spatiality of comics can show ways in which interior 

experience interacts with the environment. Writing about Skim and This One Summer by 

Mariko and Jillian Tamaki––graphic novels that centre on the experiences of adolescent 

girls––Marni Stanley draws attention to the objects depicted in the young adult characters’ 

rooms:  

Through the Tamakis’ careful attention to the minutiae in these girls’ lives—Kim’s 

doodles and the objects that she has collected for her altar, Rose’s Manga and her 

pile of beach treasure pebbles—the reader is drawn into their struggle to understand 
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complex issues such as race, class hierarchies, sexuality, and the power and 

limitations of adults, both parents and teachers (Stanley, 2017: 192). 

Cheryl Cowdy suggests that readers become ‘privileged insiders’ and ‘conspirators’ in 

accordance with Skim’s ‘narrative resistance to adult constraints’ (Cowdy, 2011: 293.) 

Cowdy writes that ‘liminality––that transitional state ‘betwixt and between’ [..] is vital to 

play’ (Cowdy, 2011: 295). She draws a correlation between the liminal spaces represented in 

texts like Skim and the liminal nature of comics where readers are invited ‘to be insolent, to 

be “cleverer” than their elders, to become playful accomplices while they engage 

unaccompanied in pediarchic play’ (Cowdy, 2011: 300). 

 

 Literature review: Summary 

Interest in comics in medical settings has inspired a research community of interdisciplinary 

researchers to come together under the banner ‘Graphic Medicine’, in part due to the 

approachability and popularity of comics, but also due to many of their distinctive stylistic 

features that help to communicate embodied experiences (see for example, Scherr, 2013; 

Donavon, 2014; Kasthuri and Vankateson, 2015;). Comics are used in education settings for 

multiple purposes and in multiple ways, and research interest extends from application of 

comics in the literacy classroom, to the making of comics, to young people’s reading 

practices outside the classroom. While comics are still marginalised in some settings, they are 

increasingly finding favour with librarians and teachers, particularly when trying to engage 

reluctant readers. Comics are gaining traction among young readers. Some young people, 

both low and high literacy achievers, are intrinsically motivated to seek out and read comics. 

When reading comics outside the classroom, young people from diverse backgrounds 

experience themselves as competent, exercising choice in their reading, and control over the 

way in which they interpret the text, and find the experience of comics reading to be social, 

promoting communities of practice and enhancing young people’s sense of connectedness. 
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Comics have distinctive literary affordances and readers are called on by the text to use 

reading strategies and interpretive schemas that are learned in formal and informal ways. 

Comics are perceived to be approachable for early readers, but can be read on multiple 

levels, and more practiced and capable readers are the most likely consumers of extended 

graphic narratives, which are considered comparable in artistic scope to other highly 

regarded literary works, as noted by Mary Rice in her comparison of Death Note to Wuthering 

Heights, and the increased recognition of graphic novels in literary prizes, such as the 

awarding of the 2007Michael L. Printz Award to American Born Chinese. 

 Situated on the margins of culture, in the liminal space between art and literature, 

and the risky space between childhood pleasure and adult subversion, comics set up an 

intimate relationship between text and reader. Comics are both a physical and a 

representational space in which readers can safely explore the images and structures of other 

people’s experiences while making sense of the images and structures of their own 

experience. Comics ‘speak’ and ‘see’ with multiple voices and multiple gazes, allowing 

shifting perspectives and creating space for contradiction and ambiguity, humour and irony, 

and non-linear and fragmentary narratives, which in turn lend themselves to representing 

highly personal and idiosyncratic experiences of youth mental illness, mental health and 

recovery.   
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3 METHODOLOGY 

 Hypothesis 

My research began with the hypothesis that as aesthetic reading is a participatory practice, in 

which the reader has agency and is able to bring their lived experiences to bear on the text, 

this would be a more ethical mode of delivering therapy than a more prescriptive (what 

Louise Rosenblatt calls efferent) reading experience (Rosenblatt, 1978). Comics were selected 

as a medium because of their visual appeal and aesthetic possibilities, alongside their 

accessibility for users with lower literacy skills or cognitive impairments related to their 

mental health. I, along with the rest of the team, hoped the comics, showing relatable 

characters using conversational language in familiar settings, learning and applying 

therapeutic skills, would increase readability, boost engagement with online therapeutic 

content, make the content more memorable and meaningful, and help young people using 

our sites perceive the therapy as relevant to problems in this own lives. 

 

 Research questions 

The following questions have driven the way I have conducted and presented my research. 

• How are (particularly young and emerging) authors and illustrators already 

using comics (online and in print) to communicate experiences of mental 

illness and mental health?  

• How does the double coding of the visual-verbal communication in comics 

come into play in representations of mental ill-health, treatment and 

recovery?  

• How do comics signal their literary affordances to the reader? How can 

formal qualities of comics activate ‘slow reading’ (Schneider, 2013: 355) and 

attentiveness––attending both to the text and to the embodied experience of 
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reading the text––in the reader? What features of comics are most important 

for reparative reading? 

The applied component of my research deals with more practical concerns like: 

• What constitutes ethical representation of characters and the spaces they 

inhabit in the context of youth mental health? 

• How can creative writers, working in collaboration with clinical researchers in 

the health sciences, create effective and powerful visual-verbal metaphors for 

therapeutic use? 

• How can the aesthetic effectiveness of comics be evaluated?  

What is beyond the scope of this thesis, and my expertise as a writer, is an evaluative study of 

the effectiveness of comics in terms of improving psychological outcomes, however, the final 

chapter does propose a critical framework and design for such a study. 

 
 The structure of this thesis 

This thesis deviates from normal expectations in a Creative Writing dissertation, and so in 

this section, I will contextualise the structural choices of this thesis before outlining the 

chapters. In On Creative Writing, Graeme Harper observes that when ‘speaking about 

“Creative Writing” it is sometimes the case that we are speaking about two things. That is: 

the activities of Creative Writing and the finished works that emerge from the activities of 

Creative Writing’ (Harper, 2.) It is conventional for a creative writing thesis to be split 

between two distinct modes of research, a critical inquiry and a creative one. Many theses 

take the form of a creative object (such as a novel, or a collection of short fiction or poetry) 

and an exegesis, or critical dissertation, which can be framed as practice-led research and 

research-led practice, approaches which could be handled separately, though in Hazel Smith 

and Roger Dean’s text book, Practice-led Research, Research-led Practice in the Creative Arts, they are 

inclined to present the approaches as iterative and  



53 
 
 

In using the term practice-led research, we [...] are referring both to the work of art 

as a form of research and to the creation of the work as generating research insights 

which might then be documented, theorised and generalised... Ideally, we would 

expect a research element to be present in both research and work creation, though 

we would normally see the documentation, writing and theorisation surrounding 

the artwork as crucial to its fulfilling all the functions of research (Smith and Dean, 

2009: 7). 

While the two approaches behave in a complementary way to answer a single question, each 

stands alone, distinct in voice, tone, style and form. Elsewhere, Harper writes ‘creative 

writing is an event or series of events in which someone (i.e. the creative writer) does 

something informed by their knowledge and by their skills. In other words, creative writing is 

not static, creative writing is actions, and those actions produce a range of results’ (Harper, 

2013). This theme is followed up in the collection, Research Methods for the Creative Writer, edited 

by Harper and Jeri Kroll. 

Creative writing research is […] concerned with actions as well as outcomes, with 

the individual as well as the culture and, furthermore, with concepts and theories 

that illuminate these complex interrelationships […] Creative writing research is 

fundamentally ‘practise-led’; […] it always has practice at its conceptual core, even 

when it is dealing with the issues of critical understanding or with theoretical 

speculation […] Creative writing involves imagination, practice and critical 

engagement (Kroll and Harper, 2013: 1). 

What’s at stake in creative writing research, then, is not simply the text or the author, but the 

activities and processes (imaginative, creative, critical) employed as a text is negotiated into 

being.  

 This creative writing thesis is about the objects we produced, the comics, but the 

comics themselves don’t form a significant component of the thesis (however, see Appendix 

for instructions on accessing a selection of comics under discussion in the thesis). During the 

iterative process the comics had many handlings, many rewrites and revisions, and 

authorship is not always clear. To substantiate in any formal way who contributed what to 
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each comic would be an impossible task due to the difficulty of quantifying the contribution 

of writer and artist, in addition to psychologists or young people who may have helped 

generate or refine the central concept, storyline or metaphor. This thesis reflects the way I 

worked––designing, developing, testing and refining comics, while simultaneously 

conducting a survey of recently published comics about youth mental health. I have elected 

to structure my research performatively, that is demonstrating the entanglement of research 

and practice by moving between chapters that detail the close reading and literary analysis of 

comics and the chapters that retell the story of our research, in a way that sheds light on how 

what I was reading influenced the design and development of the comics and informed the 

increasing sophistication of our approach. It also demonstrates how the problems I was 

encountering shaped the sort of reading I was doing. 

 The chapters you have already read––the introduction and the literature review––

introduce the project and lay the groundwork for a reparative poetics in youth mental health 

by exploring current cross-disciplinary thinking about comics in relation to education and 

literacy, graphic medicine, mental health and young people. This chapter outlines our 

working methods, and contextualises those methods in a critical framework, while firmly 

situating this thesis in the discipline of creative writing, though most of the activities take 

place in an interdisciplinary collaborative research setting. 

 In Chapter Four, The Social Poetics of Advicecomics.tumblr.com, I look at a 

collaborative online comics project which repurposes the advice column formula, where 

anonymous users write in with their problems and comics artists create comics in response, 

demonstrating that young people are already using comics online as an aesthetic resource to 

share information about intimate personal experiences including distress, relationship issues, 

mental ill-health, as well as wellbeing and problem-solving. In this chapter, I conduct a 

thematic analysis of the letters to uncover recurring themes, and examine the stylistic 
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features of the comics created in response. I also explore the broader context of the online 

publishing environment and the ways in which young people’s problems are further 

constructed socially and politically by the contexts of publication, something we need to take 

into account in the context of our online therapeutic environments. 

 In Chapter Five, Representation, I document the first decisions we made for our 

comics: What should our characters look like? How do we physically represent youth mental 

distress and wellbeing? I show how we weighed up the benefits of animal versus human 

avatars, and experimented with different styles and materials. I engage with the ongoing 

problem of the ethics of representation, the limitations and possibilities of collaborative 

decision-making to overcome the problem of representation, and discuss the benefits of 

timely feedback from young people.  

 In Chapter Six I analyse the graphic novel, Perfect Hair, written by Advicecomics 

contributor, Tommi Parrish. Following feedback from young people, discussed in Chapter 

Five, I became interested in exploring the non-narrative features of comics and the role of 

the image in the visual-verbal interplay of comics. In this chapter, titled Seeing Feeling, I 

explore the gaps between what is said and what is shown, can emulate unseen symptoms of 

mental ill-health; in the example of Perfect Hair, these are symptoms of anxiety and post-

traumatic dissociation. 

 In Chapter Seven, titled Intimacy Builds Worlds, I reflect on world-building in 

our therapeutic comics, and in particular setting, which is a significant feature of literary 

texts. I also look at the way the comics themselves create a sense of place in the online 

environment of socially networked therapy. This chapter signifies a shift in focus, from the 

representation of therapy to the therapeutic value of the comics themselves, a shift that is 

maintained in the next three chapters. 
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 In Rumination, Repetition and Recovery in Eyes Too Dry and Raw Feels, 

I explore the possibility that comics reading itself may have therapeutic benefits. I examine 

the ways in which these two graphic texts, Eyes Too Dry and Raw Feels, by young Melbourne 

creators, may disrupt ruminative patterns of thinking by providing readers with images of 

depression as a crisis not of the mind, but of the body. I also examine the way Eloise Grills, 

another comics creator, repurposes one of the recurring metaphors from Eyes Too Dry, when 

writing about her experience of reading the text and exploring her own mental health, which 

leads into the next chapter on our original metaphors.  

 In Chapter Nine, Picturing therapy: original metaphors in therapeutic 

comics, I demonstrate metaphors we have created for our therapeutic comics. Metaphors 

form a basis of therapeutic practice, and the visual-verbal coding of comics allows us to 

experiment with different ways of communicating with metaphors.   

 While the evaluation of the effectiveness of our comics in therapy is beyond the scope 

of this thesis, and outside my disciplinary expertise, in Bright and Vivid, Quietly 

Waiting, I further explore the intersection of the therapeutic and the literary value of 

metaphors. I propose expressive enactment as a potential mechanism for psychological 

growth in graphic medicine, using Sikora, Miall, and Kuiken empirical research on literary 

reading. Expressive enactment (which sees affective comprehension of the gaps in reading as 

key to psychological change or shifts in perception) forms the basis for my proposed method 

for evaluating the literary affordances of our comics, and the ways they may influence our 

readers to re-evaluate their psychological self-concept and worldview. 

 My Conclusion provides a summary of the main features of a reparative poetics of 

youth mental health in graphic medicine, and suggests directions for further study, making a 

case for creative writing leadership in collaborative research. I end as I began, with a 
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personal narrative to emphasise the stakes of youth mental health for young people and their 

families. 

 

 Text selection 

For the most part, where it was possible to identify such biographical detail, I sought recently 

published comics created by young and emerging adults (authors mostly in their twenties), 

with a particular focus on Australian creators. The way I sourced comics was fairly organic. 

After interviewing Marc Pearson and offering him a job with us, helping us to design and 

develop comics for the platform, an analysis of Advicecomics.tumblr.com became my first 

project. I came across Tommi Parish’s work on Advicecomics (publishing under K. Parrish) 

and was particularly engaged with the way they exploited the disjuncture between the visual 

and verbal elements of their comics to create parallel narratives that serve the same diegesis; 

this led me to Perfect Hair. Marc Pearson introduced me to Leonie Brialey at the Festival of 

the Photocopier, an annual Melbourne zine fair, and I bought a copy of Raw Feels. I already 

had a connection to Leonie, Liz Macfarlane who is my primary supervisor also supervised 

Leonie’s thesis and Raw Feels formed the creative component. Leonie was sharing a table 

with Alice Chipkin and Jessica Tavassoli who gave me a sampler of their forthcoming self-

publication, Eyes Too Dry. 

 I deviated from my criteria when it came to the final chapter on evaluating comics. 

Having determined the value of a large volume of Goodreads reviews as the dataset for 

analysis, I needed graphic texts that had been published by major publishers with 

widespread distribution, to create the conditions for a high level of engagement on the 

socially networked book reviewing website. I stuck closely to the previous requirements with 

The Red Tree; Shaun Tan was in his twenties when The Red Tree was published in 2001. 

Everything is Teeth, by English-Australian author Evie Wyld, depicts Wyld as a girl and young 
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adult, but she was in her thirties when the novel was published (despite extensive sleuthing, I 

was unable to find a year of birth for her collaborator, illustrator Joe Sumner), so this book is 

an exception. The two texts viewed together had pertinent shared features, they each depict 

young female characters and experiences of anxiety and depression mostly presented 

through visual metaphors. This made them ideal comparison texts, and I determined it was 

worth breaking my own, self-imposed rules in order to conduct the study. 

 Other comics artists work I read and considered closely include, but are not limited 

to, Eloise Grills, Rachel Ang, Bailey Sharp, Safdar Ahmed, Lee Lai, Mandy Ord, Simon 

McKeown, Sam Wallman, Ben Juers, and Chris Gooch. I was lucky enough to meet with 

many of these artists in my travels around local bookstores and comics events. Australia, and 

in particular Melbourne, has a thriving comics community; creators are passionate and 

generous, willing to share their work and experience of making.    

 
 

 Rapid iterative design 

As stated in the introduction, this thesis tells the story of the creation of more than 70 mental 

health comics for the use in online therapy. We began designing and developing comics from 

day one, co-creating characters and discussing world-building and visual metaphors, writing 

scripts, prototyping the online delivery of comics, and testing and refining the usability of our 

comics software. We worked closely with end users, which included both the clinicians who 

would be helping to deliver the therapy and young people with lived experience of mental ill 

health. The story of the comics is about many things pertinent to creative writing, such as 

how creative writers collaborate, and how creative writers can work within other disciplinary 

frameworks, however, my primary intention in the telling is to reconstruct, through research 

and practice, a framework for a poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine. 



59 
 
 

 The method by which we organised ourselves and structured our time is known as 

‘rapid iterative design’, a working method that may appear haphazard from the outside, but 

allowed us to sustain a fast pace of design, development, timely feedback, quick revisions and 

refinement, so that, even while we were refining content, we could continue to produce new 

work at a brisk rate––I have borrowed the terminology from the field of Instructional Design 

(Piskurich, 2015). We used paper prototyping and low-tech digital prototypes (PDFs on 

phone screens) to demonstrate and test the comics early on and receive feedback from 

stakeholders in order to ensure that, in the midst of production, we knew we were creating 

work that would meet the requirements of the system, both technically (ie, visually appealing, 

straightforward to implement into our systems and easy for users to navigate) and 

therapeutically (relevant, meaningful, and effective). This is outlined in more detail in 

Chapter Five. 

 Initially we tracked our progress on a Google spreadsheet but as the project became 

more complex, each comic requiring significant feedback from multiple readers at every 

stage of development, we used Trello, a project management tool, to move the comics 

quickly through each phase: briefing, concept creation, scripting, black and white 

thumbnails, colour roughs, and final colour proofs for approval, while allowing for timely, 

constant feedback and revisions, and being able to keep a record of feedback if we needed to 

refer back to earlier versions or remind ourselves of reasons for certain editorial choices.  

 At the same time, I was reading every comic I could find by young makers depicting 

experiences of mental illness, treatment and recovery, and engaging with comics theory to 

learn more about the way comics in particular could mediate therapy, allowing for an 

accessible, relevant and effective interventions that young people could apply to their own 

lived worlds. The way we organised ourselves reflects what Hazel Smith and Roger T. Dean 

call the ‘non-linearity of making, researching, remaking, re-researching and adapting’ 
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acknowledging that in practice-led research, ‘these acts are more often––indeed, almost 

always––processes of moving sideways and backwards, or spiralling around an issue, rather 

than proceeding logically ahead’ (Smith and Dean, 2009). This spiralling was not always 

compatible with the working methods of the disciplines we were collaborating with, and, as 

every good story needs conflict, that tension forms part of the narrative in this thesis.   

 This is a first-person account, and so I am a character in this thesis, as are the people 

I have worked with on this project. This is my story. I’ve used emails, notes, minutes from 

meetings and transcripts of focus groups to support my own recollection of what has 

happened over the years and tried to report our activities as faithfully and truthfully as I can. 

I acknowledge my disciplinary bias, the story I am telling here is fundamentally a story about 

creative writing practice, while many other disciplinary stories were simultaneously taking 

place. During the time we were making comics, psychologists were applying for grants, 

attending conferences, recruiting clinical moderators, peer support workers and research 

assistants, training to learn the skills and methods of tech entrepreneurs, and researching best 

practice for evidence-based online therapeutic interventions. The programmers were 

building platforms, twice redeveloping the platforms from scratch, altering delivery systems, 

and designing tools, as well as helping us make the comics look good online. A lot of this 

activity goes unobserved in this thesis, though in truth we were all up in each other’s business 

all the time, and the streamlining of the story doesn’t capture the warmth and kindness and 

human curiosity that drove the whole project, how invested we all were in helping each other 

succeed to build a world-class innovation that would overcome so many more barriers to 

young people achieving optimal health that the comics could ever achieve alone.  

 This is a small story that exists inside a bigger story, but nonetheless, it’s an important 

story to tell: for artists and creative writers wanting to use their skills to help solve complex 

interdisciplinary problems, and for researchers from other disciplines or innovators from the 
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private sector who want to leverage the creative arts and in particular the affordances of 

comics to overcome issues of engagement and to make their products more personal and 

meaningful. It is also a contribution to the small but growing field of graphic medicine, 

addressing questions about how health and arts disciplines collaborate, what sort of problems 

they might encounter and how they might use a variety of strategies to solve this problem. 

The reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine that I developed as we 

worked gave us a framework within which to manoeuvre, helping us to solve problems in the 

most informed way possible, sensitive to the needs of the reader, but leaving room for 

flexibility, inventiveness and experimentation. My research also brings to the front and 

centre the knowledge, voices, images and experiences of young people in crisis or recovery, 

comics artists who may not have found their way into traditional scholarship otherwise, and 

whose significant contribution would usually slide under the radar of the youth mental health 

disciplines.  

 

 
 Critical framework: a reparative poetics of youth mental health in 

graphic medicine 

Poetics is a way of describing the process of meaning-making in creative writing––both in 

articulating the cognitive and embodied processes of creative writing as a human activity, 

and in describing the vibrations between the cognitive, affective, and embodied response of 

the reader and the text.  

 In creative writing: 

Poetics is the means by which writers formulate and discuss an attitude to their work 

that recognises influences, the traditions they write within and develop, the literary, 

social, and political context in which they write, and the processes of composition 

and revision they undertake. The word poetics shares poet’s etymological roots in the 

Greek word poiesis, which means to create, to make (Oxford English Dictionary). 
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So, the concept of poetics offers a useful means to articulate those processes involved 

in the making of a work (Lasky, 2013: 17). 

My conception of a reparative poetics borrows the concept of reparation from Eve Sedgwick 

and centralises not the strategies of the writer but the strategies of the reader; a reparative 

poetics is ‘sensitive to the multiple affective attachments binding readers to texts’ (Miller, 

2018). The reparative reader takes a position in relation to the text, wanting ‘to assemble and 

confer plenitude on an object that will then have resources to offer to an inchoate self’ 

(Sedgwick, 2003: 149). A reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine 

recognises that (a) reading is a participatory practice; (b) comics are inherently dialogical, 

allowing for multiple voices and viewpoints; (c) in graphic medicine texts and lives 

(experience and representation of experience) are closely entwined and finally, (d) youth is a 

discursive construct. I elaborate on each of these points below. 

READING IS A PARTICIPATORY PRACTICE 

When reading aesthetically, agency is dispersed across reader, writer, and text, but meaning 

is embodied in the reader. An aesthetic reading, to use Louise Rosenblatt’s term, engenders 

mindful attention to detail on the page and to what is being lived through in the reading 

moment, ‘the sensations, images, feelings, and ideas that are the residue of past psychological 

events involving those words and their referents’ (Rosenblatt 1988: 5). In this sense, literary 

or aesthetic reading, compared to an efferent reading (reading to extract information) 

requires greater participation from the reader, allowing them to use their own experience to 

fill in the gaps, framing readers as active participants in meaning making. As opposed to a 

face-to-face situation where participants ‘can ask each other questions’, a text ‘can’t adapt 

itself to each reader with whom it comes into contact’ (Iser, 1980: 166). Even so, any dyadic 

exchange, even face-to-face conversation, is predicated on interpretation, such as, Iser quotes 

R.D. Laing, ‘my view of the other’s... view of me’ (Iser, 1980: 59; emphasis in the original). 
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Wolfgang Iser asserts that texts contain gaps that engender similar interpretive acts. In the 

text, the gap functions to overcome the ‘fundamental asymmetry between text and reader’ 

(Iser, 1982: 169). The gaps in a text––the interaction between ‘the explicit and the implicit, 

between revelation and concealment’––are the basis for communication in literature, 

spurring ‘the reader into action’ (Iser, 1982: 169). Thus there is an ethical dimension to the 

therapeutic use of aesthetic texts, which creates space for young people to bring their own 

knowledge and experience to bear on the text. I recognise that there is a difference in the 

way readers are likely to approach our comics, encountered in the context of online therapy 

compared to the way they might read, say, published (in print) autobiographical comics or a 

subversive, carnivalesque Advicecomic. However, I am also interested to see to what extent 

we can emulate structures and features of these comics to engender an aesthetic reading 

experience, even in the context of health communication and online therapy. 

COMICS ARE INHERENTLY DIALOGICAL WHICH ALLOWS FOR A MULTIPLICITY OF VOICES AND 
VIEWPOINTS 

‘The more dialogical the truth,’ argues Arthur Frank, ‘the greater the capacity of stories to 

tell the truth that there are multiple truths’ (Frank, 2010: 41). Hudson argues that the 

medium of comics ‘is inherently dialogic due to the co-existence of printed text and visual 

images of various kinds’, suggesting ‘the material structure of this medium compels a graphic 

novel to be nothing other than a dialogic text’ (Hudson, 2010: 35). Where a monologic text 

presents ‘the reader with a single accepted view of the world and reality which concords with 

that of the author’ (Hudson, 2010: 38), Bakhtin’s dialogical text layers multiple voices, 

viewpoints and experiences. In Understanding Comics McCloud contends that comics call on 

the reader to fill the literal and implied gaps, that is, the reader also operates in dialogue with 

the text. Marshall McLuhan in Understanding Media calls comics ‘a highly participational form 
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of expression’ that require the reader ‘to participate in completing and interpreting the few 

hints provided by the bounding lines’ (McLuhan 1994: 161).  

AFFECTIVE COMPREHENSION: TEXTS AND LIVES ARE CLOSELY ENTWINED 

The graphic medicine movement is predicated on the understanding that there are authentic 

and vital connections between texts and lives. In graphic medicine, experience and the 

representation of experience are closely intertwined. A number of studies over the last thirty 

years suggest that aesthetic or literary reading can effect real psychological change. That 

literary reading experiences cross over into non-literary contexts (ie ‘real life’) is of interest to 

a number of researchers who are investigating the intersection between cognitive science and 

literary studies, proposing increased empathy and self-reflection (Koopman and 

Hakemulder, 2015), improved theory of mind and social cognition (Zunshine, 2006; 

Goldstein and Winner, 2012) and the development of one’s own life story (Mar, Peskin and 

Fong, 2011) as real-world effects of literary reading. Mar and Oatley propose that fiction, 

beyond expression or entertainment, has the function of abstracting and simulating social 

experience (Mar and Oatley, 2008). Complementing this model, Kaufman and Libby 

suggest that the ‘experience-taking’ mechanism of fiction allows readers to temporarily set 

aside self-concept and live through the experiences of a character, trying on ‘new roles, 

relationships, personalities, motives, and actions’ (Libby and Kaufman, 2012: 17). The 

relationship between comics reading and psychological growth or transformation is, for the 

most part, speculative in this thesis, but the theoretical framework supporting it is robust, and 

in my final chapter, I will suggest a means of tracing shifts in self-concept or world-view as a 

result of comics reading.  

YOUTH IS A DISCURSIVE CONSTRUCT 
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Adolescence and emerging adulthood (Arnett 2000, 2015) are periods of life associated with 

transition and growth. Whether you consider ‘emerging adulthood’ to be developmental 

(Arnett 2000) or culturally constituted (Hendry and Kloep, 2007), the ages between 12 and 

25 are associated with several marked transitional phases. Youth mental health is a paradigm 

shift in mental health care from primarily adolescent focused care (12–19) to an expanded 

model of services for young people aged between 12 to 25 years, recognising the distinctive 

needs of young people negotiating the transition form adolescence to adulthood. ‘The lower 

end of this phase is roughly defined by puberty, while the upper end is somewhat more 

fuzzy, though involves achieving an independent adult identity’ (McGorry et al 2006, para 

3). The ‘youth’ in youth mental health are neither children nor adults but 

emerging adults, sexually mature, in the final stages of their educational career or 

in the early stages of their employment career, and embarking on several socially 

accepted adult pursuits including finding and keeping a job, romantic relationships, 

and, in some cultures, using alcohol and tobacco. The confluence of these 

experiences helps contextualise the mental-health needs of young people. (Patel et 

al, 2007: 1302).  

Young adult (YA) fiction concerns itself with characters negotiating similar territory, as well 

as ‘difficulties of livelihood, emotional security, education, and violence’ (Patel et al, 2007: 

1310). ‘Identity is a fundamental psychosocial task for young people’ (Schwartz et al, 2013: 

para 1), which further maps against the thematic material of YA fiction: ‘The central theme 

of most YA fiction is becoming an adult, finding the answer to the internal and eternal 

questions, “Who am I and what am I going to do about it?”’ (Campbell, 2010: 70). YA 

novels structure themselves around protagonists negotiating questions of power and agency 

(Trites, 2000). Empowerment and agency are seen as essential to recovery in youth mental 

health (Alvarez et al, 2012). Self-efficacy, problem-solving, and social connectedness are 

valued goals for characters in YA fiction. They also feature as goals for young people in 

recovery in youth mental health discourse (Alvarez et al, 2012). The movements or ‘genres’ 
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of youth mental health and YA fiction each recognise that young people experience 

individuality, society and culture in distinctive ways from a particular vantage point within 

society, located in the slippery, liminal space between the codes of childhood and adulthood. 

Each movement seeks to engage young people on these terms, on the basis that young 

people are likely to be best served by products and services designed to meet their needs.  

 The ‘young adult’ in YA fiction is taken to be a complex and layered construct. 

There are the young adult characters that inhabit the novel, whose actions drive the plot, 

whose points of view become focalisers for the narration, and whose voices ‘tell’ the story. 

These are accepted to be discursive constructs, usually, though not always, authored by 

adults. The young adult outside the text, can also be understood as a historically and 

culturally contingent construction rather than an ‘essential, transhistorical or transcultural 

continuity’ (Lesnik-Oberstein, 2011: 1). Further, young and emerging adults occupy a 

particularly liminal discursive space. They are neither children nor adults but located in ‘a 

set of meanings between, and in conflict with, childhood and adulthood’ (Waller 2009: 30). 

In this paradigm, child and adult can be taken as located in stable (if contestable) binary 

positions––’innocent and experienced, immature and mature, pure and sexual, free and 

responsible’––while the ‘teenager resides in the indefinable space between innocence and 

experience, or asexuality and sexuality, forcing a definition that relies on transitory and 

unstable signifiers’ (Waller 2009: 30). The YA reader can be understood to co-construct the 

text, sometimes sympathetic and sometimes resistant to the positions the text takes, but the 

YA text also plays a role in constructing the reader, as all texts construct their readers:  

All words have the “taste” of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a particular 

work, a particular person, a generation, an age group, the day and hour. Each word 

tastes of the context and contexts in which is has lived its socially charged life; all 

words and forms are populated by intentions’ (Bakhtin, 1981: 293).  
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In this thesis I recognise that adolescence, emerging adulthood and indeed adulthood, are 

socially and culturally constructed rather than universal experiences, and conceptions of 

adolescence and emerging adulthood have consequences. Adolescence and emerging 

adulthood can carry symbolic meanings, for example, ‘common discourses of youth as “the 

hope for the future,” or, alternately, as problems to worry over’ (Petrone et al, 2015: 510). 

The youth in youth mental health has a pragmatic function, organising people of a certain 

age into particular models of treatment, but nonetheless can still be read as a discursive 

construct, reflecting shifting values in mental health care. This includes a recognition of, and 

desire to reverse, the stigma of mental illness, including the stigma sometimes associated with 

treatment. Mental illness stigma is a serious problem that represents a barrier to young help 

seekers, compounds suffering and isolation and creates further distress, impacting personal 

relationships, employment and helpseeking (Moses 2010; Bulanda et al, 2014). Stigma is one 

way cultural discourse pertaining to youth mental health and illness bears real impact on 

young people’s lives, either in the perpetuating of unhelpful stereotypes or in generating new 

understandings and new images, normalising and destigmatising experiences of mental 

illness.  

 The close reading of comics may seem remote from the immediate, practical needs of 

young people dealing with mental illness; however, engaging with comics by, for and about 

youth as highly valued creative and cultural objects is a way of appreciating, understanding 

and centring young people’s experience, knowledge and position in society. A youth-centred 

analytical approach to comics depicting young people’s experiences of mental illness can 

help uncover the helpful and unhelpful narrative structures and images around which young 

people shape their personal narratives and autobiographical memories as well as their future 

expectations and goals.    
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4 THE SOCIAL POETICS OF ADVICECOMICS.TUMBLR.COM  

Do you suffer from “feelings”? 
Do you have a “problem”? 
Do you need “advice”? 
www.advicecomics.tumblr.com  

 

Advicecomics.tumblr.com (Advicecomics) is an online collaborative advice column. The site 

consists of questions emailed in by readers, often (but not exclusively) addressing issues 

common to young adults in their teens and twenties, such as meeting a partner, ending a 

relationship, family problems, sexual health, anxiety, depression, work and study, and 

worries about the future. A diverse group of emerging and established cartoonists draw the 

responses for no payment. Funny, serious, absurd, obscene, whimsical or earnest, the 

responses use the direct and indirect literary modes of comics to demonstrate new ways of 

considering the question, particularly by drawing attention to the values, normative 

constructions, and individual thinking styles––often located in the gaps and silences––that 

inform the problems at hand. While the comics in some ways parody the traditional advice 

column, the overall effect of the comics is empathy rather than satire. In this chapter I 

explore the way knowledge about mental health is co-constructed in Advicecomics through 

poetic moments of engagement between writer and reader. I look at the role of humour, 

irony, chaos and absurdity in the advice comic.  

 Marc Pearson, founder of Advicecomics, credits Cheryl Strayed’s advice column Dear 

Sugar as an inspiration for the site. Says Pearson, ‘The seed idea came because Andy Connor 

(who writes Mulbert [a character in the Advicecomics ‘universe’]) lent me a book called Tiny 

Beautiful Things [...] She’s super empathetic and her advice is really cutting but really 

empowering.’ (Olijynk, 2015).  

 In this chapter, I contextualise Advicecomics within the advice genre, with particular 

attention paid to the post-structural reimagining of the advice column by Cheryl Strayed 

writing as Sugar. I go on to offer a close reading of a selection of the comics to reveal the 
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artistic and literary strategies the artist-writers employ to address the questions and construct 

social, emotional and experiential knowledge. I draw a theoretical framework of a social 

poetics, one in which the reader, creator and text can all be considered agents of meaning, 

from reader response theory, socio-narratology and Bakhtin’s theory of the carnival.  

 

 Advice as genre 

The advice column is an enduring artefact of popular culture. According to English 

Literature scholar, W. Clark Hendley, the advice column began in the early days of 

newspaper production when, in 1691, bookseller John Dunton ‘conceived the idea of a 

journal solely devoted to the questions of its readers’ (Hendley, 1977: 346). The original 

publication, the Athenian Mercury, was a commercial success, with questions covering a 

wide range of topics including marital strife, physical health and child-rearing, but also 

theology, politics and natural history. ‘Readers asked if rooks ate carrion, whether fleas had 

stingers, why objects seemed distorted in the water, if anyone knew the identity of Cain’s 

wife, why rain clouds never fell, what became of the water after Noah’s flood, and whether a 

man or a woman had a harder lot in life’ (Hendley, 1977: 347). John Dunton might also be 

credited with framing women as a special interest category in publishing. Following the 

success of the Athenian Mercury, in 1693, Dunton repurposed the format for the Ladies’ Mercury, 

fashioned after the original publication but promising to answer ‘questions relating to “Love 

etc” with “the Zeal and Softness becoming to the Sex”’ (Hughes, 2008). The Ladies’ Mercury 

folded after only four issues, however, in the 19th and into the 20th century, the women’s 

magazine came into its own, bringing with it a new construct for modern times––the advice 

columnist or ‘agony aunt’ (Hughes, 2008). The term ‘agony aunt’ connotes common sense, 

folk wisdom, intuition, insight, and lived experience, but also points to lack of specialist 

knowledge, authority or expertise. ‘Agony aunt’ conjures an intimate, familial, and deeply 
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empathetic connection between a letter writer and a single advice-giver, concealing the 

context of publication. ‘Aunts’, along with many other potential handlers of the letters, are 

employees, presumably working within the goals and values of the publication. Letters are 

selected, edited (perhaps even composed) and typeset by employees of mass-market 

publications with commercial goals––how do advertisers, publishers, and consumers 

influence the way the letter is chosen and presented, before it is even answered? How is an 

answer constructed in this context and to what end? 

 Feminised and non-political, associated with private, domestic matters, and 

appearing in popular, ephemeral media, there has been limited analysis of the advice column 

until recent times. Increasingly, critical and academic interest critiqued the ways in which 

advice columns police gendered values and moral behaviour: ‘Advice columns are one of the 

most obvious ways the establishment press keep the status quo[...], deviant behaviour is 

severely criticised and the individual is advised to consult either clergy or psychiatrist’ 

(“Advice Column”, 1970: 12). Feminists cautiously acknowledged that the power dynamic in 

women’s magazines, and perhaps the advice column, could be framed as not utterly 

monolithic but ‘fractured’ (Beetham, 1998). Angela Phillips suggests that as a ‘feminised 

space’ within newspapers, advice columns have a ‘radicalising potential because they are a 

place where femininity is ‘unfixed’ and can be made and then remade by women’ (Phillips, 

2008: 99). ‘[F]ar from being trivial, advice columns contributed to the process by which the 

British public became more self-reflexive about sex’ (Bingham, 2012: 60). In fact the lack of 

serious interest, Phillips contends, creates a private space within public discourse ‘able to say 

the unsayable and make it normal’ because ‘the lack of attention paid to them by agenda 

setters allows them to communicate a different [...] far less punitive, message to readers 

about changing social norms’ (Phillips, 2008: 104).  
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 The advice column is a simple, recognisable form that hasn’t altered much at all 

since 1691, lending itself easily to appropriation, satire and pastiche. The current critical 

climate of feminist reclamation and subversion of arts and craft associated with traditional 

ideas about femininity (knitting, embroidery etc) creates a space for inquiry into the literary 

potential of the advice column. Despite renewed interest in the form from feminist writers, 

cultural theorists and sociologists––not to mention a new breed of edgy advice columnists 

pushing boundaries on the internet, such as Coketalk, discussed in more detail below––no 

significant study has been made of the literary craft of writing an advice column. In the next 

section of this chapter, I draw attention to some of the more significant characteristics of 

advice columns and how they might relate to literary practice using as my exemplar the 

Dear Sugar advice column. 

  

 Dear Sugar  

Dear Sugar is an online advice column written by author Cheryl Strayed published on The 

Rumpus from 2010–2012 in which she blends the recognisable question-answer format of the 

traditional advice column with personal essay and memoir. In the introduction to Tiny 

Beautiful Things, a published collection of the columns, Steve Almond––the creator of the 

Dear Sugar column and its original author––refers to the writing of Strayed as Sugar as 

‘radical empathy’: ‘People come to her in real pain and she ministers to them, by telling 

them stories about her own life… She is able to transmute the raw material of the self-help 

aisle into genuine literature’ (Strayed, 2012: 6).  

 Strayed, a novelist and memoirist, answers stories with stories. Rather than reducing 

a letter down to its core dilemma and responding in a direct ‘efferent’ mode, the ‘abstracting-

out and analytic structuring of the ideas, information, directions, conclusions to be retained, 

used, or acted on after the reading event’ (Rosenblatt, 1988: 5), she enters into a dialogue of 

storytelling, an ‘aesthetic’ transaction where as a reader, Strayed ‘adopts an attitude of 
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readiness to focus attention on what is being lived through during the reading event... the 

sensations, images, feelings, and ideas that are the residue of past psychological events 

involving those words and their referents’ (Rosenblatt 1988: 5). Strayed draws on stories to 

interpret the narrative material of the instigating letter. Her own stories respond to and 

interpret the instigating stories of the letter writer, multiplying images and meanings. When a 

man asks her how he can solve the problem of his fiancée who is grieving her mother, 

Strayed responds with two stories, one about finding a jar of stones in her dead mother’s 

wardrobe, and the other about a woman with a brain injury reciting numbers, believing if 

she can unlock the secret code, she will be permitted to return to her previous life. Strayed 

juxtaposes the two stories to illustrate that the problem of a grieving fiancée cannot be 

solved.  

 For Strayed, problems are social constructs. They are the personal, highly 

characterised stories pinned underneath reductive, normative social stories, the ‘commonly 

available narratives that are the resources people use to construct their own stories’ (Frank, 

2010: Introduction, para 36). Strayed’s advice is also manifestly social, composed of, at the 

very least, a storyteller, a story, and a listener. Within these stories are other actors: mentors, 

antagonists, narrative objects like a jar of stones that stand in for absent characters, and 

various other supporting cast. On The Rumpus, below the published column, readers can add 

their own stories and experiences in the comments field, agreeing with or rejecting Strayed’s 

advice. Wisdom or insight comes from the ways in which stories interact, modify and 

interpret each other. In this sense Strayed mimics the project of fiction, creating ‘new forms 

of meaning for our everyday existence’ (Zunshine, 2006: 164). 

  

 Advice plots: Restitution, chaos and quest in advice columns 

In Arthur Frank’s taxonomy of illness narratives, he identifies three dominant narrative plot 

types, restitution, chaos and quest, outlined below. I repurpose them here as ‘advice plots’, a 
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way of understanding the narrative position of advice givers. A restitution plot is one in 

which a positive outcome involves following sensible advice (usually involving help-seeking 

from trusted adults like a parent, teacher or medical professional) that will lead to a 

resolution in which order is restored. Chaos is that which can ‘never be told’ (Frank, 2013: 

101). A quest plot is one in which meaning is made of difficulty.  

 ‘Behind the hospital brochure and the commercial lies the modernist expectation that 

for every suffering there is a remedy’ (Frank, 2013: 80). In restitution narratives, there is a 

cure for every ailment, this narrative is one of hierarchical order, operating in binary fashion: 

sick and well. The restitution model favours the institutions we live with––hospitals, schools, 

family––and the dominant social narratives that pervade society. Writing in 1950, marriage 

counsellor and professor of human relations, Dr David Mace, made a case to professionalise 

advice columns: 

The question for us is whether we are prepared to take over and help to direct these 

columns, so that they will be run competently and responsibly; or whether we are 

to leave the many thousands of people who seek help in that way at the mercy of 

the untrained and the unqualified (Mace, 1950: 102).  

Mace makes the assumption that a professional approach is a more sound approach in the 

dispensing of advice. While professionals may be a trustworthy source of so-called ‘good’ 

advice, flicking through a recent issue of Girlfriend magazine, advisors assume access to 

resources such as ‘your mum’ or another ‘trusted adult’, a ‘family doctor’ or GP, a school 

counsellor, and sport and music clubs (Girlfriend, 2017), without acknowledging the clear 

power imbalances between adolescents and institutions, the varied lived experiences of 

young people, and the limitations placed on adolescents attempting to access services alone. 

Professional advisors (such as medical doctors or psychologists) may be competent, 

responsible and evidence-based in their advice-giving practice, but their capacity to imagine 

and express the rich context in which ‘problems’ and ‘solutions’ take place might be limited.  
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 ‘Chaos is what can never be told, it is the hole in the telling’ (Frank, 2013: 102). The 

well of unanswered letters into which all advice columnists must occasionally peer with 

varying levels of anxiety is likely teeming with chaos narratives; images of desperation and 

loss that can’t cohere well enough to tell the story of themselves, or to frame an answerable 

question. Still, Strayed attempts to bring meaning to chaos. ‘Dear Sugar, WTF, WTF, 

WTF? I’m asking this question as it applies to everything every day. Best, WTF’ (Sugar, 

2012: 89). This letter from ‘WTF’ could be understood as told from the ‘[edge] of the 

wound’ and ‘on the [edge] of speech’ (Frank, 2013: 101), language contracting into a bland 

acronym that takes no subject. ‘The voice of the teller has been lost as a result of the chaos, 

and this loss then perpetuates that chaos (Frank, 2013: 115)’. Strayed positions herself clearly 

in relation to the letter, with a powerful, literal reading, taking the question (which may be in 

jest) with utmost seriousness. She begins her response ‘My father’s father made me jack him 

off when I was three and four and five’ and ends her column with ‘Ask better questions, 

sweet pea. The fuck is your life. Answer it’ (Sugar, 2012: 89–91). Strayed draws attention to 

the risk of the chaos narrative––manifest in the circular thinking habits of ‘WTF’––that all 

narrative objects, all stories, will be pulled into ‘the hole in the telling’. Arguably, the image-

driven form of comics may offer new ways of ‘telling’ chaos. I will explore this further below 

in my discussion of Advicecomics. 

 It is the quest narrative that is the dominant narrative form in the Dear Sugar 

universe. In ‘The Baby Bird’, Strayed recasts the problem of the advice seeker as a call to 

adventure, requiring the reader to take an active stance. Strayed’s stories are maps: 

navigational tales of Strayed’s own quest (Strayed’s memoir, Wild: From Lost to Found on the 

Pacific Crest Trail, is an account of a literal journey she undertook when grieving her mother 

in her early twenties) told in order to instruct and guide. Suffering is normalised, 

destigmatised, collectivised, and contextualised as common to humanity, an essential and 
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unavoidable part of living. Arthur Frank describes it like this: ‘The journey is a process of 

learning that their own suffering touches and is touched by the suffering of others. The 

“inter-human” opens when suffering becomes the call and response implicating self and 

other’ (Frank, 2013: 178). The very form of the advice column, as Strayed applies it, is a call 

and response, a story of suffering that responds to a story of suffering, not to negate or 

compound suffering but to collectivise experience as ‘inter-human’.   

  

 Reading Sugar  

Like Dear Abby and Ann Landers before her, Strayed speaks through a persona, originally 

conceived of by Almond as ‘a woman with a troubled past and a slightly reckless tongue’ 

(Strayed, 2012: 3). Those asking also use personas, like ‘Odd Man Out’ or ‘Helpless Mom’. 

The personas become characters of the text, co-constructed by the instigator [a] and the 

respondent [b]. The letter writer conjures an idea of Sugar as much as Sugar herself does. 

 The advice text has multiple authors, multiple readers and multiple readings. There 

is the original letter writer [a], the original responder [b], who in Dear Sugar is Cheryl 

Strayed, and the generalised reader [c]. Sugar’s implied reader is [a], who writes for Sugar, 

which makes Sugar [a]’s first and implied reader too. Each participant writes knowing the 

context of publication––therefore each writer also prefigures [c], a generalised reader, who is 

a member of the reading public, therefore ‘Each dialogue takes place as if against the 

background of the responsive understanding of an invisibly present third party who stands 

above all the participants in the dialogue (partners)’ (Bakhtin, 1986: 176). 

 The instigator [a] and the respondent [b] work on each other. The instigator defines 

the creative limits for the respondent, setting up the subject and themes, and some of the 

terms of the correspondence, for example, ‘I don’t have a definite question for you. I’m a 

sad, angry man whose son died. I want him back. That’s all I ask for and it’s not a question’ 

(Sugar, 2011: 277). Sugar generates a dominant reading of the original letter in her own 
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voice, positioning the letter in relation to cultural and social values determined by Sugar. 

Sara Mills is a linguist and feminist, interested in contextual stylistic, that is ways in which 

aspects of the text may determine the reader’s response; though like Rosenblatt, Mills sees 

the reader as having agency in interpreting, accepting or resisting meanings. Using Mill’s 

analysis, one could argue that Sugar’s voice: ‘mediates all of the other voices in the text’ and 

becomes the ‘dominant voice’ giving ‘instructions to the reader about the position she should 

take[...]’ (Mills, 2016: 190). Sugar’s response mediates the text, sending the reader (c) back to 

the source, to revise their own reading of the original letter. Sugar also positions the reader 

in relation to a set of social values and cultural codes, which ‘consists of a range of statements 

at which the reader will nod her head sagely or which she will simply accept as self-evidently 

true...’ (Mills, 2016: 190). These ‘truths’ help the reader to discern the dominant meaning of 

both texts––the letter (or call) and the response. 

 Active readers [c] seeking to identify their place in the text have the option of taking 

on a ‘speaking’ role or an indirect role. As ‘speakers’ they can identify with the original letter 

writer or align themselves with Sugar. An indirect reader may consider themselves as 

bystanders overhearing the interaction, or as actively bearing witness to testimony. Or they 

may take on the point of view of another character in the text, for example, they may relate 

more closely to an antagonist in the original letter (like the drunk driver in Living Dead 

Dad’s letter) and experience the text from that marginal position. Readers may generate new 

stories in response to both the instigator and the respondent, containing their own images of 

experience, and offering their own readings. In the online context in which Sugar’s column’s 

were originally produced, [c] readers can even write back, sharing their own idiosyncratic 

readings and their stories in the comments field beneath the column. Comments in a blog 

post are subordinate to the primary text, and can be moderated, so but they may challenge 

the author’s speaking position. In addition, discussions can occur elsewhere on the Internet 
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through social media, personal blogs, and other online publications, and link back to the 

primary post, so the discourse, and Strayed’s power, can be subverted or reconstituted by [c] 

readers.   

 In any case, Strayed’s power must not be oversold: an emerging writer (she had had 

one novel and some essays published), she wrote Dear Sugar from 2010 to 2012 as an 

unpaid columnist (Sugar, 2010). From an economic point of view, power and agency can be 

understood to be more ambiguously dispersed between the various agents: [a], [b] and [c]. 

Writing outside the constraints of commercial pressures, Strayed’s moral, social and cultural 

codes are––to whatever degree they can be––self-fashioned or self-selected, presumably 

working Almond claims in the introduction, in resistance to paradigms of patriarchal ‘late-

model capitalism’ (Strayed, 2012: 10). Strayed identifies as a feminist, and in many ways her 

intervention can be understood as one of examining socially constructed problems through a 

feminist lens; performing a feminist reading of the ‘problem’ as a cultural text within a 

context of an unstable patriarchal paradigm. 

 

 Advicecomics  

‘In the Middle Ages folk humour existed and developed outside the official sphere of high 

ideology and literature, but precisely because of its unofficial existence, it was marked by 

exceptional radicalism, freedom, and ruthlessness’ (Bakhtin, 1981: 71). Comics, with their 

long association with humour, subversion, accessibility, handmade-ness and ephemerality, 

are a borderline phenomena, existing on the cultural fringe, but also at the intersection of 

text and image. From this place at the threshold, comics can simultaneously communicate 

serious and nonserious things about culture and individual and shared human experience.  

 Following the tradition of the advice-giving persona, the comics artists who 

contribute to Advicecomics create a character, and advice is filtered through this construct’s 

imagined way of perceiving the world. Unlike Sugar who strives for earthiness, straight-talk 
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and authenticity, the Advicecomics personas are often absurd, humorous, irreverent––patently 

fabricated––yet, they are not necessarily unserious. The Advicecomics personas function like 

Bakhtin’s masks in his theory of the carnival:  

These masks are not invented: they are rooted deep in the folk. They are linked with 

the folk through the fool’s time-honored privilege not to participate in life, and by 

the time-honored bluntness of the fool’s language; they are linked as well with the 

chronotope of the public square and with the trappings of the theatre. [...] 

In the struggle against conventions, and against the inadequacy of all available life-

slots to fit an authentic human being, these masks take on an extraordinary 

significance. They grant the right not to understand, the right to confuse, to tease, 

to hyperbolize life; the right to parody others while talking, the right to not be taken 

literally, not “to be oneself”; the right to live a life in the chronotope of the entr’acte, 

the chronotope of theatrical space, the right to act life as a comedy and to treat 

others as actors, the right to rip off masks, the right to rage at others with a primeval 

(almost cultic) rage-and finally, the right to betray to the public a personal life, down 

to its most private and prurient little secrets (Bakhtin, 1981: 163).   

The carnival is the ‘people’s second life’, representing ‘temporary liberation from the 

prevailing truth and from the established order’; an alternate reality, a utopian festive time 

and space that includes all folk, regardless of ‘caste, property, profession, and age’ (Bakhtin, 

1984: 10). The carnival, which is ‘organised on the basis of laughter’, can be understood as 

both a literal space (the medieval festival) and a literary mode.  

Because of their obvious sensuous character and their strong element of play, 

carnival images closely resemble certain artistic forms, namely the spectacle. In 

turn, medieval spectacles often tended toward carnival folk culture, the culture of 

the market-place, and to a certain extent became one of its components. But the 

basic carnival nucleus of this culture is by no means a purely artistic form nor a 

spectacle and does not, generally speaking, belong to the sphere of art. It belongs to 

the borderline between art and life. In reality, it is life itself, but shaped according 

to a certain pattern of play (Bakhtin, 1984: 7).  

Advicecomics exists in the liminal space between art and life, in an even more ambiguous 

modality than Dear Sugar. In Advicecomics, the question is stylistically differentiated to the 
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comic response: it is written and reproduced online in prose, apparently unedited, and it is 

generally brief and to the point, that is, there is little effort expended in narrative detail. The 

question occurs on the threshold of the normal world and the secondary world (the space of 

the carnival) that the question precipitates. The comics’ carnival world is born of the 

question, because it must be created to answer the question. The question speaks of and 

from the ordinary world, but it also denies it. Without the question there is no carnival; there 

is only the banal, ordinary world in which certain difficult, intrusive or unpleasant thoughts, 

feelings and behaviours remain repressed. The act of asking forecloses the ordinary world as 

the carnival breaks through. 

 

 Tumblr and networked publics 

Before I further analyse the Advicecomics as an artistic and literary medium, it is important 

to contextualise Advicecomics in relation to its context of publication. Tumblr sits at the 

intersection of blogging and social networking. Where blogging platforms and pre-existing 

social networks like Facebook and Twitter began primarily as text-driven platforms, and, 

unlike visual mediums like Instagram and Pinterest where image is foremost, Tumblr 

juxtaposes text and images to create ‘image-centered conversations about topics including 

art, fashion, race, disability, popular culture, and the obligatory cats’ (Fink and Miller, 2014: 

613–614). Communities form around shared interests; like-minded users connect through 

posting, sharing, tagging and liking. Tumblr users skew young; 46% of Tumbler users in 

2015 were between 16 and 24 (Smith, 2015) and are highly engaged, spending an average of 

3¼ hours per day on Tumblr, over an hour more than Facebook users (Young, 2016). danah 

boyd uses the term ‘networked publics’ to describe both the spatial elements in which 

interactions occur and the communities interacting in these spaces. Public and private 

tensions intersect and blur in distinctive ways on Tumblr, ‘virtual’ and ‘real’ spaces are 
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heavily interconnected for young people who don’t necessarily distinguish between online 

and offline experience:  

More often than not, [teens] are unaware of why the networked publics they inhabit 

are different than other publics or why adults find networked publics so peculiar. 

To teens, these technologies—and the properties that go with them—are just an 

obvious part of life in a networked era. (boyd, 2014: 14)  

Peer-based learning and connected learning (Ito et al, 2013) are significant activities in 

networked publics. Through interaction teens develop ‘a sense of who they are in relation to 

others while building a holistic understanding of the social world’ (boyd, 2014: 92). 

Connected learning is a model of education that moves beyond the confines of the 

classroom, and into the networked public sphere.  

Connected learning is socially embedded, interest-driven, and oriented toward 

educational, economic, or political opportunity. Connected learning is realized 

when a young person pursues a personal interest or passion with the support of 

friends and caring adults, and is in turn able to link this learning and interest to 

academic achievement, career possibilities, or civic engagement (Ito et al, 2013: 6).  

Another key feature differentiating Tumblr from other blogging platforms and social media 

networks is the prevalence of anonymity. Fink and Miller propose that Tumblr allows users 

to move ‘beyond stable constructions of gender, sexuality, ability, racial, national and trans 

categories’ (Fink and Miller, 2014: 624–625) and Dame sees this occurring through the 

tagging system, ‘In the context of Tumblr, tag choices may indicate not only content but also 

audience, intent, and self-identity’ (Dame, 2016: 23). Dame envisages trans communities on 

Tumblr as networked counterpublics where ‘users gather (in part via tags) around their 

oppositional stance to dominant understandings of gender performance and identity’ that 

‘can be picked up and spread widely through Tumblr’s sharing features—thus projecting 

counter discourses back into the dominant public’ (Dame, 2016: 26). Despite the tendency 

towards anonymity, in his study of young adult intimacy on Tumblr, Hart found that users 

perceived the site to be emotionally authentic, portraying with sincerity ‘who they 
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fundamentally are as a person’ (Hart, 2015: 201). Fink warns against becoming overly 

idealistic:  

[D]igital culture is a duplicitous space; the Internet maintains the primacy of 

dominant voices even as it offers exciting possibilities for expanding trans self-

representations. Overall, gendered and sexual norms prevail even online, where 

technological access and anonymity often fuels gender and sexual policing, as well 

as outpours of racism, ableism, and classism that obscure the cultural presence of 

already marginalized voices. (Fink and Miller, 2014: 624)  

This research sits alongside a growing media narrative, featuring empowered Tumblr teens. 

Quoted in an article for New Republic, titled ‘The Secret Life of Tumblr Teens’ Danielle 

Strle, the ‘head of culture and trends at Tumblr’ (Reeve 2016), reinforces this image of the 

empowered Tumblr teen, with loaded phrases like: ‘These teens are better marketers than 

anyone in the game right now’ and ‘Tumblr culture has developed over the past five years as 

the smart weird kid in school connected with all the other smart weird kids from all the other 

schools all over the world’ (Reeve, 2016). Tumblr’s origin story––a ‘hacked together’ tool 

designed by a 19-year-old ‘dippy, nerdy kid’ (Cheshire, 2012) who ‘wanted something that 

allowed me to be more expressive, to present myself in a way I was proud of’ (Mason, 2012)–

–feeds into this myth.  

 When Yahoo, apparently chasing a ‘younger cooler audience’ (Fiegerman, 2016), 

bought Tumblr for $1 billion in 2013, one Tumblr user wrote a letter to popular Tumblr 

advice columnist coketalk, expressing concern about the future of Tumblr. User coketalk in 

her advice column ‘Dear Coquette’ characterised the sale this way: 

[Tumblr is] a treehouse for the cool kids. It was slapped together in the backyard of 

the internet by amateurs who were just figuring out how to use a hammer and nails. 

There’s spray paint on the walls and a pile of porn in the corner next to a boom box 

and the stoner kid’s bong. We all come up here to escape our boring lives and our 

annoying parents and listen to music and make out with each other. We feel like it’s 

ours, even though it’s been in someone else’s yard the whole time [...] There’s 

nothing we can do. It’s not ours. It never was. (coketalk, 2013) 
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This turned out to be foresight: in 2015, coketalk, who has published two ‘best of’ books 

from her ‘Dear Coquette’ advice column, was banned for digital copyright violations and her 

tumblelogs were removed. Reeve’s article, ‘The Secret Life of Tumblr Teens’ outlines similar 

consequences for a group of teens involved in affiliate marketing (monetising personal 

tumblelogs through hosting advertising): 

Tumblr had just dissolved the sites of some of its most popular teenage users, an 

estimated 30 million follows gone. Including Pizza. Blogs that had brought relief 

from unremitting high school agony [...] were erased from the internet, except for 

fragments reblogged on other sites. The day before, if they’d had a funny thought, 

they could share it with half a million people. And now, nothing. (Reeves, 2016)  

The picture is of teens as ‘savvy’ and ‘creative’ ‘digital strategists’ (Reeves, 2016), forming 

authentic connections through self-representation and self-expression; emboldened and 

protected by anonymity; more agile and adaptive in leveraging content than the lumbering 

adults exchanging vast sums of money for ownership of the ‘cool kids’ hang out. Underlying 

this narrative is a familiar tale of traditional, capitalistic networks of power and resistance 

between the old and young; ultimately, this becomes a narrative of adults policing young 

people’s behaviour––or, as coketalk illustrates it, breaking up the party and sending the cool 

kids home.  

 As I further explore the texts in Advicecomics, I do so in recognition of its capacities 

as a networked public, that is, sharing features of a public square or meeting place in which a 

community can gather and exchange ideas outside traditional binaries of power, for example 

in terms of age. Many of the comics artists are anonymous, known only via their comic 

avatars, but Pearson was 22 when he established the site, while Mary Leunig, for example, is 

about 70 (Zhou, 2019) and an established cartoonist in the mainstream press who has 

contributed work to Advicecomics. In addition to this, not all the comics personas are young. 

Marc Pearson’s advice giver is Mr Ray, an older man (see Figure 4.1). Advicecomics breaks 

down traditional barriers of who is and isn’t expected to speak and about what. Wisdom 
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comes from an elderly man, a laboratory rat with a human ear grafted onto its back, and a 

girl not yet in high school, and a moose, among many others. In the time of the carnival, 

hierarchies break down and ‘a special form of free and familiar contact reign[s] among 

people who [are] usually divided by the barriers of caste, property, profession, and age’ 

allowing for ‘a special type of communication impossible in everyday life’; this ‘special 

carnivalesque, marketplace style of expression’ (Bahtin, 1984: 10) is abundant in 

Advicecomics, allowing for a particular dynamic of co-constructed narrative and image-

driven social and emotional knowledge creation.  

 

 The structure of an Advicecomic 

As with the traditional advice column structure, each Advicecomic consists of a question and 

a response. 

Anonymous asked: Dear Mr Ray, I am what you would call an ‘emerging writer’, 

but I have been for the best part of a decade. When do I know that I’ve fully 

emerged? What happens if I stop emerging? Will I retract? (Advicecomics 2014: Jun 

11) 

 
Figure 4-1 Advicecomics, Marc Pearson 2014: Jun 11  
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The question is posted as it was written, with spelling and grammatical errors. The above 

example is not entirely typical of the form, as most of the Advicecomics consist of more than 

one panel, but in this instance, the single panel makes it easier to analyse the key features in 

detail. The comic, through foregrounding narrative and stylistic choices such as setting, 

colour, framing, and characterisation offers rich detail that places the problem in a social and 

cultural context, an interpretive act that sheds new light on the material of the problem. Like 

many of the Advicecomics, this example exploits the gap between the visual and verbal 

elements of the comic; in the dialogue, Mr Ray directly addresses the implied reader (the 

letter writer), while a visual metaphor conveys additional sensory and emotional information. 

The technical term for the direct line of sight between the viewer and the character is a 

demand (Heimermann & Tullis, 2017); something is being asked of the viewer, but what? 

The Advicecomic is able to visually express the way various social actors participate in the 

construction of both problems and solutions. In this comic, Mr Ray points out that 

‘emerging’ is a social paradigm. In the context of the comic, the paradigm is indifferent to 

the author; all participants are absorbed in a text. Two cars approach: Mr Ray is at risk of 

not observing the world himself. What might this mean? The gap between what is being said 

and what is being shown leaves space for the reader to infer possible meanings. In the 

carnival, cultural oppositions like emerging and established deteriorate; in Advicecomics, 

reality is interrogated in the imaginative and expressive space, and reordered according to 

patterns of play, laughter and bodily self-expression. In Advicecomics, everything and 

everyone is ‘emerging’.  

 

 Thematic analysis of Advicecomics  

As I studied the textual content of the questions (separate from the comics that respond to 

them), I noticed distinct themes coming into play. Each of the headings in this section refers 

to a significant theme in the comics arising from the questioners, which I then relate back to 
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discursive features of the Carnivalesque. I made a Word document of the questions that I cut 

and pasted from Advicecomics. I printed it out and then I physically cut out each question 

with scissors, sorted them into piles according to themes. Then I pasted them into an empty 

scrapbook. The letters en masse, separated from the comics that reply to them, form a telling 

document about the mundane aspects of collective human suffering: the briefness of the 

letters, the spelling and grammatical errors, the thematic similarities, the echoing inflection 

of the question-mark, the repetition of the phrase ‘From Anonymous’. It seems almost 

impossible that the colourful, diverse, carnival world of Advicecomics could spring from such 

a bland and banal source as this scrapbook, and our predictable, human pain. It may be of 

interest to know that I performed the task of sorting the letters into themes before I began 

reading about the Carnivalesque and using Bakhtin’s carnival as a ‘lens’ to help me 

understand what I saw occurring in the comics. The themes called up the carnival, rather 

than the other way around. 

 I’ve read these comics many times, and I always feel humbled and moved by the 

attention and care the artists give to the distressed letter writers. The economy of language is 

informed by a thinking-and-feeling distillation of the originating letter; the intellectual, 

physical and emotional labour involved in the making process demands a material, 

embodied sensitivity. A physical object is made in response to the problem: the matter of 

making, the tools and substance of the art mediums, the physicality of the artist’s body, 

prompts a small but not insignificant material alteration of the world. The lived problem 

becomes part of the organic tissue of the comic, not simply extracted from the letter and 

repurposed into art but relived through the body and experiences of the artist. The comics 

use story-time and story-space; they become mental landscapes and physical spaces in which 

the multiple readers, implied and actual, can engage in emotional exploration, tracing the 

contours of the body of the text and the body in the text. In this way, through the serious 
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ritual of play, even a difficult topic such as suicide can be approached, for laughter restores 

‘ambivalent wholeness’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 123), disrupting the dangerously serious ‘single 

meaning’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 101)––the absolute closure, the fixedness of the sign, the final 

destination––of suicide. 

THE BODY 

Bodies that breathe, bodies that consume, bodies that leak, bleed, expel, bodies that grow, 

bodies that deteriorate, embarrassing and embarrassed bodies, shameful, shamed and 

shaming bodies. The body as object, the abject body. Weird bodies. Sad bodies, funny 

bodies, anxious bodies.  

 Many of the questions about the body mask anxiety with humour, and the comics 

blend humour and seriousness to varying degrees. One questioner worries about the amount 

of bacteria on surfaces, and the comic drawn in response assures him that we are ‘hotels for 

them/convenient walking bags/No, no we are them/[...]/we are more microbe than 

human’ (Advicecomics 2014: Apr 23). ‘How can I grow a big hard cock?’ asks anonymous 

(Advicecomics 2014: Jun 9) and Old Shmoe laughs and laughs, before sitting forward in his 

chair (not acknowledging the giant snake coiled near his feet): ‘Seriously though, impotence 

is NO JOKE!’ He acknowledges the embarrassment of impotence and then tells us that he 

uses hobbies to distract himself from his own impotence. The joke is not over, looming in 

every panel is an obvious series of phallic symbols, illustrating his ‘hobbies’: sculpted pine 

trees, slender mushrooms with prominent knobbed ends, toy rockets, a painting of a giant 

squid. Finally Old Shmoe peels a banana. ‘If you really must know the secret to a huge, 

unwieldy schlong...’ he is saying. He takes a large bite of banana and––talking with his 

mouth full––the rest of the sentence come out as nonsense, the joke stretching over three 

panels. Finally, he swallows. ‘And there you have it,’ he says. The comic is predictably 

humorous, but it is unexpectedly serious. The interplay of humour and seriousness allows for 
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a number of interpretations. It could be read as an rebuke for an unserious question, but it 

also works as a comic if we read it as Shmoe taking the question––or at least the anxiety 

underlying the question––more seriously. 

 Not all of the body-related questions are funny, or create space for a humorous 

response. 

ummm so im really wondering like i really think im fat and sometimes i try to like 

throw up if i think ive ate to much but then i just get scared to do it last time i tried 

really hard to get it out but i only threw up a little but i have such an urge to do it 

sometimes and i don’t know what this could mean? i dont know if im just being 

stupid ive tried going on diets and im just such a fat lard i cant do it and it makes 

me feel worse so do you think this is early stages of an eating disorder? 

(Advicecomics 2014: Feb 25) 

In the comic, the persona, Sally, directly addresses the questioner, meeting the reader’s eyes 

with an outwardly directed gaze, speaking with sincerity and care. ‘These ridiculous 

malfunctioning fleshsuits are totally the most beautiful and complex tools we’ll ever 

have/and so we really gotta try and treat them lovingly’ (Advicecomics 2014: Feb 25). Yet 

Tommi Parrish (née K. Parrish), who draws Sally, beautifully employs the dual modality of 

the comic to tell a parallel story. Their character, 12-year-old Sally, is depicted moving 

around a textured, apparently abstract landscape, until the 14th panel, where the landscape 

is revealed to be a giant version of Sally. The miniature Sally slides down the giant Sally’s 

nose and nestles into the cradle between nose and upper lip, literally sheltering in (and giving 

shelter to) her own body. As the miniature Sally recedes, the giant Sally becomes the focal 

character of the text. The perspective of the text too seems to shift point-of-view, from Sally’s 

close narratorial ‘first person’ voice, to a third person perspective. The surprising imagery 

never negates the seriousness of Sally’s words, but it does allow for a simultaneous experience 

of lightness and wonder through engagement with the image. It is not the coarse humour of 

the phallic banana, but a gentle repositioning of the reader in relation to the image of the 
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body through the dissonance between text and image, and the reader’s negotiation of the 

gaps in meaning to create cohesion between text and image. 

 The Advicecomic bodies stand in for a) individual bodies; b) the collective human 

body; c) the body of the world we inhabit, and d) the body of language––linguistic and 

graphic ––we use to both delimit and exceed our bodily containment. Something all three 

comics mentioned here do is refashion the recognisable iconography of the body by 

resituating bodies and body parts outside the body of the character. The settings of the 

comics are littered with body parts. The increasingly ridiculous phallic symbols 

simultaneously draw attention to and away from Shmoe’s impotent penis. And yet the body 

is a setting too––a hotel for bacteria, a playground, a resting place. The private/public and 

interior/exterior divide breaks down. The body exceeds its boundaries. The effect is oddly 

human and compassionate. We share these anxieties, these libidinal ruptures, where the 

containment of the self in the closed vessel of the socialised body is compromised. We are all 

hotels for bugs. We are all a third, even more gigantic Sally, containing her sleeping body in 

our bodies via the gaze, because we too are bodies that sleep, connected to and yet 

irreconcilably separated from our sleeping selves. In the realm of the carnival, the body is a 

cause for shared laughter and discomfort, recognising the absurd ways in which society and 

culture write themselves upon the body. Impotence, size and scale, the fear of contamination 

and disease, all point to impossible social and cultural ideals about the way bodies should 

look and function, about the relationship between self-discipline and bodily control, and 

about cleanliness. In the space of the carnival our shared laughter mocks these increasingly 

restrictive expectations about the way bodies should behave and creates a celebratory space 

for the ‘weird’ body. 

THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS 
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I think too much and not about the right things. My thoughts make me unhappy and scared, 

or I am detached from my thoughts, or I think wrong thoughts, bad thoughts, ‘judgmental, 

homophobic, racist, horrible thoughts’, maybe I’m ‘narcissistic’, maybe ‘I’ll be this way 

forever’, I think ‘I am failure and stuff’, ‘I constantly worry I am not truly loved or 

understood by anyone’. ‘I don’t even feel like a person’. ‘What do I do to feel like a person 

again?’ ‘How do I stop being so afraid?’ 

Anonymous asked: Mr Ray, People say I think too much. Will living mindlessly 

really make me happier? And how do I even stop thinking so much anyway? Won’t 

thinking about thinking less just mean I’m thinking more? Yours, Lucas 

(Advicecomics 2014: Jun 21).  

In a single panel that makes up the whole comic, Mr Ray sits on a stool in the corner of a 

strange room, a room with many corners and diagonal lines. The sort of room you couldn’t 

imagine if you didn’t see it, the sort of room that doesn’t operate by the usual rules. ‘Living 

mindlessly will make you nothing,’ he says in one speech bubble. He is looking down at the 

ground, holding a cigarette. ‘Thinking is all we are,’ he says in the next interconnected 

speech bubble. And, in a third, ‘Without the lights on, there is no room.’ Three speech 

bubbles for three implied corners in the kaleidoscopic room. A single naked lightbulb, the 

tradition thought-icon in the comics lexicon, hangs illuminated above Mr Ray’s head. The 

image plays with the idea of the authority of the advice seeker. There is an elliptical, poetic 

quality to the response. Mr Ray doesn’t seek here to engage the questioner with a direct 

gaze. In fact he seems absorbed in his own thoughts, as though he is in fact performing 

thinking: thinking aloud.  

 Mulbert––a moose––in a fumetti (a series of photographs using comic conventions 

like panels, and boxed text) recommends therapy. 

Anonymous asked: i over think things and never end up doing anything fun because 

i think it will end badly .I’m becoming sadder and sadder what do I do?Bad 

judgmental , homopobic, racist , horrible thoughts are clouding my mind ,and I no 
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longer know what is important to me. My head hurts constantly and I isolate myself 

from others. What do I do to feel like a person again? (Advicecomics 2015: Dec 6 ) 

‘Racist, homophobic, hateful thoughts are bad,’ says Mulbert the Moose, after 

recommending therapy. ‘Racist, homophobic, hateful actions are worse./Concentrate now 

on your actions and try to build habits of kindness including towards yourself.’ There’s a 

seriousness here, but Mulbert goes on. ‘Because hey, you know what ends 

badly?/Everything./We are all going to die.’ Mulbert grins uncannily (remember this is a 

photograph of a real moose). There is an appealing irony that a talking moose answers a 

serious letter that asks the question ‘how do I feel like a person?’ There’s a seriousness here 

too, troubling the human-animal divide, posing an unasked, unanswered question: what is a 

person? 

 Another question about living with thoughts: 

i constantly worry that i am not truly loved or understood by anyone & then i 

chastise myself for how foolish it is to think either of those intense fleeting feelings 

will ever maintain consistency in my life, give me advice that will help me manage 

this (Advicecomics 2013: Dec 5).  

In the bland yellow pallet, smeared with blue, an explosion of pink in the climactic panels 

visually calls up the inner swirl of the carnival of feeling. Says Boyfriend, ‘What you need to 

do is love your own ridiculousness/Find the inner core of childish, needy idiocy...know it and 

know two things/It is sacred and awesome. It is the punchline of your most hilarious and 

private joke’. 

 In the carnival, thoughts and feelings are exposed, shared, stripped of the pain that 

arises from tight repression in the individual self. Thoughts and feelings are no longer highly 

personal or idiosyncratic, but social in nature. The fear of sharing the most private thoughts 

is diffused by the shared laughter of the carnival. Thoughts and feelings are collective 

expressions of humanity, held as ‘awesome and sacred’ in the Advicecomics world. The 

private, interior self where thoughts dwell is opened up, carnivalised.  
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ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

Crushes, meeting someone, starting a relationship, ending a relationship. Unloved... 

unlovable? Loneliness. Unrequited love. Wrong love. Bad love. Pansexual and poly love. 

Fantasies. Realities. Jealousy. Guilt.Anonymous asked: ‘A few months ago me and my then-

recent ex girlfriend found out she was pregnant and we both decided to get an abortion, but 

what bothers me most is how little guilt I feel about it. Shouldn’t I be a mess? I feel terrible 

for not feeling terrible about it’ (Advicecomics 2015: Oct 8) Astroblob replies: ‘Feeling 

terrible about not feeling terrible. It’s a tough one to think your way out of.’ In a fluid, 

vertical comic, she draws on an extended ocean metaphor: ‘If you and your ex looked over 

the waves and saw a typhoon on one side and trade winds on the other and all you feel now 

is “not drowning” that is okay.’ The absence of pain, Astroblob writes, ‘doesn’t have moral 

implications/.../Let it matter however much it does’. The comic also conjures the potent 

image of a sister ship, a ghost ship, traveling the unchosen route––the parallel life living out 

the consequences of the choice you didn’t make. Not human (Astroblob is a ‘ghost wrangler, 

dark matter being and professional inchoate’), the character approaches human problems 

from a position of curiosity and acceptance. A highly emotive issue, laden with social, 

political and cultural tensions, is stripped of its provocative context, and recast as a shared 

human experience of not living up to social expectations. 

Anonymous asked: I’m a girl and so is my best friend. We’re both pansexual but the 

problem is, I think she’s really hot. School is almost over and I only ever see her at 

school. She has a crush on another girl though and I don’t know how to feel. I want 

her as a best friend like it’s always been but she’s so beautiful that I just don’t know 

what to do (Advicecomics 2015: Oct 10) 

The comic by guest columnist Sophie Yanow uses a metaphor to get to the heart of the 

emotional experience. ‘In fourth grade I brought some hot chocolate to school in a plastic 

mug./A few weeks later I opened it again and found the cup teeming with maggots./I didn’t 

open it again for the rest of the year...’ In these first three panels, Yanow depicts the story, 
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showing in the second panel the horror of the cup, maggots overflowing, and in the third 

panel the character lying in bed, wide awake, staring at the ceiling. This image does so much 

to convey the inner rumination, the cycle of worry and denial. The comic continues: ‘But on 

the very last day, we had to clean out our lockers./To my surprise... the cup was spotless.’ 

The last panel shows simply the image of the reclaimed cup, accompanied by the direct 

message: ‘You should probably just tell her how you feel.’  

 Another comic also addresses this sort of overthinking. 

Sally and mr ray sometimes i set standards too high for the people i love, get 

disappointed when they don’t meet those standards and i can drift away/neglect 

them. i’m setting these standards because of a fear of intimacy, maybe because i’m 

narcissistic, or maybe the standards are reasonable and they genuinely don’t meet 

them. i can take this apart cognitively but i’m worried about repeating patterns, 

what should i do?  (Advicecomics 2013: Dec 24) 

In this comic, Parrish again exploits the dual coding of text and image. This time, Sally is on 

a school excursion to the Town Hall. ‘Dude,’ she says. ‘Your (sic) scared of intimacy because 

intimacy is scary. Like, really scary./So much of life is uncertain.’ She separates from her 

class and drops her backpack. No longer following the crowd, in an act of self-sovereignty 

she begins the long climb up a flight of stairs. ‘Now you absolutely deserve to be treated with 

love, respect and honesty, but you need to give this to the people you love as well.’ The stairs 

wend around. She looks back at the stairs, pulling her collar from her neck, sweating. She’s 

come so far and it would seem she still has a way to go. The staircase gets steeper, a diagonal 

line cutting up and across the criss-crossed pattern of a high brick wall. ‘It sounds to me that 

in order to avoid discussing how you feel with the people around you, you just quietly phase 

them out of your life./That’s a weird kind of love don’t you think?/It’s a love without trust 

or vulnerability,’ Sally muses. Finally at the top of the stairs she says, ‘Ask yourself/”Do I 

meet these standards myself?”’ She opens a fire escape and plummets into black space, 

reminding the questioned that ‘Everyone is just doing the best they can with what they’ve 
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got.’ At first it might seem like negative space, the anti-image, the space outside the frame. 

Sally keeps up her stream of advice as she steps through the door and falls into space. She 

moves from a posture of falling to flying, then curls up, cradled in space. She says, ‘Let the 

world in Anonymous/Stop being anonymous to the people who want to know you.’ The 

duality––the fleshing out and thinking through of the advice, and the tandem narrative told 

in pictures––points to the disparity between thought and action, the way we experience our 

inner lives. The metaphor of the long difficult journey and then the free-fall into a space of 

trust and self-enclosure in which the body of the world/other can be fully apprehended as 

separate yet connected calls to the reader’s experience of trust and vulnerability to make 

sense of the comic as a cohesive work, to reintegrate the disparate parts of text and image 

into a single narrative.  

 Another question for Sally, about whether or not it’s possible to be friends with 

someone you’ve just ended a passionate romance––’do you think being friends with someone 

you love to a vaguely unbearable extent is viable?’––begins with a direct answer: ‘No’ 

(Advicecomics 2014: May 30). With characteristic empathy and care, Sally unpacks her 

position. The comic has a simple palette of black, white and brown comic. ‘The nation of 

two that’s constructed in a relationship is secret and unique and insular,’ says Sally. This 

concept is illustrated with multiple crudely drawn couples folded into one another, each 

encapsulated in a bubble. I read this as the replicability of love––that which feels deeply 

unique and personal is also a common shared experience, though each couple is contained 

in their own bubble of intimacy, oblivious to anyone else. One illuminated couple in the 

centre has a wire of connection emerging from each of their foreheads. In the next panel 

their bubble pops and the connection is severed. The line from the forehead of one of the 

figures, now alone, grows and grows, tangles around the figure, spirals around it like a 

whirlpool, and threatens to it her. It tugs at the line and attempts to fashion it back into the 
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figure, the double, it has lost. All the while, Sally is speaking: ‘So I reckon what you need to 

do/[...]/is learn to be all by yourself/[...]/...to not immediately replace this intimate and 

romantic sexual relationship/with a slightly altered intimate, romantic relationship with that 

very same person/only now it’s labelled as “platonic”.’ Once again, Parrish plays with 

images of scale. In the second half of the comic, Sally sits on the shoulder of the giant figure, 

now entirely severed from the romantic other. The figure gazes about blankly, made new by 

loss. It appears almost childlike; a soft, amorphous body, reminiscent of a toddler with its 

oddly umbilical cable still emerging from its forehead, pads across a liquid black landscape. 

The cord drags along behind. Sally talks about the sort of friendship that can happen, given 

time, but ends with ‘And sometimes you can’t make it work at all.’ The figure, standing in 

for the absent body of the questioner, turns its gaze towards Sally, and its mouth turns down, 

though the countenance is still flat––barely (or almost) human. ‘This part you’re in at the 

moment, this walking-dead-heart-ache truely [sic] is the worst and I’m real sorry your [sic] 

hurting but with time you’ll build yourself back up again.’ In the last splash panel, the figure 

has entered another scene, a pale brown wash behind multiple amorphous figures, some 

solitary, some in pairs or threesomes, socialising, dancing, playing. Each has a string 

emerging from their foreheads, and at the end of each string, a joyful kite waving in the air. 

‘And you’ll be so busy with your full life you’ll kinda just forget what it feels like to love 

someone to a vaguely bearable extent. You know, until next time.’ 

 Each of these comics juxtaposes direct address and visual narrative to create two 

versions of the self: the speaking, textual self, and the visual, metaphoric self. One version of 

the self is given over to the act of loving––or not loving––another, and so the orientation is 

towards the Other, taking them away from their own body. And one self is oriented towards 

their own body, in an imagining of the embodied experience of being a human who is (or is 

not) loved and loving. Whether that manifests as self-forgiveness, mindful acceptance, self-
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sovereignty, or self-compassion, the advice is directed not towards the external problem, the 

problem of the Other, but towards the lived interiority of the asker. Again in the carnival, 

hierarchies break down, the boundaries between interior and exterior collapse, though 

curiously the boundary between self and other is simultaneously reinforced. The common 

humanity and shared laughter of the carnival doesn’t negate the integrity of the individual. 

What becomes clear is that, in the carnival, everyone’s experiences are validated. Everyone 

has the capacity to love and be loved in the carnival world of Advicecomics. 

GROWTH 

In 2000, Arnett proposed a new theory of development––emerging adulthood––focussing on 

people aged between 18 and 25 in industrialised countries where education is extended and 

marriage, parenthood and careers are increasingly delayed.  

...emerging adulthood, is neither adolescence nor young adulthood but is 

theoretically and empirically distinct from them both. Emerging adulthood is 

distinguished by relative independence from social roles and from normative 

expectations. Having left the dependency of childhood and adolescence, and having 

not yet entered the enduring responsibilities that are normative in adulthood, 

emerging adults often explore a variety of possible life directions in love, work, and 

worldviews. Emerging adulthood is a time of life when many different directions 

remain possible, when little about the future has been decided for certain, when the 

scope of independent exploration of life’s possibilities is greater for most people than 

it will be at any other period of the life course (Arnett, 2000: 469). 

According to Arnett, emerging adults tend to be preoccupied with questions of identity, they 

experience a lot of instability, and have not yet made enduring adult choices. Arnett’s 

developmental theory is not without critics, however. Hendry and Kloep (2007) point out 

that the phrase emerging adult is laden with all sorts of cultural and social meanings, 

associated largely with a middle-class set of young adults in higher education. They contest 

the notion that what is described by Arnett is a developmental stage and suggest that that it is 

a set of conditions associated with the process of the sort of change that can happen at any 
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stage of adult life. They see risks associated with labelling emerging adulthood as a 

developmental phase as it overlooks structural forces like politically driven economic and 

social change, that may marginalise those young people who do not fit into the middle class 

demographic Arnett’s theory characterises as normative. Whether culturally and socially 

determined as Hendry and Klope claim or developmental in origin as Arnett proposes, 

many of the questions on Advicecomics speaks directly to the kind of issues Arnett raises. 

Even though I finished high school ten years ago, I still daydream about playing a 

song at the graduation concert, and the song makes everyone in my grade jealous 

and think I’m amazing (Advicecomics 2013: Dec 19).  

I’m 26 this year and I’m also in my final semester. I’ve plan a lot of things I wanted 

to do after graduating. But one thing I’m always worried about is that things won’t 

go according to my plan... if I get astray from the path will I survive? (Advicecomics 

2016: Feb 4) 

im 24 and have been unable to finish multiple courses, by choice or for mental 

reasons... but i dont want to be stuck in retail jobs my entire life (Advicecomics 2015: 

Aug 28).  

I struggle to find any purchase in my art, and I feel very untalented when I see other 

work that’s definitely better than mine... I’m not doing well at art school right now. 

I’m worried that I’m actually mediocre and average (Advicecomics 2016: Sep 12). 

...although I am in my mid-20s, I often wish I was old, so that the stress and 

responsibility of being an adult was over and done with (Advicecomics 2014: Sep 

5). 

When I was a teenager I used to get hickeys like crazy-without even trying! But now, 

as a twenty-something I haven’t had one in years (Advicecomics 2015: May 3).  

Guest columnist Simeon offers advice from a hermit crab, in the process of changing shells: 

‘My growth is slow and steady/Not without its vulnerability/In order to grow I must 

experience anxiety, danger/If I don’t feel pain I will remain stagnant/Age requires time and 

experience/There are no shortcuts’ (Advicecomics 2014: Sep 5). Crystal Diamond, in a 

vertically designed comic that fully utilises the scroll down to create a series of surreal images 

that flow into each other, assures her questioner that a ‘plan is a blueprint’, but can’t be 
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strictly adhered to. Will the letter writer survive? ‘Parts of you will survive & parts will 

perish,’ she says (Advicecomics 2016: Feb 4). In another column, guest Fox Udon tells an 

anxious artist to stop conceiving of art as a competition and ‘develop your own voice’ 

(Advicecomics 2016: Sep 12) and guest, Inechi, tells asleepinyourcobweb ‘This is not it for 

you./ Your retail job is a means of survival./You already know what you want to do’ 

(Advicecomics 2015: Aug 28).  

 Growth hurts, and adult life is difficult, but it is not to be taken too seriously: ‘the 

trick to getting a hickey’ is to ‘find the former video store/wait/for the lady who worked 

there/.../she’ll know how to help you’ (Advicecomics 2015: May 3). Finding your voice, 

being curious, loose and adaptable involve letting go of the stories you tell yourself about 

what adult life should be like, whether you are 25 or 42: 

Anonymous asked: Dear Mr. Ray: I’ve lost a lot of things the last 3 years -- people, 

keys & glasses, use of certain joints -- and maybe some of my hope. I am becoming 

acutely aware that if you love things you have to be prepared to lose them. This 

sounds obvious, but makes me feel alone in a new, deep way. Maybe people make 

traditional nuclear suburban families to shield themselves from these feelings as they 

get older? How do I get my “flying my own freak flag even in middle age” mojo 

back? (Advicecomics 2014: Nov 20). 

The comic takes the image of the lost things from the beginning of the letter as its thematic 

material. Mr Ray checks the empty letterbox, and sees a dog ran past and onto the road. He 

takes chase. The dog runs wildly into the traffic and Mr Ray plunges after it. A woman 

watches him run past. ‘You’re going to lose your dog,’ she tells him. He replies, ‘It’s not my 

dog.’ The search takes him into a new suburban development, of cul-de-sacs laid out with no 

houses yet built, which I read as a signifier of the artifice and emptiness on which the myth of 

‘traditional nuclear suburban families’ is built. Mr Ray does not find the dog, but as he tires 

from his search, a piece of paper blows up the street, and into Mr Ray’s face. He peers at the 

piece of paper, it’s an envelope, addressed to him. Exhausted he collapses. I read this comic 
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as about urgency, how lost things confound and dismay us, but they also drive us. The lost 

dog (not Mr Ray’s) and the lost/found letter seem to offer counterbalances in the ‘lost things’ 

narrative, but what connects these two images, and the affective response, is located in the 

reader. It seems to me to offer some clues about being your most authentic self––losing the 

dog in the labyrinth, failing utterly, and yet being rewarded anyway with the recovery of 

another object, this time connected to one’s own identity (unlike the dog, which is its own 

free agent, and not Ray’s to catch). The reader is left with the sense of Mr Ray’s capacity for 

love, and also his solitariness. The envelope––in a circular narrative structure––seems to 

point back to the advice-seeking letter that initiates the comic.  

 The construction of adulthood as the product of a sustained predictable period of 

growth and of ‘The Serious Adult’ as a stable enduring entity, stripped of doubts or desires, 

is anathema to the carnival. Rather than aspiring to the traditional nuclear suburban family 

as a shield from loneliness or vulnerability, in the carnival other attributes are endorsed for 

adult life: kindness, self-acceptance, curiosity, practice, and fearlessness. Growth is continual 

and requires transformation, which in turn demands vulnerability: the unmasking of the 

embodied, naked self. 

EXISTENCE 

What do we make of ourselves and the world around us? How do we live lives that are full of 

meaning and purpose? How do we discover or construct our values and how do we live by 

them? What should we believe in? How do we make sense of the huge amount of 

information we drown in every day, how do we separate out all the voices we hear, the 

voices that speak to us and from us––the voices we internalise?  

With the internet informing us about everything wrong that’s happening in the 

world at the same time I feel like over the past years I have become desensitized. Is 

this good or bad? I just feel like if I cared about everything that’s concerning about 

the world right now I just would be a very depressed person and could never enjoy 
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a beer. What’s a good ratio of caring and not giving a shit? (Advicecomics 2015: 

Sep 3). 

Lee Lai, who draws Baby W, uses a very muted palette, blending lighter and darker shades 

of grey, which creates a contemplative quiet mood in the comic. Baby W sits on the floor, 

laying out photographs. ‘I think my main thought about you feeling numb and depressed 

about all that is wrong with the world,/is that your mental health comes first,’ Baby W says. 

Through the open door beside him, the viewer sees a toilet and a sink overfilling: ‘maybe the 

answer to your desensitisation is to stay off the Internet little bit./News feeds are a lot of 

emotional traffic.’ The water slowly leaks and spreads into the room, and the photographs 

are inundated. Baby W sits calmly in the rising water, swirling the photographs as if he is 

laundering them by hand. ‘Like a photo of your friend’s newborn niece/then an article 

about psychological abuse in workplaces/then some video of a baby sloth or something.’ 

Head turned away he muses, holding a sodden photograph in one hand, ‘I don’t know if 

anyone’s brain can switch that effectively between emotions.’ This image is a two-panel 

spread, creating a moment of pause in the comic. After it, the tenor changes a little, as Baby 

W switches to a more excplicitly advisory role. ‘If you find a thing you care about, engage 

with it intentionally/and then commit to it in your downtime.’ There’s a ritualised physical 

and mental cleansing about the process depicted in the visual narrative, as the 

overabundance of visual stimuli is rinsed away. The contemplative, painterly style also serves 

to cleanse.  

 Another letter about living a good life is addressed to Mr Ray. 

Mr Ray, I’m worried that it will all be too much, that everything I’ve assembled to 

become my new year will overwhelm me (again) and I will be left feeling endlessly 

hopeless. I feel like I don’t know how to stay alive, how to keep living. How does 

one live, happily? x LD (Advicecomics 2014: Oc 3). 

This comic has a parallel set of images. In one set, Mr Ray sits in contemplation at the 

beach. The sky above is shrouded with ribbons of dark grey clouds. Mr Ray stands looking 
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out at the ocean. He enters the water. Interspersed with these images is two people in a 

band, in a house, one playing drums, one playing guitar. The energy and the engagement of 

the images to do with music is clear, they are both absorbed in the musical moment. As Mr 

Ray enters the water he says, ‘It’s been eight months since you wrote to me, LD’. We flash to 

an image of the drum sticks hitting the drum, then back to Mr Ray, swimming out. 

‘Sometimes I wonder if you’re still alive.’ To the guitarist, eyes closed, and then back to Mr 

Ray, still swimming, mostly submerged beneath the water, ‘–feeling overwhelmed and 

endlessly hopeless...’ Silence becomes a dynamic element of the comic, as between images of 

the instruments, Mr Ray dives down the bottom of the ocean, a few panels later, he says 

cryptically, ‘Pluck the wings from your back, and dive deep. You’re a fish just like me, LD. 

So swim.’ Mr Ray dives, floats, at one with the water. The band packs up their instruments, 

and the last two panels show the instruments, now abandoned, and then the empty ocean 

and a glimpse of the shore. The question of how to live happily is answered in two modes: (1) 

the creative and expressive connection with others through work and play, and (2) 

contemplative self-reflective confluence with the natural world. In positive psychology terms, 

perhaps Pearson is depicting two experiences of ‘flow’, the embodied experience of 

heightened well-being and satisfaction that comes from being intensely absorbed in an 

intrinsically rewarding activity (Csíkszentmihályi, 1990). The lack of resolution of the ending, 

and the non-causal relationship between the two sets of narrative images allows for multiple 

interpretations. The equivocation in the comment ‘Sometimes I wonder if you’re still alive’ 

sets a melancholy tone, reminding the reader that the narrative in the advice-seeking letter is 

always unresolved.  

 Another letter tips over into suicidal ideation. 

Dear Boyfriend, I feel so helpless and scared. I feel like I’m a burden or annoyance 

to people. I really just want someone to love me or look forward to seeing me but 

no one does. People call me a freak and those I care about seem to just shrug me 
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off. I’m living in a verbally abusive situation and don’t feel safe anymore, I tell my 

friends and family but they don’t care/believe me. Is there even a reason for me to 

keep living, or should I just take the hint everyone is giving me and end it? 

(Advicecomics 2015: Dec 7). 

‘There’s a lotta ways/to get to a lonely place,’ says Boyfriend, as he flies his shuttle to an 

apparently abandoned and desolate planet. This comic conjures a physical landscape, a 

temporary space to safely explore the submerged horror of the letter quoted above. ‘It can be 

hard to know if you were brought here by bad communication/or if communication is bad 

because you’re here.’ The setting conjures isolation and loneliness––and may appear to 

further alienate the advice-seeker––but for Boyfriend, speaking from within this space. ‘No 

one can tell you whether you should live or die.’ The next panel takes the viewer right back, 

to contemplate the landscape and the smallness of the figure speaking at its centre. The eye 

picks out other shapes, ghostly forms, including the silhouette of the letter writer standing at 

the precipice and what might be a large shimmering shadow, gazing back from the opposite 

cliff. In this Advicecomic, the comic breaks the fourth wall with a long address at the end: 

‘It’s you who had the will to write to me,’ says Boyfriend, gazing out of the panel at the 

reader, ‘that is the will to live, and you must take that will further to find a liveable life... But 

you need professional help. If you talk to someone whose job it is to listen there is no issue of 

being a burden and they can help you figure out how you got this place and how you’ll get 

out…’ This is the first comic in which there is an editorial intervention; a link to ‘helpful 

resources’, a list of international mental health resources curated by a Tumblr community. 

The comic manages to stay stylistically true to the form, respectfully answering the letter in 

the spirit in which it was asked––someone who writes to Advicecomics is not looking for a 

simple answer or glib reassurances. The dark lived material of the letter, and the swirling 

material of the medium Hawkins uses to illustrate the comics combine to create a sort of 
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transitional atmospheric time and space in which advice seeker and advice giver can stare 

into the void together, both held temporarily safe in the gaze of the viewer.  

 

 The capacities of the carnival: A social poetics 

The carnival is ‘a temporary liberation from the prevailing truth’, a time of ‘becoming, 

change and renewal’ (Bakhtin, 1984: 10), which, as demonstrated by Advicecomics, offers 

new ways of seeing, experiencing and knowing the public and private self. Advicecomics is 

produced by a fluid community of participants away from the commercial constraints of 

mainstream media, allowing for the unrestricted flow of carnival energy; however, the 

commercial context of Tumblr, with its interests in brand growth and profit-making, and its 

moves towards greater regulation and control of content, threatens always to undermine it. 

The authenticity of the folk humour and empathy that underlies the advice could not be 

emulated in communication that is ‘official’ and ‘sanctioned’, for ‘the official feasts of the 

Middle Ages [...] did not lead the people out of the existing world order and created no 

second life. On the contrary, they sanctioned the existing pattern of things and reinforced it’ 

(Bakhtin, 1984: 9).  

 Umberto Eco argues all carnivalesque laughter ultimately reinforces society’s rules, 

‘Carnival, in order to be enjoyed, requires that rules and rituals be parodied and that these 

rules and rituals already be recognised and respected[...] Without a valid law to break, 

carnival is impossible’ (Eco, 2011: 6). It is crucial here to recognise that Advicecomics refers, 

both outwardly and inwardly, to two separate modes of society or ‘publics’. There is the 

physical, offline world in which the letters originate and, in which the real life social actors of 

the problems live, and there is the discursive environment of the networked counterpublic, 

where content spreads through tagging and reblogging, a recontextualisation that forms a 

particular way of interacting with and interpreting texts. A better understanding of how 
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Advicecomics is read, reblogged and tagged, and how it intersects with other curators, 

creators and consumers on Tumblr is beyond the scope of this study. It is also worth noting 

that Advicecomics have also been appearing in The Lifted Brow (a not-for-profit literary 

journal), which offers a different discursive framing. 

 I have read Advicecomics as idealistically as Bakhtin reads the transgressive potential 

of the carnival. By offering a world of carnival images, Advicecomics strives to model the 

unconventional values, rituals and rules of the Tumblr counterpublic––with its accepting 

stance on issues such as gender fluidity, sexuality and identity, polyamory and other 

nonconventional ways of being in the body and with the body of the world. Advicecomics 

demonstrates the kind of imaginative, communicative and expressive thinking patterns 

required to bridge the gap between the counterpublic and the offline world.  

 The carnival depends on another of Bakhtin’s literary conceptions, the heteroglossia 

(Bakhtin, 1981), the mingling of voices, the diverse dialects, manifold speaking positions, and 

multiple perspectives that occurs in the text. The multiple voices and perspectives in 

Advicecomics––the letter writers, the artists, the personas, secondary characters, antagonists, 

and other social actors within the originating world of the problem or the constructed world 

of the comics––generate a dialogical language that lives and breathes and laughs in 

opposition to the monolithic, monotonal official language of the sanctioned society, in 

conflict with which many of these problems emerge. 

 The social poetics of Advicecomics is collaborative, co-constructed, dialogical, 

carnivalesque, with room for laughter, irony, ambiguity, absurdity and empathy for self and 

other. It is inclusive of a range of styles, perspectives and level of accomplishment... as Fox 

Udon says: ‘Being a conventionally skilled draftsman is not mandatory/but having a unique 

voice is’ (Advicecomics, September 2016). It is embodied: one body lives through the 

experience of another, whether it is the comic artist using their own body to make sense of 
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another’s pain, or the reader using their body to perceive and respond to the contours of the 

text. The social poetics of Advicecomics is image driven and exploits the affordances of the 

visual-verbal interplay of the comic to give form to that which is unsayable, the chaos of 

experience, by saying one thing and showing another. It is up to the reader to do the work of 

integrating the elements which means order is not imposed from the outside, but generated 

from within the body of the reader.  

 

 Potentials for adaptation and notes towards further research 

The social poetics of Advicecomics explored in this chapter suggest that comics can be a 

meaningful, relevant, and moving way of communicating about mental distress and 

wellbeing. The full artistic use of the visual-verbal interplay, including comics’ capacities for 

irony, ambiguity and humour, and a conscious creative handling of the heteroglossia––

multiple voices within the text––offer intriguing possibilities for designing an open text that 

can be approached aesthetically; adapted by the reader according to their lived experience 

and their personal requirements. Meeting stories with stories opens out possibilities in 

opposition to the foreclosure of the restitution narrative, in which the medical professional or 

the institution is cast in the hero role at the cost of the agency, autonomy and growth of the 

young protagonist. The inherently participatory practice of literary reading offers an ethical 

and respectful way for young people to bring their lived experience to bear on the text for, 

unlike other forms of social communication (such as face-to-face therapy, in which young 

people’s experiences help determine the content of the therapy session) ‘a text cannot adapt 

itself to each reader it comes into contact with’ (Iser, 1976: 22). That is, a static text cannot 

‘read the room’ and modify its tone of voice, body language or means of address. But a 

reader may be able to adapt a comic to meet its needs, turning their attention from, say, 

narrative elements to visual elements like colour. The approachability of the image and the 

sparseness of the text makes the comic a friendlier form––humble and folksy––and yet at the 
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same time the visual-verbal interplay offers a complex and multifaceted reading experience 

that creates space for emotional tension and insight in the spaces, gaps and unsaid. 

Furthermore, as demonstrated in my close reading of Advicecomics, comics can generate 

visual metaphors and narrative models for mindfulness and self-compassion that require 

readers to focus attention on what is being lived through in the reading moment and to draw 

on their own embodied experience to infer meaning.   

 This chapter demonstrates that young people are already using comics––as readers 

and writers––to co-construct knowledge about mental health and wellbeing in networked 

publics online. In the next chapter I further develop the notion of a social poetics of youth 

mental health in graphic medicine, applying this construct to the early stages of designing 

comics for use in online therapy in the context of interdisciplinary research, with particular 

attention paid to the ethics of representation. 
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5 REPRESENTATION  

Representation is never neutral; it is a dynamic process with ethical dimensions. This chapter 

deals with the first questions we asked ourselves about making comics for use in online 

therapy. What should our characters look like? How do we physically represent youth 

mental distress and wellbeing? How do young people hold themselves, how do they move, 

where do they place themselves in space, and in relation to other bodies and objects (and 

how is this mediated or altered by experiences of mental illness)? The living, moment-to-

moment, expressive interrelation between minds, bodies and the environment is 

fundamental to a poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine.  

 

 The ethics of representation 

In her article on the ethics of representation in the health humanities, Rebecca Garden asks: 

‘Who speaks for whom, and how is the other represented?’ (Garden, 2015: 77). Garden notes 

that, literary representation is not ‘an unmediated mirror image of life’ but ‘a political 

phenomenon, where values and power come into play’ (Garden, 2015: 78). Literary theorist 

W. J. T. Mitchell destabilises the opposition between life and literature, when he argues that, 

if ‘literature is a “representation of life,” then representation is exactly the place where “life,” 

in all its social and subjective complexity, gets into the literary work’ (Mitchell 1995: 15).  

 In a recent comic drawn for The Lifted Brow, comics artist and freelance illustrator 

Lee Lai meditates on questions to do with diversity and representation. She notes a trend in 

clients asking her to draw people ‘from diverse backgrounds’ or ‘of different ethnicities’ and 

she asks: ‘Who are these clients, why do they want this? What are their intentions, what do 

they gain from this type of imagery?’ (Lai, 2018). Lee Lai quotes Tania Canas: ‘Diversity is a 

white word’ (Lai, 2018). In her article on cultural diversity and representation in the arts, 

Canas critiques the way diversity ‘is restricted to aesthetic presentation, rather than a 
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meaningful, committed, resourced, long-term process of shifting existing power-dynamics’ 

(Canas, 2017). For Lai and Canas, the tokenistic representation of diversity serves to 

normalise and reinforce whiteness. ‘Just because we exist in a space, doesn’t mean we’ve had 

autonomy in the process by which the existence has occurred,’ writes Canas (Canas, 2017). 

In On Being Included , Sara Ahmed writes, ‘Diversity provides a positive, shiny image of the 

organization that allows inequalities to be concealed and thus reproduced’ (Ahmed, 2012: 

72). Mental health services often use images of diverse young people without recognising or 

acknowledging the myriad complexities and barriers for such young people trying to access 

these same services.  

 Representing a young person experiencing symptoms of mental ill-health occurs in a 

network of signs, both intrinsic and extrinsic to the text, and there are real risks of 

misrepresentation through ‘misunderstanding, error, or downright falsehood’ (Mitchell, 

1995: 15). Representation as a practice demands transparency of process, something Garden 

calls articulation. ‘Articulation involves […] situating my own knowledge and agency, as well 

as the conditions of representation at work in any given narrative, for example, revealing the 

social interests embedded in textual representations’ (Garden 2015: 80). 

 

 Animal avatars 

As we developed early character sketches, we experimented with animal avatars. In 

Advicecomics.tumblr.com, several of the advice comics adopted an animal avatar as their 

advice-giving persona. There is a long tradition of using animals in comics to stand in for the 

human. Consider the animal-human hybrids of Batman and Spiderman, or Art 

Spiegelman’s ground-breaking graphic novel Maus, where Jews are represented as mice, 

Germans as cats and Poles as pigs. ‘Representing human suffering through animal analogy 

can be a way to foster recognition and a way to approach unknowable experience with 
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empathy,’ writes Rachel Kunert-Graf in her close reading of animal avatar stand-ins to 

depict Palestinian suffering in ‘War Rabbit’ and Waltz With Bashir (Kurnert-Graf, 2018: 2). 

Animals in place of humans can also be a way of escaping ethical issues of direct 

representation in terms of racial, cultural, sexual, gender and body diversity. Krista 

Quesenberry sees intersectional possibilities in the animal-avatar, when she notes that ‘non-

human self-representations offer an opportunity to strip away many (though perhaps not all) 

of the visual cues of gender, race, sexuality, and other intersectional identities, which may 

otherwise cause interference or ‘noise’ in the representation of a specific experience’ 

(Quesenberry, 2017: 418). Perry Nodelman, writing of animals in picture books argues that 

the ‘difference between the world depicted in picture books and the world we actually see 

with our eyes […] makes clear how much all of the imagery of illustration expresses internal 

values rather than just uninterpreted external appearances’ (Nodelman, 1988: 117). 

Nodelman accords with Quesenberry’s position that when comics artists break away from 

‘identifiable human characteristics in order to focus readers’ attention on less articulable 

facets or circumstances of identity’ (Quesenberry, 2017: 423), this prompts empathy and 

invites identification with the characters’ inner experience.  

 In the therapy texts on MOST, when we talk about the way stress operates on the 

body, we approach mental health as an integrated psychological, social and biological 

response to stressors in the environment. For example, the model of the ‘fight-or-flight’ 

response informs how we talk about the body’s response to stress: 

When our minds and bodies register real danger, our bodies go through a series of 

changes called the fight or flight response, like quick breathing and heart racing (to 

increase oxygen intake), sweating (to cool the body in case you need to run away or 

fight), muscle tension (so you can freeze or spring away). The body can’t tell the 

difference between a fight/flight/freeze situation (like a sabre tooth tiger attack) and 

a ‘omg so many emails’ type situation. Stress in the body is stress (Horyzons, 2017). 



109 
 
 

Arguably, this psychobiological model of automatic physiological and behavioural responses 

and focus on the structures of the mammalian brain minimises the human–animal divide 

and offers rich material for metaphor. As Lisa Brown puts it in her study of animal 

representation in comics, ‘where do humans end and animals begin?’ (Brown, 2013: 75).  

 Animals may also prompt conventional and stereotypical readings. Animals ‘as 

images in our everyday thought and expression are among the most association-rich of all 

classes of symbols’ writes Leonard S. Marcus of animals in picture books, offering the 

following telling list: ‘stubborn as an ox; a dog’s life; an elephant’s memory; a cat’s nine lives; 

the fertility of rabbits; the wisdom of owls; sly as a fox; still as a churchmouse; bovine, 

bearish, reptilian[…]’ (Marcus, 1983–84: 128). While sometimes abbreviated symbols can be 

useful for quickly conveying a message, Kunert-Graf warns that animal characters can be 

‘vectors for racist caricatures’ (Kunert-Graf, 2018: 1). Choosing unusual animals or 

surprising combinations seemed key to avoiding this. 

 

 Flat characters to round characters 

We based the personas of our characters on the four stick-figure characters from the existing 

system and used their existing backstories, developed by my predecessor, Mat Larkin.  

CAZ/AVA: CAZ represents the younger, less experienced users. She has a 

background of family instability, living with her gran for a while until she became 

too sick to care for Caz, so she’s moved back in with her mum. Caz is into music 

and wears headphones all the time, as a way of drowning out aural hallucinations. 

When Jini joined, she pointed out the name Caz seemed pretty dated, so we 

changed her name to AVA. Jini also updated Ava’s story so that her main stressor 

was the bereavement of a close friend, reflecting Jini’s own lived experience at the 

time. 

RAJ: Originally, RAJ was an older character with a job and owns a flat. He’d 

recently broken up with his girlfriend. In the comics, Raj is gay and doesn’t own a 

flat, because Jini thought that was unrealistic for her age group. 
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MIKE/JACK: MIKE has been hanging out with the wrong crowd, smoking a lot 

of weed and drinking too much. When I joined the team, in the original story, he 

was working in a video store which seems delightfully quaint now. Jini also found 

his name dated and we changed it to JACK. In the comics, Jack works in a 

warehouse and is shown taping up boxes, a job Marc once did. Originally Mike was 

developed to represent a more cynical male voice, resistant to the touchy-feely 

aspects of therapy, but as we developed the comics, Jack became rounder and more 

dimensional, and this character trait is less pronounced.  

COACH is the voice of the system, originally a sort of avuncular clinician type 

character, coded as male (which meant on the original site, there was only one 

female character). We decided to model our coach on the women we met working 

on Horyzons as clinical moderators, mostly social workers and occupational 

therapists. They were all pretty young, with a friendly laidback communication 

style.  

The early design process was fraught. The literal messiness of the comics’ process (the 

scribbly early sketches, the smudgy fingerprints and pencil marks, as well as the grit and 

texture in the drawings, the wrinkles and furrows of the character’s clothes, the specks of dirt 

on the ground, the characters’ ragged fingernails) unnerved the psychologists who were not 

used to working with artists and had limited experience with comics. I was also new to 

working with the comics medium. Jini and Marc, our comics experts, were the least 

experienced members of the team. As I wrote above, we recognised animal avatars were an 

imperfect solution to problems of representation, solving some issues, but raising new ones, 

so alongside animal characters––lemur, donkey, duck––Marc also developed human 

versions.   

 There were concerns from some of the psychologists that the human characters were 

depicted as too low in social and economic status, with slouched shoulders and stubble and 

dirty fingernails, and that this could come across as stigmatising. (Marc and Jini found this 

perception quite funny, because, sitting within the age demographic themselves, they felt 

Marc’s drawings accurately represented their own peers.) Depicting the characters as  
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Figure 5-1 Early dev drawings: human ‘Caz’ 

  
 
 

 
Figure 5-2 Early dev drawings: ‘Caz’ as cat, bat and lemur 
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Figure 5-3 Dev pictures: ‘grunge’ Mike, Mike as duck, ‘clean’ Mike 

 

 
Figure 5-4 Dev drawings: Raj as wolf and Raj as human 

  
 animals raised other concerns––were they too arsty and indie for the institutional setting? 

For the sake of intimacy, to compensate for the loss of the human face-to-face contact in 

therapy, I was sure I wanted to preserve the handmade look and feel of hand drawn and 

painted comics. The psychologists preferred a cleaner, more conventional (I would say 
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clinical) flat vector style of illustration that is quite prevalent in mental health websites and 

apps. Marc created flat vector versions of our characters; they were immensely cheery, but 

impersonal, lacking narrative grit. We were at an impasse.  

 It so happened that Greg Wadley––one of the programmers––and I were helping a 

Masters student run a game design workshop with the Platformers, Orygen’s youth advisory 

group, composed of current and past clients of Orygen Youth Health keen to be involved 

with research and service development. The games workshop ended early, and so I showed 

them Advicecomics.tumblr.com and the characters Marc was developing for us. There were 

only three participants, I’ll call them B, J and M (not their actual initials). This was the first 

time we had talked to young people about the comics. The response was favourable. M in 

particular was charmed by the idea. She scribbled down the address for Advicecomics so she 

could check it out later. All three talked about their experience of reading when ill. B had 

disengaged from reading as a teenager, and said when he was ill he found it hard to track 

narratives; this matched the assumptions the psychologists had about young people and 

reading habits. J had found reading grounding, distracting him from his symptoms, at once 

allowing him to escape, while simultaneously anchoring him in the present moment. He 

described himself lying on his couch, reading book after book, mostly fantasy, thrillers and 

sci-fi. M told us she went on reading ‘binges’, reading intensely by topics that reflected stages 

of her life. For a while, she told us, she had exclusively read books about young queer 

women. At another point she read all the fiction she could find about mental illness. J and 

M’s reports correlated with assumptions from my professional area, writing and publishing 

young adult fiction, where young people are framed as active and empowered readers, 

reading to find themselves and their experiences reflected in literature, as well as reading for 

escapism and pleasure. It’s important to note here the diversity of experience, that even in 

such a small group of participants, the responses vary widely––reading could be 
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empowering, soothing, fun, or relaxing for one young person, where for another it was a 

cognitive burden. These questions about reading habits of young people before, during and 

after a period of mental illness, and how those habits might impact and shape recovery, 

deserves further research. 

 In the session, the young woman studied Marc’s drawings attentively; she loved 

comics, she told us. She could see how animals could work and she liked the lemur, but she 

found human Caz a strong, relatable character, so familiar that she wondered if Caz was 

based on a real person, she felt sure she recognised her, that human Caz looked like someone 

she might see around Orygen. The guys weren’t as sure about the male characters. They felt 

poor old Mike with his stubble looked like he’d let himself go. There was some concern that 

animal characters might seem childish, though they agreed if the characters were, say, 

smoking and using Tinder it wouldn’t be so much of an issue. I came away from the meeting 

energised and optimistic––it was our first endorsement from young people that comics could 

be an attractive and acceptable mode of delivering therapy.  

 Just after this promising impromptu youth consultation, I contacted Dr Liz 

MacFarlane from the School of Culture and Communications at the University of 

Melbourne about the dilemmas we were facing. I wrote this in an email to Liz:  

I’ve come across a problem, which I’d love to discuss with you, if you have time. 

The nutshell is that, the style that Marc is using (which a few young people have 

thus far endorsed), does not appeal to the psychologists on the project and I’m 

wondering about how to brief Marc. There is a tension here between the integrity 

of art and the context of the institution, and I’m guessing I’m not the first person to 

deal with this issue. Partly I think there are issues of taste (the 30-something male 

psychs are probably more familiar with the chiselled look of superhero comics than 

the current alternative comics scene). But also there are some reasonable points 

about not stigmatising our users by having them appear as very low socio-economic 

or ugly or unkempt. We wondered about using non-human characters, but the small 

group of young people we’ve talked to about this were wary of animal characters as 

coming across as too young and there may be a stigma issue here too.  
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I want to use graphic storytelling to bring more emotional appeal and the strengths 

of narrative to the websites. At the moment we have characters talking through 

concepts much like an infomercial (“So, tell me more about how this exposure thing 

works, Coach?”), and I think there’s an opportunity to capture and reflect and 

model intimate experience in other ways. But I am concerned that a very “clean” 

“institutional” aesthetic will close off the opportunity to relate to those users we 

might reach this way. 

The young people are important, but considering the psychs have to moderate the 

site, and also have to present the site at conferences or use comics images in grant 

applications, their tastes can’t be disregarded. 

I think Marc is amenable to trying out different styles, but I want to be clear in 

myself about the issues to do with representation and aesthetic appeal before I brief 

him again. (Personal email, sent Thursday, 22 October 2015 1:42 PM) 

Liz was intrigued by the conundrum and she consulted with the Melbourne-based comics 

artist and animator, David Blumenstein, who worked mainly on commission for corporate 

clients, so had extensive experience with the client-artist relationship. David assured Liz that, 

as Marc had been hired for his expertise, it was appropriate for Marc and the creative team 

to drive the development process. 

 Galvanised, we pushed ahead and began scripting comics. Drawing on M’s 

enthusiasm, as well as the concerns expressed by B and J, we decided to stick with our 

human avatars. We created a first comic called “Small is Big”, based on existing content, 

about therapy being a journey, a series of small and achievable but significant steps towards 

recovery. It wasn’t a great comic, and it’s no longer one we use on the sites. The writing is 

overly earnest and clunky, the characters look crude to me now, four years later, and Marc 

was still hand-painting the panels with watercolours instead of colouring them digitally. That 

said, the comic effectively demonstrated the form and structure and the delightful potential 

of a therapy comic.  

 Because data showed so many of our young people were accessing our websites on 

browsers on their mobile phones, reflecting a more general trend (IBM and NRF, 2017), the 
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content and development teams 

had adopted a ‘mobile first’ 

design strategy. Marc designed 

each panel of the comic to fit the 

screen of a mobile phone. He 

sent the whole comic to me as a 

PDF, which I was able to open 

on my phone and scroll through 

from top to bottom; it was 

effectively a low-tech prototype 

of what the therapy would look 

like online. In November 2015, 

Mario and I were sitting in the 

old café at the Parkville campus 

of Orygen, a building that has 

since been demolished, when I 

handed him my phone. Things 

had been tense between the 

creative team and the research 

team. In collaborative research, 

‘definitions of success can change 

over time’ (Beck et al, 2008). 

‘Fluidity is key’ (Brien and Brady 

2011), but moving between 

forms can create anxiety: ‘When Figure 5-5 MOST Digital Prototype on iPhone screen 
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the movement is not formalised and is unconscious, it can generate an unsettling, which in its 

mild form is manifested as an increased interest in the work at hand, and in its extreme from 

can completely break down the collaboration’ (Brien and Brady, 2011). Our working 

methods probably struck the psychologists as haphazard, inefficient and messy, just as theirs 

sometimes seemed overly conservative and pedantic to us. We were striving towards the 

same goal––to deliver effective therapy online that would be meaningful and engaging for 

young people––but our disciplines, our methods, were powerful determinants in how we 

defined these very terms, ‘meaningful’, ‘engaging’, and ‘young people’, and so despite our 

best efforts, sometimes it seemed as if we were speaking different languages.  

 Sitting in the café that day with Mario, I watched him scroll through the ‘Small is 

Big’ comic which he’d already read in paper form, really seeing it for the first time, not just 

this one comic, but what the comics could be: visual, tactile, compelling. It clicked for him. I 

saw a change in his face, in his demeanour, and suddenly we were on the same page again. 

I’m aware that Mario might tell this part of the story differently, but from my point of view, 

this was the moment where I felt we had the full endorsement of the psychologists and of 

young people. The creative team got to work, transforming first the mindfulness and then 

the self-compassion pathways from written content into comics.  

 

In February the creative team had another opportunity to meet with a group of youth 

advocates, this time from headspace’s national youth reference group. It was a small group of 

six members particularly interested in eheadspace, a one-on-one chat based online 

counselling service, unable to meet current demand. A version of our MOST platform was 

being developed for a trial to assess the feasibility and acceptability of MOST as an 

enhanced version of eheadspace and would be the first platform where the majority of the 

therapy would be delivered as comics (Generation). We gave them paper print-outs of two of 
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the comics to read: ‘Introduction to Mindfulness’ and ‘Body and Breath’. Throughout the 

project, our meetings with young people were opportunistic, making use of existing research 

councils, usually arranged at short notice. As such, I don’t have ethics approval to use their 

own words. I will, however, now outline the stylistic decisions we made as a result of the 

discussions we had with this group, decisions that were consolidated through continued 

consultation with young people.  

 
Comics not videos: They were enthusiastic about the comics, some were already keen 

comics readers. Comics were seen as preferable to video, friendlier and less prescriptive, 

because users could bring their own voice to it and project themselves onto the characters. 

There was some concern that comics may not be suited to everyone, with a particular query 

raised about males at the older end of the demographic, something that continues to come 

up, partly because this demographic is perceived as notoriously difficult to engage 

(Livingstone 2007; Farris, Devoe and Addington, 2020; Liverpool et al, 2020).  

Character names: As an author and a creative writing teacher, I know there is a great 

power in naming characters. In prose the character’s name functions a little like the avatar in 

the comic, giving the character their own distinct shape and identity. ‘[A]vatars, like names, 

may lead readers to ask: What kind of person is this? Where does she come from; what does 

she do? What’s in this body?’ (Queensberry. 2018: 418). In the selection of comics that we 

showed this group, we did not use the characters’ names. When we were discussing the 

comics during the course of the meeting, and the creative team began calling the characters 

by their names, there was a palpable resistance to the way that names foreclose identity, 

narrowing attributes like race and gender identity. Names and avatars together become a 

double binding. Some of the participants had commented on the non-binary appearance of 

Ava; the name Ava was perceived to be a loaded signifier, prescriptively feminine. They 

wanted to be left to supply details for themselves. As a result, we made a decision to never 
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name our characters in the comics. We have retained names for all the characters, because 

we use them in the scripts, but the names have become increasingly shorthand and 

irreverent (such as Raj’s boyfriend, who we all call ‘Lasagne’ because the first time he 

appeared in a comic, he was wearing a t-shirt with a picture of lasagne on it). 

Drop the backstory: Related to the above, we found that our participants were not very 

interested in the detailed backstories we had taken great pains to construct. They liked the 

format of a group of young people sitting around, co-constructing problems and solutions. 

They felt this style of comic was highly identifiable, making a space for them and their own 

experiences. This surprised all of us and subverted my expectations. I had previously worked 

on the assumption that an ongoing narrative would be the ‘hook’ that would keep the 

smaller instalments of therapy engaging and draw the reader into the next one to find out 

what would happen, but the social dynamics of the comics seemed to be compelling enough 

on their own. We’ve remained consistent in our characterisation and worldbuilding, using 

the same characters, settings and keeping track of relationships or preferences or personality 

traits. But we try to ensure that each comic stands alone. This fits with the overall design of 

the site, our steps and pathway modules are quite flexible, which means comics may be 

encountered in any order, so this proved to be a pragmatic approach for other reasons too. 

No clinician character: Another surprising outcome of this meeting was that none of the 

participants saw the character we called ‘Coach’ as a clinician or expert. They just figured 

she was their friend who know a little bit more about mindfulness than anybody else in the 

group. This feedback correlates with the conventions of children’s and young adult fiction, 

where young people are depicted as agents in charge of their own fate and it is anathema for 

an adult to intervene and solve the problem (see for example, Reynolds, 2007; Rudd, 2010; 

Trites, 2000). We have kept the character, and we continue calling her Coach amongst 

ourselves, but we now envisage her as one of the group, a wise and insightful friend, perhaps 
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a little further along in her recovery journey than the rest of them. This also gave us the 

opportunity to develop other characters into mentoring roles. For example, Jack now takes 

Ava through her depression recovery journey, modelling his engagement with therapeutic 

practices like behavioural activation and mood tracking. Coach also shows vulnerabilities 

and weaknesses in some comics, for example in one of the comics dealing with anxious 

thoughts by not resisting them or trying to force them away, in which thoughts are depicted 

metaphorically as ghosts, it is Coach who is afraid of cutting through a cemetery and the 

others who offer comfort. 

 

 Have we solved the problem of representation? 

Within MOST, our attempts to depict diverse characters creates new problems of 

representation. By creating racially diverse characters in a world with no racism, we perform 

a certain type of colour-blindness, as though being a person of colour signifies nothing other 

than the colour of their skin rather than a deep lived reality with political, social, economic 

and cultural implications. This is particularly worrying when racism is correlated with poor 

mental health and reduced life outcomes; for example in a survey of 755 Aboriginal 

Victorians, 97% had experienced racism in the previous 12 months, and those who 

experienced the most racism recorded the most severe psychological distress scores 

(VicHealth, 2012). So too with our sexually and gender diverse characters, whose 

psychological distress may be directly linked to their position in a heteronormative, 

predominantly cis society, and whose experiences of discrimination, bullying, or social 

exclusion are indivisible from their identities; ‘LGBTI young people are twice as likely to be 

diagnosed with a mental health condition, six times more likely to have suicidal thoughts and 

five times more likely to make an attempt on their life than their heterosexual peers’ 

(Christensen et al, 2017).  



121 
 
 

 That Ava can be read as non-binary, although we didn’t intend her that way, 

emerges from the queer potential of comics. Eve Sedgwick argues any text can be open to 

queer readings, in which queer refers to ‘the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, 

dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning’ (Sedgwick, 1993: 8). Comics 

perform queerness in various ways––a literal mesh of image and text: open, gappy, 

dissonant, excessive––allowing for highly idiosyncratic, personal readings. But surely it is not 

fair to simply put the responsibility back on the reader to create their own images of 

identification. That is, if we illustrate a character of colour, how do we materially and 

narratively deal with that character living in a world where skin colour is not neutral? How 

should our character speak, where should they place themselves in relation to other 

characters or narrative objects? What are our responsibilities to the characters we create, and 

how do those responsibilities overlap with our responsibilities to the young people who seek 

therapeutic potential in our comics? For now, it must be noted that representation is an 

ideologically and politically charged act, often imperfect, and in our case, mediated through 

the mostly white, mostly cisgender bodies of the creative team and further regulated by 

white, cis psychologists.  

 One possible solution is using young people’s stories and lived experience, expressed 

in their own words, as the verbal ‘track’ of the comic. This was something we were keen to 

do in the early days, but at that point we still needed to validate the use of comics to the 

psychologists we were working with, and they were keen to closely inform the content of the 

comics. However, now that we have a few years’ experience of making comics, we’ve 

returned to this idea, and at the time of submission, we are in the process of creating a comic 

based on a young person’s lived experience of self-care as a proof-of-concept. It is our 

expectation that ‘lived experience’ comics that offer a fly-on-the-wall experience may signal 
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different affordances to therapeutic comics designed primarily around health information 

and advice.   

 What becomes especially important in the context of youth mental health is 

operating within young people’s own definitions and perceived requirements of diversity, 

which is why bringing young people into the creative process is so crucial. It is important to 

note who is absent from the collaborative space, and the structural impediments to their 

inclusion, and to continually strive to remove those impediments in order to achieve true 

intersectionality.  

 

‘Creative writing has been engaged in arguing for its own epistemology,’ Jeri Kroll and 

Kirsten Finlayson write in Text Journal (Kroll and Finlayson, 2012). ‘Being master of no 

recognizable body of knowledge,’ writes Camilla Nelson, ‘creative writing is construed as the 

awkward or airy part of the humanities faculty[…] As an area we have not articulated or 

debated our methodologies extensively enough, or formed a very clear idea of what 

constitutes ‘research’ for us’ (Nelson, 2008). For creative writers, the ‘wonderful confusion or 

disorientation as aspects of originality and as part of our practice and process’ (Leahy, 

Halloran, and Jaenichen 2013: 127) may act as a barrier to successful collaboration with 

other disciplines. At times it was tempting to shelter inside the scientific methodologies of the 

psychologists I was working with, with their clear-eyed focus on observable, measurable and 

replicable outcomes. At other times, I found myself wondering what psychology lost when it 

divorced itself from dreaming.  

 Articulating our process here makes a case for mess-making as an essential aspect of 

the way creative people work, and demonstrates the need for experimentation with form, 

characterisation, storytelling and structure. I am advocating for trust in the process, a 

summoning-in and a being-with of the discomfort (which can be experienced as a heightened 
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arousal and increased interest) of not knowing precisely what we are doing even while we are 

doing it. In art and creative writing, sometimes making and doing happens before we know 

what needs to be made or done.  

 In User Experience Design, iterative processes often take form through artefacts, 

paper and digital prototypes, which can be handled and tested and evaluated––a bridge for 

the imagination between concept and product. It was the digital prototype of the comic in 

situ, a PDF on a mobile device, that enabled Mario to inhabit the vision of the comics. Of 

course, ‘paper prototyping’ is so commonplace in creative writing, it is an almost 

unremarkable part of our process. We call them drafts. The carnival outlined in the previous 

chapter offers an interesting model for interdisciplinary collaboration. In terms of 

collaborative research, carnival has been defined as  

various ways of putting aside the known and acting untraditionally and without 

borders for a short time, thus pausing practices based on inherited power relations, 

traditions and hierarchies. Carnival represents creativity, fantasy and playfulness as 

well as humorous ways of critiquing power (Holdhus, 2019: 246). 

In our early development process timely feedback from young people demonstrated the 

acceptability of comics for use with young people. But even more than that, young people 

have helped us find our way through problems of representation that we, as an 

interdisciplinary team could not solve together. For the purposes of developing the comics, 

the best way of operating was procuring timely, opportunistic and spontaneous feedback 

sometimes in haphazard or partial ways. Approaching these meetings with openness, 

humour and curiosity, attuned to what presented itself in the moment of collaboration was 

key to productive, creative relationships with all our young research councils. Often only the 

creative team represented the research project, in which case the mental health experts in 

these meetings were the young people themselves.  
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This chapter began with questions about the ethics of representation and ends with 

comments on process. That is because representation is not an object or a thing and can 

never be fully achieved, nor signed off on. It is a dynamic and performative practice that 

occurs between people and requires sustained effort, flexibility and empathy. As our comics 

universe has expanded and the number of characters has grown, the anxiety about diverse 

representation has never left us, but it has mellowed. The pressure for four characters to 

encompass every possible experience, to ensure no young person would feel excluded, has 

been eased. 

 Because of the visual nature of comics, originally we focussed mostly on surface issues 

of representation and diversity––what should the bodies look like? Another issue of 

representation we faced was the expression of the inner experience of mental illness, the 

often invisible symptoms and interior dissonances that impact on everyday life of young 

people. When studying Advicecomics, I found myself particularly drawn to the comics by 

Tommi Parrish, and the way Parrish used the gap between ‘showing’ and ‘telling’ to convey 

embodied experiences of anxiety and depression. The next chapter is a detailed analysis of 

Parrish’s first graphic novel, Perfect Hair, presenting the way Parrish brings insides and 

outsides into contact when representing embodied symptoms of mental illness. 
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6 SEEING FEELING: DISSOCIATION AND POST-TRAUMATIC 
MEMORY IN THE GRAPHIC NOVEL, PERFECT HAIR 

 

In Empathic Vision, Jill Bennett writes of encountering artworks that ‘evoked the processes of 

post-traumatic memory’, locating this evocation neither in narrative content or ostensible 

meaning, but rather a ‘certain affective dynamic central to the work’ (Bennett 2005: 1) in 

which the texts put ‘insides’ into contact with ‘outsides’ to generate empathy. I explore this 

affective dynamic in Perfect Hair, a graphic novel by Tommi Parrish, where ‘feeling is both 

imagined and regenerated through an encounter with the artwork’, a process Bennett calls 

‘seeing feeling’ (Bennett 2005: 1). Parrish pushes the artistic qualities of the Figure, 

heightening embodied sensation and affect, while exploiting the disjunctive, asynchronous 

visual-verbal form of comics to simultaneously present inner and outer experience, including 

traumatic memory and dissociation. Parrish’s isolation and foregrounding of the physical fact 

of the body is an essential part of the way narrative in Perfect Hair is mediated by the image. 

While narrative wants to subsume the image in its flow, Parrish’s Figure, foregrounded, 

isolated, pulsing with feeling, resists the tug of narrative––like the traumatised self that stores 

the affective memory within the body, unlinking it from the mind.  

 In this chapter, I explore the ways in which Parrish uses the disjunctive, 

asynchronous visual-verbal form of comics to put insides and outsides into contact to evoke 

the processes of traumatic dissociation, representing a body that is at once present and 

absent. I will examine the ways in which the unsaid and unsayable, unknown and 

unknowable, unseen and unseeable acts on graphic narratives. I propose that the inevitable 

‘narrative effect’ of a sequence of images (Magnussen, 2000: 199) draws attention to gaps or 

spaces in the narrative that must be negotiated by the body to ‘feel’ rather than ‘think’ the 

truth, something Jill Bennett calls ‘the art of sense memory’ (Bennett, 2005: 26). I explore the 

way Parrish’s use of different media and formal styles––moving from drawing to painting, 
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black and white to colour––heightens sensation. Sensation is defined, to follow Deleuze, as 

the ‘action of invisible forces on the body’ (Deleuze, 2002: 41), in which the unseen is 

rendered visible through a bodily exchange: between the body of the figure on the page, 

what Ronnie Scott calls ‘the trace of the hand’ (MacFarlane, Scott and Cahleo, 2018), or the 

residual body-traces of the comics artist, and the body of the reader. This affective dynamic 

is also observed by Rebecca Scherr, who says comics are ‘as much of a haptic form as it is 

visual; in order to process the image-text relationship, readers must draw on various sensory 

and cognitive modalities that render the reading experience as physically intimate’ (Scherr, 

2013: 21). While the trace of the hand and the haptic qualities comics can be understood to 

signify meanings, so too can what that which is not shown. Hillary Chute reminds us that 

‘Comics is a form about visual presence, a succession of frames, that is stippled with absence, 

in the frame-gutter sequence […]  its very grammar, then, evokes the unsaid, or 

inexpressible’ (Chute, 2017). 

 Parrish’s Perfect Hair is a slim, 72-page graphic novel; a complex comic that rewards 

close attention. Perfect Hair is a discontinuous narrative, told in a series of interrelated 

chapters, following a single day in the life of two characters, Nicola and Cleary. Nicola, a sex 

worker, arranges an appointment with a client, sorts through the proof sheets from a photo 

shoot, and later, as arranged, arrives at the suburban house of the client where they engage 

in domestic role-play. Cleary catches the train to a sex club, where she has an anxiety attack, 

then later rides her bike to the hospital to visit a dying, hallucinating grandmother. A closing 

scene depicts Cleary and Nicola together standing on the railing of a veranda. Nicola says, 

‘The days keep ending’ and Cleary replies, ‘I don’t know where they go’ (Parrish 2016). The 

graphic novel is pieced together with fragments of these related stories progressing in a 

cumulative narrative, subtly wending towards this single point of narrative closure––implied 

more in the closing of the day than any sort of resolution or revelation.  
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 Formal experimentation is a distinctive characteristic of Parrish’s graphic style. 

Parrish switches between visual modes, sometimes on the same page, blending mediums, 

transitioning from pen to watercolour to pencil work, and mixing influences such as 

naturalism, impressionism, popular culture, and graphic design.  Most immediately striking 

in the visual style of Perfect Hair are the proportions of Parrish’s characters’ large, exaggerated 

bodies and comparatively small, occasionally featureless, heads. There’s a sculptural quality 

to these bodies; Sean Rogers notes: ‘Parrish's art excels at worrying these boundaries 

between symbolic thinking and actual experience, endowing big, clayey bodies with rarefied 

grace’ (Rogers, 2017), enhancing, as Dash Shaw comments, their ‘sensorial’ qualities 

(Parrish, 2016).  

 

 Psychological Trauma and Dissociation 

Bearing in mind the characteristics of comics, including the ways we make meaning through 

navigating gaps and absences, the unsaid and inexpressible, in the text, the form of graphic 

narratives may be particularly well suited to conveying experiences of trauma. Dissociation is 

defined by the American Psychiatric Association as ‘disruption of and/or discontinuity in the 

normal integration of consciousness, memory, identity, emotion, perception, body 

representation, motor control, and behaviour’ (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 

291). Psychological trauma is generally understood to be the principle cause of dissociation. 

Psychological trauma can be directly linked to an experience including war, the death or loss 

of a loved one, an accident, or childhood abuse; however, the underlying traumatic 

experiences can also be hidden ‘early defining events’ that are ‘never brought into the light 

of consciousness,’ notes Steve Haines in his graphic non-fiction text, Trauma is Very Strange 

(Haines and Standing, 2016). ‘Dissociation is a way of keeping overwhelming events, 

feelings, sensations, and thoughts away from the core self’ (Wieland, 2010: 6), however, while 
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it is an adaptive mechanism aimed at protecting parts of the personality, this survival comes 

at a cost to the individual, problems arising ‘when these coping strategies come into conflict 

with wider social expectations of the functioning adult’ (Wastell, 2005: 162). Haines describes 

the experience of dissociation––this fragmentation of the self––as ‘an inherently confusing, 

frequently depressing, lost place’ (Haines and Standing, 2016). Dissociation requires a 

‘constant alertness or vigilance of awareness’, describing the original traumatic experience as 

‘an affective memory held by the body’ unavailable to the mind, elusive because that which 

‘was unbearable is relegated to a part of the self that is unlinked from what is preserved as a 

relatively intact “me”’ (Sinason, 2011: 164–165). In The Body Keeps Score, Van der Kolk 

describes the toll this dual state of hypervigilance and numb protected-ness has on daily life: 

Ordinary, day-to-day events become less and less compelling. Not being able to 

deeply take in what is going on around them makes it impossible to feel fully alive. 

It becomes harder to feel the joys and aggravations of ordinary life, harder to 

concentrate on the tasks at hand (Van der Kolk, 2014: 67)   

The narratives of original traumatic experiences may never be uncovered, but that which is 

unseen, unsaid, and unknown remains present in everyday life, taking its toll. 

 In Trauma Fiction, Anne Whitehead poses the question, ‘if trauma comprises an event 

or experience which overwhelms the individual and resists language or representation, how 

then can it be narrativised in fiction?’ (Whitehead, 2004: 3) She further argues that the 

representation of trauma requires ‘a literary form that departs from conventional linear 

sequence’ (Whitehead, 2004: 6), suggesting such fiction shares stylistic features with 

‘postmodern and postcolonial fiction’ such as ‘self-conscious modes of reflection or critique’ 

(Whitehead, 2004: 7). Goldsmith and Satterlee agree that writers ‘employ narrative strategies 

to convey the fracturing of time, self and reality that often defines and accompanies 

traumatic episodes or recall’ (Goldsmith and Satterlee, 2004: 55). Hilary Chute argues that 

comics capacity to show and tell at the same time is key to the way the form represents 
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disability and illness. ‘Comics can make visible both external features of a condition, and 

internal, cognitive and emotional features that are otherwise hard to communicate 

accurately’ (Chute, 2017). In particular she notes the ways in which what usually occurs as a 

psychic state can be made physical on the page. ‘[D]rawing can offer a picture of a 

consciousness—a mental state or a psychic landscape—that is internal to an individual...’ 

rendering the ‘mind’s eye’ into ‘a visual form on the page that readers can encounter and 

understand’ Chute, 2017). In Perfect Hair, trauma and subsequent patterns of dissociation 

emerge in the reading-and-looking process, the nonsynchronous and ‘disjunctive back-and-

forth of reading and looking for meaning’ (Chute, 2008: 452), that characterises the visual-

verbal interplay within comics and I will explore that in more detail below.  

 In their work comparing representations of trauma in clinical psychology and fiction, 

Rachel E. Goldsmith and Michelle Satterlee identify fiction’s particular capacity to situate 

trauma in ‘a social context that complicates the experience’ (Goldsmith and Satterlee, 2004: 

44). Bennett also posits that ‘trauma is not simply an interior condition’, but also ‘a 

transformative process that impacts on the world as much as on bodies’ (Bennett, 2005: 12). 

Goldsmith and Satterlee point to the capacity for literary representations of trauma to cross 

the private-public boundary; that is, while still allowing the presentation of highly personal, 

idiosyncratic experiences, fiction can reveal the social and cultural contexts of trauma and 

dissociation. Of particular interest to my reading of Perfect Hair is the notion that ‘many 

emotions that accompany or define PTSD are not formed in isolation, but by and through 

connections with others’ (Goldsmith and Satterlee, 2004: 42); close examination of Perfect 

Hair reveals the social dynamics of dissociation.  

 In Empathic Vision, Jill Bennett writes of artworks she encountered that ‘evoked the 

processes of post-traumatic memory without declaring themselves to be about trauma...’ 

(Bennett, 2005: 1). Perfect Hair does not explicitly declare itself to be about trauma. I 
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acknowledge here that there is a risk in labelling Parrish’s work as being about trauma: ‘To 

identify any art as “about” trauma [...] potentially opens up new readings, but it also reduces 

work to a singular defining subject matter in a fashion that is often anathema to artists’ 

(Bennett, 2005:2). Following Bennett’s line of thinking, it is in the ambiguity, the gaps and 

spaces in the narrative that I locate the evocation of trauma, rather than in the ‘narrative 

component’ or the ‘ostensible meaning’ (Bennett, 2005: 1). Bennett sees in the visual 

language of art ‘an embodiment of sensation that stimulates thought’ (Bennett, 2005: 8) that 

neither merely illustrates or represents trauma, but generates ‘a manner of thinking’, 

drawing on Deleuze’s conception of the ‘encountered sign [...] the sign that is felt, rather than is 

recognised or perceived through cognition’ (Bennett, 2005: 7). Feeling does not exist in 

opposition to thinking but instead precedes and prompts cognition. Rather than narrating 

the causes and consequences of trauma, Perfect Hair recreates the experience of living with the 

symptoms of trauma and the way traumatic memory permeates moments of being in the 

world. 

 

 Table of Contents and the Contents of the Body 

If not trauma, what does Perfect Hair declare itself to be about? The function of a table of 

contents is to disclose what is to come, but Parrish’s ‘Table of Contents’ offers disclosure in 

the confessional sense, foreshadowing the underlying emotional textures of the comic, while 

still remaining oblique about the relationship between text, image and meaning. In a grid, 

Parrish displays words––air, calm, anxiety, movement, saftey [sic], light (dappled), sex, exhaustion, 

stillness, breath (exhale)––accompanied by simple expressive abstract shapes. The misspelling of 

the word ‘safety’, whether deliberate or not, resounds with human fallibility and 

vulnerability.  
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Figure 6-1 ‘Table of Contents’ (Parrish 2016) 

The tension between concrete nouns and abstract shapes communicates that expressing the 

inner sensations of the body, and the ineffable qualities of the world the body perceives and 

encounters, is not straightforward. A small ball perches at the edge of a long drop to signify 

anxiety (graphically echoed on a later page when the viewer is positioned at the top of a 

steep flight of stairs). Sex is represented by a simple outline that resembles the rumpled form 

of fleshy crevices that may be buttocks, but could also be a closed hand (as implied a few 

pages later in a series of images showing a fist opening and closing), or another part of the 

anatomy where the body curves and creases such as the knee or the arm. The image I see in 

the elongated form that accompanies ‘exhaustion’ is the outline of a menstrual pad. Breath 

and light mimic each other, and the orientation (breath, movement, light) always points 
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downwards. Stillness is a straight horizontal line. These images recur indirectly throughout 

the comic, for example, in one scene the reader shares Cleary’s point-of-view at the top of a 

flight of stairs, recalling the steep descent of anxiety. The contents Parrish foreshadows are the 

contents of the body, its sensations as it encounters the environment through moments 

(Parrish uses the word ‘scene’) of movement and stillness, stasis and disruption. 

 

 The Fact of the Body 

 
An effect of Parrish’s painterly imagery is the 

foregrounding of the Figure and the subsequent 

intensifying of the sensorial, feeling body. 

Nicola particularly is often depicted alone, such 

as the first image where she kneels naked by a 

stream wearing only her opaque glasses, a 

billowing sheet tied to a branch behind her. 

This juxtaposing of the body and a vivid, 

verdant landscape recurs throughout the comic, 

often in opposition to the city, though 

sometimes the city is depicted with the green 

encroaching on the urban environment, the 

conscious and unconscious worlds coming into contact.  Deleuze, in Francis Bacon: The Logic of 

Sensation, relates the exaggerated, isolated Figure, pushed beyond illustrative or narrative 

function, to sensation. The Figure ‘acts immediately upon the nervous system’, as opposed to 

the abstract form which ‘acts through the intermediary of the brain’ (Deleuze, 2002: 34). 

When the Figure is isolated it exists in addition to, or excluded from, ‘figurative, illustrative and 

narrative character’ (Deleuze, 2002: 2; italics in original). By sensation, Deleuze means a way 

Figure 6-2 Cover image from Perfect Hair (Parrish, 2016) 



134 
 
 

of ‘Being-in-the-World’ (Deleuze, 2002: 34), stating that ‘sensation [...] is in the body [...] 

Color is in the body, sensation is in the body, and not in the air. Sensation is what is painted’ 

(Deleuze, 2002: 35). The Figure has a presence, signifying itself. In the composition of 

figures, Parrish, like Bacon and Deleuze, is particularly interested in the relationship between 

the head and the face: 

the Figure, being a body, is not the face, and does not even have a face. It does have 

a head, because the head is an integral part of the body. It can even be reduced to 

the head. [...] the face is a structured, spatial organization that conceals the head, 

whereas the head is dependent upon the body, even if it is the point of the body, its 

culmination. It is not that the head lacks spirit; but it is a spirit in bodily form, a 

corporeal and vital breath, an animal spirit (Deleuze, 2002: 20).  

Like Francis Bacon, Parrish ‘dismantle[s] the face’ and ‘rediscover[s] the head’. In images in 

which the body appears for its sensory, affective properties, the features of the face often 

vanishes––they come and go over the sequences of panels to highlight interiority and 

exteriority. The overall impression is always one of heightened sensation but also distance 

from the ‘thinking’ self. The body is engulfed by its own physical form. In times of extreme 

dissociation when the boundaries between inner and outer fail, all distinctive physical 

features––form and flesh––vanish and the body is represented as a simple outline. 

 Parrish’s isolation and foregrounding of the physical fact of the body is an essential 

part of the way narrative in Perfect Hair is mediated by the image. In comics, narrative wants 

to subsume the image in its flow. Scott McCloud emphasizes what happens between panels:  

‘Comics ask the mind to work as a sort of in-betweener—filling in the gaps between panels as 

an animator might’ (McCloud, 1993: 88), so, presumably, no image signifies without the 

context of other images, and the image is always in a state of transition, flowing from one 

moment into the next. But Parrish’s Figure resists the narrative pull, further emphasised in 

the comic as it departs from the square and rectangular panels into the use of full-page 
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portraits, panel-less pages, inset panels, and the recurring use of circular panels. Deleuze is 

fascinated by the ‘round area’ and the way it relates temporally to narrative: 

Within the round area, the Figure is sitting on the chair, lying on the bed, and 

sometimes it even seems to be waiting for what is about to happen. But what is 

happening, or is about to happen, or has already happened, is not a spectacle or a 

representation (Deleuze, 2002: 12–13). 

That is, that which occurs in the circular panel, following Deleuze’s line of reasoning, has its 

weight in the present moment and exists in isolation from narrative. In a double page spread, 

Parrish has drawn eight circular panels (figure 6.2).  

 

Figure 6-3 Circular panels in Perfect Hair (Parrish, 2016) 

At the top of the page reads the words: ‘It feels like’ and each panel is labelled with an 

implied narrative, juxtaposed against an image or object that seems to exist in relation to the 

sensorial body on the previous pages. For example: ‘It’s like writing “easy going and casual” 

in menstrual blood across your forehead’ sits under a panel depicting a pool of blue fluid in 
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the shower, recalling the coy advertising convention of using blue fluid to represent the 

capacity of menstrual pads to absorb blood or another one: ‘It feels just like $1 7Eleven café 

latte’s (sic)’ juxtaposed against an image of the torso, depicted in the tight circle, topped with 

the characteristic small, round, featureless head (Parrish, 2017). There is a patina of 

narrative, but the irony, arbitrariness or discordance in the relationships between text and 

image only heighten the status of the Figure––in which the narrative and the non-narrative, 

the illustrative and the non-illustrative simultaneously occur. ‘Sensation has one face turned 

toward the subject (the nervous system, vital movement, “instinct,” “temperament” [...]) and 

one face turned toward the object (the “fact,” the place, the event).’ (Deleuze, 2002: 34). 

While the reader might be prompted to assemble a narrative by puzzling out the relationship 

between the panels to the overall story, Parrish’s deliberate ambiguity and irony appeals 

directly to resonances in the body to make sense of the metaphors she deploys.  

 The Figure resists narrative. In terms of Parrish’s treatment of trauma, whereby 

Nicola and Cleary routinely withdraw inward from social contexts and appear to suffer pain, 

anxiety and distress, or dissociation and denial, the Figure reiterates the irretrievability of the 

past. Parrish gives no hints as to what underlying stories might exist to inform Nicola and 

Cleary’s experiences of anxiety, trauma and dissociation. One way the figure resists narrative 

is through the isolating of the figure, as explored above. On the same continuum is the 

repetition of the figure. Another visual motif recurring in Pefect Hair is that of a pile of 

anonymous bodies, contorted in strange shapes, suffering and comforting, intruding on each 

other but also providing support for each other as they crowd together in the same confined 

space. This motif calls into question the integrity of the body as a structural container for the 

self, but also troubles the notion of the body as a discrete unit that operates in predictable 

ways within a social structure. 
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 The meaning of colour and the line 

In ‘Character Intro/Train Scene’, Cleary sits at the train station, apparently waiting for a 

train. On the verso page, this scene is in full colour; the straight grey lines of the train station 

and railway lines are contrasted against the rounded form of Cleary in pink top and blue 

jeans, and against the brightly coloured autumn trees first shown in the distance, and then 

inset close up as a panel in the bottom right corner. On the opposite page, the background 

disappears, the colours are eliminated, and Cleary is presented as a faint pencil sketch (see 

figure 6.3). The effect of the switch from colour to light grey pencil lines suggests a switch 

from surfaces and appearance to sensation.  

 
Figure 6-4 Train scene from Perfect Hair (Parrish, 2016) 

The reader transitions from being outside Cleary’s body, in the realm of the visual, to a 

heightened awareness of Cleary’s embodied sensory experience––in the pencil sketch, faint 

motion lines convey the sensations of breeze, light and warmth on her body. Overleaf, the 

train arrives, over a few coloured panels. Briefly, Parrish re-enters the realm of sensation, 
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switching back to Cleary as a faint pencil sketch, with directional lines that indicate the wind 

of the train’s arrival. In a coloured panel, the silhouettes of the passengers are show in the 

train and the doors open and people begin to exit. The platform is filled with diverse 

characters, a crowd scene in which each figure is distinct, many with some particular detail 

of characterisation: a back pack, a head scarf, holding a baby, clearly defined bottom cheeks. 

Another passenger lies on their back in the middle of the crowd, which suggests surrealism, 

subverting reasonable expectations of the way bodies operate in this space. Cleary continues 

to sit as the people gradually disperse. The train departs and Cleary remains as the last 

passengers move away. The viewer zooms out to a high angle long shot that takes in Cleary, 

the train station and the last few passengers. There are few verbal cues; this is a largely text-

less comic.   

 The chronology of events is deceptively simple. Cleary waits at a train station: the 

train arrives, passengers disembark, Cleary interacts with no one, and does not board the 

train. The train leaves and Cleary remains at the station. If, as Mieke Bal contends, 

narratives are predicated on moments of change, choice or confrontation, this narrative 

threatens to fail (Bal 2009). What evokes a response in the reader is that nothing happens. 

Parrish utilises a series of formal transitions: from colour to black-and-white, painterly flow to 

sketched lines, stylised and abstract to representational and illustrative, stillness to movement 

in lieu of language. The reader traces these shifts––surface to sensation, exterior world to 

interior self––to assemble a narrative, but the shifts are traced in part through an affective 

response that comes when the reader apprehends a chasm in the narrative, unaided by 

verbal cues. This comic exemplifies the way Parrish brings insides into contact with outsides, 

‘yielding information to the body’ (Bennett, 2005: 41). 

 Cleary’s heightened awareness and subsequent failure to act expresses the cycle of 

vigilance and detachment of psychological dissociation. The palpable absence of change, 
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choice or confrontation takes on narrative tension. Cleary defies the regular expectations or 

‘logic of events’ (Bal 2009: 7) set up by the train station setting by not boarding the train. ‘If 

art registers the shock of trauma (the flashback that one involuntarily revisits), it maintains 

this in tension with an experience of the present, an encounter with the “outside”’ (Bennett, 

2005: 11). As readers we have access to Cleary’s bodily sensations, but not the content of her 

thoughts. To follow Bennett, Parrish is ‘concerned less with the integrity of subjective 

expression than with the complex dynamic of speaking from an “inside” position to an 

“outside”’ (Bennett, 2005: 12). In this comic, ‘feeling is both imagined and regenerated 

through an encounter with the artwork’ (Bennett, 2005: 41), a process Bennett calls ‘seeing 

feeling’. 

 

 The violence of discourse 

In Perfect Hair, the narrative-resisting body retreats from the violence of discourse. In 

‘“Haha”/Character Intro’, Nicola is in the bedroom, sitting on her bed in her underwear, 

paper strewn on the floor around the bed. As the panels ‘zoom in’, the papers are revealed to 

be panels––each uniform in size and shape: photo proof sheets, though they also bear 

uncanny resemblance to the comic book panel. The disembodied monologue is the 

photographer: ‘You are so fucking hot. Such a pretty girl. You know that, right?’ As Nicola 

disrobes the voice continues: ‘Yeah,/I can see that you do’ (Parrish, 2016). The disembodied 

voice performs the ‘determining male gaze’ (Mulvey 1999: 837), as it continues to appraise 

her: ‘I love those little tits.../ You must work out a lot/because you look like you’d fuck like 

you’re training for the Olympics, haha’ (Parrish, 2016). The tone is aggressively objectifying 

and self-gratifying: ‘A lot of guys don’t like little tits, but I’m different.../And well let’s just 

say I’m not too bad myself’ (Parrish, 2016). The relentlessness of the monologue is contrasted 

against the visual narrative, as Nicola removes her clothes, and then her breasts––
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‘twist/pop’––and finally her yellowy-brown painterly skin, stepping out as a black-and-white 

hand-drawn outline, walking through the empty terrain of the blank page outside the panels, 

away from the final syllables of the crushing monologue: ‘Ha/ha/ha.’ The chapter closes 

with a single square of wilderness, recalling the pastoral scene and the Figure from the 

beginning of the novel. The reader is left with a sense of relief, witnessing Nicola’s liberation 

from her codified body, the escape from narrative and context into blank space, the hints of 

the reprieve of the pastoral fantasy. There is a lingering impression of disassociation, of a 

retreat from a lonely urban existence and the social production of the body, into an inner 

world where Nicola is severed from narrative... but at what cost?  

 In these panels we witness the social triggering of Nicola’s dissociation. The internal 

gaze of Nicola is refracted through the Other. The disembodied gaze of the male 

photographer forms a violent discourse of looking and appraisal that also conjures the 

generalised male gaze as it manifests in culture. Nicola is prompted to dissociate through a 

process of rejection and withdrawal from his relentless gaze, but is also forced to withdraw 

from her own internal monologue, which repeats and amplifies the intrusive discourse of the 

other. Underneath this involuntary memory––the automatic ‘playback’ of the violent 

discourse––lurk deeper memories, memories hidden within the history of the body, 

unavailable to the mind that severs itself from the body; equally unavailable to the viewer or 

reader of the comic. Bennett’s two understandings of traumatic memory come to mind here: 

common memory which describes ‘a social or properly understood discursive framework, 

designated as the site where history is written’ (Bennett  2005: 25), and sense memory, which 

presents ‘the physical imprint of the ordeal of violence’ or to put it another way: ‘Francis 

Bacon paints the scream, not what causes the scream’ (Bennett 2005: 39). If introduced as 

backstory, the dissociation would become secondary to the narrative of the past. Parrish 

keeps us in the moment of dissociation, the contemporaneous muted horror of the 
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unsayable, unseeable and unspeakable as it acts upon the body. The project of the reader is 

not the forensic uncovering of an originating trauma, or its restoration to common memory (and 

therefore language), though such a trauma may be in part dramatised or reconstituted 

through the discourse of the aggressive male gaze. Rather the reader accesses the sense 

memory, through apprehension of the Figure, the sensorial body that resists its positioning in 

relation to time and memory, and denies language and narrative.  

 

 Empathy and the gaze 

In Perfect Hair the affective dynamics of dissociation is closely related to the affective 

dynamics of empathy and self-compassion. In ‘Hospital Scene’, communication is shown to 

be a fraught process with many moments of connection and disconnection. Cleary greets 

Grandma, glancing out the window and making an awkward comment about the weather, 

which serves to emphasise the artificial, enclosed space of the hospital: even small talk in 

Perfect Hair is never straightforward or neutral. This is further illustrated by the doctor who 

enters the room in the following panels, whose speech is punctuated by emoji symbols. ‘Ours 

is an increasingly symbol-oriented culture,’ writes Scott McCloud, predicting: ‘As the twenty-

first century approaches, visual iconography may finally help us to realise a form of universal 

communication’ (McCloud 1993: 58), an optimistic view, of the power of visual imagery to 

communicate directly that depends on McCloud’s somewhat problematic contention that 

pictures ‘received information’ (see page 39 of this thesis for further discussion). The use of 

emoji in Perfect Hair is darkly humorous, but comedy borders on horror in the context of the 

hospital and the patient-physician relationship. ‘How are we feeling today [smiling face with 

open mouth]?’ asks the doctor, and Grandma looks him in the eye and says ‘I’m 89. All I 

have the energy to do is watch TV and wait to die’ and the doctor replies ‘LMAO!😜😂 ’ 

(Parrish, 2016). McCloud’s idealised vision of a universal language is countered by the way 
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Parrish plays with the non-verbal iconography of communication by placing it within the 

icon of the speech bubble. The doctor’s relentless cheeriness is a deflective mechanism that 

protects him from seeing the grandmother’s pain, and effectively renders her words, her pain 

and her experience meaningless. The doctor mistakes Cleary for a grandson: ‘OMG! Your 

grandson’s visiting, cute!’ he declares, with the word cute written in childish bubble writing: 

Grandma: He called you my ‘grandson’. I keep telling you that you look like a boy 

when you dress like that. 

Cleary: I don’t mind. 

Grandma: Well I do. Everyone will think you’re a lesbian if you don’t put a dress 

on every now and then. 

Cleary: This is just how I feel comfortable. 

Grandma: That’s a shame (Parrish, 2016). 

In the panels during this exchange, Cleary diminishes, receding while the grandmother is 

foregrounded. The grandmother transforms, losing her facial features and becoming just a 

head with a mouth to talk and drink with. After the exchange, Cleary leans on the bed and 

looks at Grandma, whose features restored here, and in the next panel, Cleary’s head is 

oriented in the other direction, and Cleary’s own facial features have disappeared. Grandma 

also looks away, as if dismayed by the exchange. Again the experience here is one of 

estrangement and alienation from the other and dissociation from the self.  

 When Grandma asks Cleary about her breathing exercises, and Cleary in turn asks 

Grandma about her hallucinations, this process of alienation is disrupted, and connection is 

re-established. 

Grandma: Today it’s flowers./Everything’s covered in flowers. 

Cleary: That sounds nice. So, the children are gone now? 

Grandma: More or less. Now I only see the tops of their little heads just before I fall 

asleep (Parrish, 2016). 
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Grandma’s hallucination, ‘the tops of their little heads’, recalls the first panel of this chapter: 

an image of the top of Cleary’s head, as Cleary rides to the hospital. Grandma and Cleary 

are able to overcome the experience of detachment and disconnection. The final panel, the 

interior green world of Grandma’s hallucinations, becomes a territory both can 

imaginatively enter. 

 Nicola also references Grandma’s ghosts in the next chapter, ‘Young Spirits Scene’. 

Nicola: My friend’s Grandma has ghosts that follow her around./Young children 

mostly. 

Chris: Mmm. Powerful Spirits... 

Nicola: She says they want to impregnate her so they can be born back into the 

world./She can feel them tugging at her sleeves (Parrish, 2016). 

This further reinforces a sense of social connectedness through empathy. The sharing of 

Grandma’s story is a shared (if brief) moment of identification between Nicola and Chris. In 

the comic, while we visually look upon Nicola and Chris’s body as they recount this story, 

another body exists in the imaginative space of the panel, the discursive body of Cleary’s 

Grandma. The same social dynamic that triggers dissociation in Perfect Hair, that of the 

internal gaze refracted through the Other, is at play, however in this case, moments of 

connection and identification recasts the other as a non-Object.   

 In another double page spread, ‘Waiting for the bus’, Nicola takes out a packet of 

cigarettes and lights one. She stands on the footpath, looking up at the top storey of the 

building opposite in which a ballroom dancing class is taking place. The comic draws us into 

the dance class, panel after panel zooming in closer and closer, and for a moment––for the 

extent of one panel––the viewer is inside the room. Nicola smiles, extinguishes her cigarette, 

the bus arrives, and she gets on. In the last panel, we are left with the empty street. Without 

discourse, without the pitfalls of language, the comic communicates empathy as an 

embodied state, but also the ways in which empathy and connection with others implies 
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connection with the self. Empathy and self-empathy, in this paradigm, are creative, 

imaginative acts. Intriguingly, this paradigm helps demonstrate how self-empathy is 

intersubjective, requiring not one mind or body, but in fact a conception of two embodied 

minds.  

 This model of self-empathy may give clues to the reading of comics. ‘I’ve never felt so 

connected to detachment,’ writes RJ Casey in a review of Perfect Hair in The Comics Journal 

(Casey, 2016; accessed online). Perfect Hair holds the reader at arm’s length. The Figure, 

foregrounded, isolated, pulsing with feeling, resists the tug of narrative. As the attentive 

reader experiences themselves reading the comics, encountering narrative gaps generated 

from the tension between the narrative effect of sequential art and the unnarratable (the 

unseen/unseeable, unsaid/unsayable, unknown/unknowable), perhaps the key to navigating 

these gaps is an act of self-empathy. The Figure is always not-the-self, but the horror of the 

figure (Bacon’s scream) is multiplied in the body of the reader who negotiates what can never 

be seen, known or said, the affective memories held in their own bodies. The green worlds 

into which the characters retreat, Grandma’s visions, Nicola’s dissociative state, encase the 

physical text, spreading from the cover into the endpages, so that the whole comic seems to 

become a shared hallucination in which the reader is also implicated.  

 The gaze connects the inner and the outer world, the invisible line between what is 

outside the body and what occurs inside the body. The language of seeing––the articulated 

gaze––can dissemble, destroy and fragment: subjects are made objects under the objectifying 

gaze. But the gaze turned inwards can also prompt moments of connection, empathy and 

self-compassion, when insides and outsides, subjects and objects, come into contact in 

forgiving, yielding ways.  
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 Art as dissociation 

Parrish implies that art itself (including, perhaps, the comic we are reading) is dissociative.  

Figure 1 is an artist of mounting acclaim. At 36 Figure 1 will say to their therapist 

that they have always used art to dissociate from life. The therapist will nod gently 

and ask how this makes Figure 1 feel. ‘It makes me feel nothing’ Figure 1 will say in 

annoyance ‘Thats obviously the whole point’ (Perfect Hair, 2016).   

An image of Nicola operating two flesh-coloured puppets on the front cover of Perfect Hair 

(see figure 6.2) signals a recurring image and narrative thread in Perfect Hair that ties into 

themes about art, and themes about 

dissociation. The puppets, like comics, 

straddle the divide between the material 

world and the poetics of the unconscious. In 

the chapter from which this quote is drawn, 

‘Generic Love Story’, the plot is played out 

between the two puppets, called Figure 1 and 

Figure 2 (see figure 6.5). There are enough 

clues in the story to equate Figure 1 with 

Nicola and Figure 2 with Cleary; the page 

before this chapter suggests this story is told 

in a solitary enactment by Nicola, the ‘artist 

of mounting acclaim’ (see figure 6.6).  

 People experiencing a trauma response can report feeling like puppets (McGilchrist, 

2009), where the puppet represents ‘a figure of human passivity’ (Cappalletto, 2016: 325). 

‘The puppet's apparent autonomy suggests free will, while its manipulation evokes 

determinism, the issue of “who controls whom” is one of the many recurrent paradoxes in 

puppet theory’ (Williams 122). In Perfect Hair, the body of the puppeteer and the body of the 

Figure 6-5 Figure 1 and Figure 2 from Perfect Hair 
(Parrish, 2016) 
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puppet are depicted in a yielding sort of dance where one shapes the other. The puppet 

represents the exteriority of the body, residing as it does outside the body, an object with 

surfaces; it also stands in for the interior self, a performance of what would otherwise remain 

hidden.  

 The puppet is Deleuze’s ‘encountered sign, the sign that is felt rather than recognised  

or perceived through cognition’ (Bennett, 2003: 7). 

We feel for the puppets, but we also feel with the 

puppets––they are instruments of feeling and as 

Bennett tells us, feeling precedes cognition. ‘Bodily 

response [...] precedes the inscription of narrative, of 

moral emotion or empathy’ (Bennett, 2003: 36). The 

figure of the puppet brings insides and outsides into 

contact while remaining oblique enough to not insist 

on meaning one particular thing. The idea of art 

making being a type of dissociation is unsettling––

bringing to mind the embodiment of form in the 

wobbliness of the hand in comics-making and the vulnerability of the misspelt word––the 

traces of the body in the comic itself. As Bennett writes, the embodiment of trauma in art 

‘orchestrates a set of transactions between bodies’ registering ‘pain’s call for 

acknowledgment’ (Bennett. 2003: 50). As readers we become implicated in Nicola’s 

experience of trauma and in Parrish’s expression of it; pain is not hidden or contained within 

subjects, but inhabits a world. Parrish invests both the experience and the responsibility of 

pain into the reader.  

 

Figure 6-6 Puppets in Perfect Hair (Parrish, 
2016) 
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 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have explored ways in which Tommi Parrish uses the form of comics to put 

insides and outsides into contact, conveying processes of traumatic memory in Perfect Hair, 

including the unseen symptom of mental ill-health, dissociation. Parrish exploits the 

narrative effect of a sequence of images to create gaps of not-knowing that the reader 

negotiates via the body’s affective response. Parrish’s sensorial figure holds the reader in the 

space of a single panel, resisting the narrative pull which threatens always to submerge the 

individual image in the flow of narrative, the movie in your head Scott McCloud conjures 

when he talks of the reader’s role in animating the gaps. Parrish draws attention to the 

conflict between the image that wants to be seen and the narrative that wants to be told 

through her use of circular images, full page portraits and figures who step out of the panels 

and into the blank space of the page. 

 Parrish’s Australian contemporaries in the comics scene––artists such as Eloise Grills, 

Lee Lai, Marc Pearson and Rachel Ang––are conducting similar experiments with form and 

the figure, using painterly techniques to foreground a body that becomes its own character, 

sensorial, lumbering, responsive, calling on the body of the reader to feel their way through 

the gaps in the narrative. Eloise Grills uses this painterly technique to represent the 

dissonance between the social construct of the fat body and the fact of the body itself in her 

experimental non-fiction ‘Big Beautiful Female Theory’. In ‘Notes on Diversity’, Lee Lai 

transitions between black and white line drawing and painterly textures of colour to 

emphasise her thoughts on the cultural pervasiveness of whiteness in her discussion of 

intersectional representation versus tokenistic inclusion of diverse bodies in comics practice. 

Marc Pearson’s character Mr Ray interrogates the dynamics of the gaze in depicting the 

vulnerable nudity of an elderly white man. Rachel Ang’s dream diaries trouble the 

boundaries between waking and sleeping life as lived through the figure of the body. Trauma 
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and traumatic dissociation may not be present, but nor is the possibility of it ever absent, as 

characters––and readers––navigate the contact points between insides and outsides.  

 Seeing is feeling, something that is never more apparent in Perfect Hair than when 

Gran and Cleary are envisaging the same hallucination, along with the reader, the 

hallucination manifesting itself on the page, but also on the endpapers, suggesting something 

about the nature of comics reading and the shared dream of creator and reader. Language 

can contain and convey images, such as Nicola sharing the story of Gran’s ghosts with Chris, 

but language and the violence of discourse threatens the safety of the body and the cohesion 

of the self when the body retreats from its own image. While the narrative effect of a series of 

images leads us to make sense of way the images are arranged it is our bodies and the way 

the images make us feel we use to navigate the gaps. This affective dynamic seems to be 

particularly an effect of Parrish’s painterly, abstract style, her big bodies and blank faces, the 

way she switches between mediums, and her experiments in form. Seeing is feeling: in the art 

of the image and the sensorial form of the body––the hyperbolic Figure––all is sensation.   
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7 INTIMACY BUILDS WORLDS: SENSE OF PLACE IN SOCIALLY 
NETWORKED COMICS 

 

We say a story takes place. Stories are also taken from places, and stories also produce 

places. This chapter has a sort of double vision when it comes to sense of place. Setting is a 

significant tool of the writer and a technical feature of creative writing, alongside things like 

characterisation, plot, voice and dialogue. But the comics help create a sense of place in our 

online therapy, a digital locale that is at once a therapeutic holding space and a place of 

encounter, a shared space of human connection. 

 In this chapter I look closely at the way we construct place within the comics we 

create. In her essay ‘Place in Fiction’, Eudora Welty characterises the novel as ‘bound up in 

the local, the “real”, the present, the ordinary day to day of human experience’ (Welty, 

1995). Fiction is bound in the local, says Welty, because ‘feelings are bound up in place’ 

(Welty, 1995). As in Chapter Five, where I wrote on our early development decisions about 

representation and character, I remain deeply interested in the idea of the relationship 

between text and reader in this chapter, and the way a reader might feel moved to make 

meaningful connections between our comics and their own lives. I use the word intimacy 

here to denote shared affective experience that occurs in the ‘space between’ self and other, 

as characterised by author Stacey D’Erasmo in her meditation on craft, The Art of Intimacy: 

The Space Between (D’Erasmo, 2013). Intimacy for D’Erasmo extends from romantic 

relationships, crushes, family relationships and friendships to fleeting encounters between 

strangers at a dinner party or on a train, to the relationship between reader and writer, or 

the experience of being deeply moved by a work of art. The ‘space between’ can be the 

representation of intimacy, but it can also be ‘the thing itself’ (D’Erasmo, 2013: Trying to 

See, para 10).  
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 One of the reasons we chose comics for online therapy was the perceived intimacy of 

the form, baring the trace of the human hand in the vulnerability of the wobbly line and the 

handwritten word, compensating for the absence of the body of the therapist (the particular 

qualities of their presence, the quaver in the voice, the half-smile, the tattoo or wrongly 

buttoned cardigan, the smell of instant coffee, the unconscious gesture) as well as the 

sensorial spaces that conventional face-to-face therapy take place in, real life locales of 

colour, light, smell, sound. In comics, intimacy comes from characters, from the reader’s 

close witnessing of closeness as the characters work through their problems and build 

relationships in ‘the treasure house of intimate moments, gestures, gazes, facial expression 

and bodily positions’ (D’Erasmo, 2013: Trying to See, para 5) that comics may contain, and 

from the subsequent connections that arise between reader and character. Intimacy also 

comes from the places characters inhabit, and the objects that mediate these spaces.  

 How do we craft MOST as a space––place––that allows for the intimacy of 

connection and disclosure, and the vulnerability of recovery in situ, on the social network? 

Writing about place-making in institutions of care, health ethicist Lisa Eckenwiler writes, 

‘Place-centered innovation [recognises] the harms done to ecological subjects––here patients 

and their families––in the ‘care’ of institutions built as medical assembly lines organized 

around time until discharge or demise’ (Eckenwiler, 2018: 566). On the aesthetics of 

intimacy, D’Erasmo notes that ‘unlikely intimacies require original narrative techniques, but 

it seems more likely to me that the space between is, itself, a terrain that requires 

inventiveness, daring, and perhaps a few unsettling ideas’ (D’Erasmo, 2013: Trying to See, 

para 3). In her afterword to Kate Richards’ Madness: A Memoir, Kate’s therapist Winsome 

Thomas expresses her belief that ‘therapy is both an art and a science’ (Richards, 2013: 

Afterward, paragraph 8). 
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 In this chapter, I use a paradigm of the intimate public, developed by Lauren 

Berlant, a philosopher, queer theorist and Professor of English. I apply the paradigm as a 

means of thinking about how comics can help transform MOSTware platforms from digital 

locales where people gather into places of habitation, of attachment, significance, reciprocity 

and belonging. British geographer and poet Tim Cresswell writes about place as ‘a 

meaningful site that combines location, locale, and sense of place’ where ‘sense of place 

refers to the more nebulous meanings associated with a place: the feelings and emotions a 

place evokes’ (Cresswell, 2009: 1). These meanings can be deeply personal, but they are also 

social. ‘Shared senses of place are based on mediation and representation’ (Cresswell, 2009: 

1). In a digital locale, a sense of place coalesces around texts, and the mediating objects and 

acts of representation these texts contain. Affective texts generate intimacy; not intimacy as a 

highly personal, private experience, rather, a public, shared intimacy. In the next section of 

this chapter, I will outline Berlant’s framework of the intimate public, before moving into a 

discussion of the way setting operates within the comics and the strategies we use to create a 

space for the reader in the world of the comics, and then, finally, exploring the way comics 

create a sense of place for the reader-user in online therapy. I envisage place not as a static 

locale, but as a set of material contingencies, an arrangement of human and non-human 

bodies and a multiplicity of actions, desires, tensions, and relations. 

 This arrangement might be described using Deleuze and Gattori’s term assemblages, 

which has already been applied to comics. Writing about Chris Ware’s Building Stories (in 

which ‘Building’ can be read as both a noun and a verb), Jason Dittmer defines assemblages 

as ‘heterogeneous collections of objects, discourses, and bodies that are brought into relation 

with one another’ (Dittmer, 2014: 479). For example, the city-as-assemblage is a flow of 

social and spatial relationships pointing us ‘toward a range of intersecting temporalities’, the 

city as ‘flux and flow’ (Dittmer, 2014: 476–478) where meanings emerge from the exchange 
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of energy between the components and the energy within the components themselves. In 

Text, Ian McHugh notes that assemblages are ‘autopoietic […] meaning that they have the 

internal capacity to perpetuate and renew themselves’ (McHugh, 2018:5; original emphasis). 

Imaginatively, the assemblage redirects attention from the burden of individuality. Jane 

Bennett, author of Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things, tells in an interview of how her 

brother’s schizophrenia revealed to her ‘how dependent rational, communicable thought is 

upon a fortuitously congenial organization of various, very powerful materials of the 

body’ (Bennett, 2011, original emphasis). Intimacy generates from, to use D’Erasmo’s term, 

the space between; from the arrangement of human and nonhuman bodies, objects, and the 

spaces between them, including the present/absent body of the artist, and the material form 

of the comic itself with its composition of presences and absences. 

 

 Intimate publics 

Michael Warner in his article ‘Publics and Counterpublics’ characterises a public as 

consisting of a group of relational strangers who self-organise around texts––as opposed to 

an audience witnessing a performance assembled in a physical location, bound together by 

space and time, or the public, which is a kind of ‘social totality’ (Warner 2002: 49). A public is 

at once personal and impersonal, residing in the social space created by the circulation of 

discourse, adapting to and shaped by the contours of the technology that forms the mode of 

address (Warner 2002). In Chapter 4, I used danah boyd’s term networked public to describe 

Tumblr, that is a public bound together through technological networks. Some, but not all, 

networked publics operate as what philosopher Lauren Berlant calls an intimate public.  

 Berlant theorises an intimate public as a community of strangers drawn together by a 

shared ‘worldview and emotional knowledge that they have derived from a broadly common 

historical experience’ Berlant, 2008: viii). An intimate public is ‘a space of mediation in 
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which the personal is refracted through the general’, a place ‘constituted by strangers who 

consume common texts and things’ (Berlant, 2008: viii) where emotions are prefigured as 

communal and resonant rather than unique and individual, and therefore fostering an 

experience of reflection and recognition. An intimate public ‘flourishes as a porous, affective 

scene of identification among strangers that promises a certain experience of belonging and 

provides a complex of consolation, confirmation, discipline, and discussion about how to live 

as an “x”’ (2008: viii). Berlant, first writing about intimate publics in 1993, did not originally 

intend to create a framework for the study of online communities, however researchers have 

used Berlant’s framework to analyse a number of ways in which intimacy manifests in shared 

digital spaces, such as between mommy bloggers (Morrison, 2011), in online community art 

project, PostSecret (Poletti, 2011), and in Tumblr blogs celebrating female friendship (Kanai, 

2017).  

 Digital intimate publics are ‘complex and ambivalent in their aesthetics and politics’ 

where ‘(hetero)normativities and “good lives”’ are ‘represented, circulated, constituted’ and 

commodified (Dobson, Robards and Carah eds, 2018: 5). Indeed, the commodification of 

relationships is built into the infrastructure of the social media platform through both 

platform-driven and user-driven activities such as posting, liking, sharing, commenting, 

friending, following, suggesting content and searching. Within these commodified spaces 

conventions arise; these conventions don’t always serve dominant social paradigms. ‘In 

subordinate populations’ intimate publics, the presumption is that the general world is not 

organized around their flourishing,’ notes Berlant (Gibson, 2008). An intimate public offers 

discursive strategies for new paradigms and new conventionalities. ‘“Queer,” for example, 

opens a potentially genuine alternative conventionality; so do all the focused Internet worlds 

in which people are hammering out how to live as anomalous to a projected out norm’ 

(Berlant and Prosser, 2011: 181).  
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 Each MOST site (Horyzons, Generation etc) is a closed network, a semi-private, 

semi-public, bounded space. Users are characterised by a shared experience––an episode of 

mental illness––but for some users it may be an aspect of their identity that they reject or 

resist. They are also loosely connected by age, though the age difference can be significant; 

there is a vast disparity between 15 and 25 in terms of life experience, worldview, goals, 

social and emotional development and hopes and dreams. While shared experiences may 

have brought them together, there’s no guarantee that the users on MOST will feel a sense 

of connection to each other or the site. In this chapter I explore ways in which the comics 

might generate a sense of closeness in the social network, encouraging identification and 

affective bonds. Writing about PostSecret, a social art project that combines the material 

process of anonymously making handmade postcards with a digital platform, Poletti writes 

that an intimate public is bound together by texts, and so ‘its texts must feel authentic’ 

(Poletti, 2011: 30). Intimacy ‘involves an aspiration for a narrative about something shared, a 

story about both oneself and others,’ writes Berlant, noting also that people ‘consent to trust 

their desire for “a life” to institutions of intimacy; and it is hoped that the relations formed 

within those frames will turn out beautifully, lasting over the long duration’ (Berlant, 1998: 

281). The creation and curation of content in youth mental health can be normalising and 

destigmatising, oriented towards recovery and hope. The comics can provide a connective 

tissue, a creative, imaginative space, one that encourages experimentation and play. Within 

the comics, discursive constructs around which subjective experience may coalesce, such as 

‘illness’, ‘depression’, ‘anxiety’, and ‘recovery’ (to name a few) can be reimagined, re-imaged 

and re-storied, so that new narrative possibilities open up for individual users within a 

community. See Appendix for instructions on how to view the comics in this section. 
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 Voice and place  

In Reading Like a Girl, young adult literature scholar Sara K. Day expands on Berlant’s 

contention that ‘the development of intimate relationships depends heavily upon the 

establishment of a story or narrative’ (Day, 2013: 12). Day’s thesis is that, in young adult 

fiction, a strong bond emerges from the intimacy of the confessional first-person narrative, a 

convention of the genre. Authors construct ‘narrator-reader relationships that reflect, model, 

and reimagine intimate interpersonal relationships through the disclosure of information and 

the experience of the story as a space that the narrator invites the reader to share’ (Day, 

2013: 3). Trust and disclosure are fundamental to textual fidelity; the reader’s sense of 

investment in the narrative derives from the emotional bond forged from this confessional 

relationship. Day connects this literary style of intimate disclosure with young people’s online 

practices on social media and the ‘increasingly public nature of intimacy’, pointing out that 

‘the levels of disclosure and possibilities of connection and affinity made possible by blogs, 

social networking tools, and other forms of digital media echo the construction of narrative 

intimacy in novels’ (Day, 2013: 7). 

 We use voice and disclosure in strategic ways to draw the reader into the comic and 

construct them as participant. In ‘Introduction to Depression’, Ava says to Jack over a series 

of panels, ‘Nothing’s wrong, I’m fine, I guess. You see it’s just that the air is greasy. This 

apple doesn’t taste like anything. Everything is fast, but I’m slow. Music hurts my ears, light 

hurts my eyes. I can’t seem to follow the story and I can never get comfortable. I can’t sleep 

at night and I can’t wake up in the morning. I can’t tell the difference between the things I 

like, the things I hate and the things I don’t really care about. I can’t concentrate in class or 

finish my work. I don’t really feel like seeing anyone. But I don’t want to be on my own. But 

you know… Nothing’s actually wrong. I’m fine I guess.’  
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Figure 7-1 Introduction to depression 

The panels show Ava moving through a number of different locations. She and Jack are on 

the train in the first panel, she and Jack walk down the street, sit in the park next to the river, 

go and see a movie together, go to the café together. In the panel where Ava is saying, ‘I 

don’t want to be on my own’, she is alone in a dark room, texting Jack on a mobile phone, a 

place-infused object which mediates body and space, and, perhaps, mirrors the digital device 

the reader is accessing the comics on. The implication is that this conversation is going on 

over a protracted period of time, perhaps the course of a day, perhaps longer. As a 

counterpoint, a second voice emerges. It is still Ava’s voice, but disembodied, in panels with 

no sense of place at all, and no specific point of address (that is, no longer directly addressing 

Jack). This voice is interspersed through the other images: ‘Sometimes I hear myself… I see 

myself… As if from far away… And I know. I’m not “fine”. I haven’t been “fine” for a 

while.’ Jessica Friedmann in an essay from her collection Things That Helped, perceives a 

limitation in the locative significance of the word ‘mental’. 

It still baffles me to a degree that this illness, experienced to the fullness of its logic, 

is characterised as ‘mental’ when it is so punishingly physical, as though the brain 

isn’t part of the body, cherished and integrated; or as though any illness originated 

in the brain will be contained there, and not leak and spill and overflow it 

(Friedmann, 2017: 88). 
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This extends to place. In ‘Introduction to Depression’, depression infuses Ava’s world. The 

air is depressed. The apple is depressed. Ava can’t tell the difference between things she likes, 

the things she hates and the things she doesn’t care about; everything takes on the same 

form, the same resonance, the same pallor of existence.  

 The intimacy of the first-person narrative, and the confessional bond between reader 

and narrator, works in conjunction with the intimacy between Ava and Jack. Jack’s silent 

presence, attending and witnessing, gives the reader an alternating position in the narrative, 

they can slip between the two bodies, one confessing and the other witnessing, in a shared 

act of testimony. The reader also shares Ava’s personal thoughts, acting as sole receptor of 

Ava’s inner dialogue, which heightens the sense of connection and intimacy. ‘Depression 

seems to be comprised of lack: anhedia, aphasia, insomnia, all a-words, existing outside’ writes 

Friedmann (Friedmann: 2017: 88). The inside voice of Ava’s insight and self-knowledge 

contrasts against the voice of outsideness, the far away self who feels nothing, or who doesn’t 

know what she feels.  

 Grammar is significant too; verbally, the comic makes deliberate use of parataxis, the 

laying out of simple clauses, without subordinate conjunctions, like because or whenever. 

Everything is equally weighted, without a clear sense of cause and effect, which encourages 

the reader to make inferences and draw their own conclusions about Ava’s mental health, 

inviting the reader to reflect on their own symptoms of depression in order to make sense of 

the comic and bring coherence to Ava’s experience. The parallelism of parataxis extends to 

the way the settings operate in the comics. Moving from train to park to café to home shows 

a sort of relentlessness of embodiment that doesn’t emanate from place but occurs in places, 

resisting causality between mood and place. It was important in this comic not to be overly 

prescriptive about the subjective experience of depression, since it can be so variable, but 

instead show how depression manifests in the body in multiple ways.  
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 In ‘Introduction to Self-Compassion’, the comic begins with an abstract voice of 

address, and this is matched with abstract characters, little blue and green guys with minimal 

characterising features, each carrying balloons as a visual representation of self-esteem. The 

comic reads: ‘Our society puts a lot of weight in self-esteem. Self-esteem is our sense of self-

worth. How important we think we are. Often in western society, self-esteem comes from 

standing out. Being the best at something. Being recognised as special or different or gifted. 

In a society that measures success this way, low self-esteem can cause problems, no doubt 

about it. But self-esteem can be weird. For example, sometimes bullies can have VERY high 

self-esteem. Some people with high self-esteem don’t respect others. Some successful people 

have very low self-esteem.’  

 The comic then shifts perspective to the characters. The speaker of the opening 

panels is revealed as the character we call Coach. 

 ‘So what’s the alternative?’ Jack asks, looking at his own tiny balloon. 

 ‘What’s that?’ asks Ava, noticing Coach is opening out a blue umbrella.  

 ‘This is the blue umbrella of self-compassion,’ Coach tells them. ‘You can get under it 

if you want, there’s enough room for everyone.’ 

 I’ll discuss the metaphor of the balloons and the umbrella in this comic in greater 

detail in Chapter Nine, for now I just want to look at the point of view. Again, this comic 

makes use of the direct address to the reader, and again the reader and the characters’ 

identities are collapsed. The reader is aligned with Jack, Raj and Ava, sitting around, 

listening to Coach. The group are shown sitting in a public space, a small suburban street 

park, with modest single-storey houses in the background; there is nothing exclusive about 

the locale. This makes a space for the reader in the social milieu of the group, a characteristic 

of the comics appreciated by young people in our early focus groups (see chapter 5). They 

too will fit under the blue umbrella. 
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 In ‘Gratitude’, the comic begins with a set of images of Ava putting her chickens to 

bed. ‘Come on, chicken,’ she says, ‘you have to get in your bed now.’ One chicken proves 

difficult. ‘Look I’ve made it all cosy for you. I know you’re feeling a bit freaked out, but you 

need to come with now. It’s not safe out here at night. Come on, I’m doing my best.’ The 

chickens safely shut up for the night, Ava turns and looks at her own little house, warmly lit 

up. In previous comics in the Communication pathway, Ava and her mum have argued 

about moving––Ava doesn’t like change and fears her mother will make an impractical 

choice, choosing a pink bath or other surface feature over the things Ava cares about, like 

proximity to public transport and friends. In this comic, they’ve negotiated their differences. 

They have moved into a new house and the anxiety and agitation has passed. The chickens 

safe, Ava goes inside and expresses gratitude to her mother.  

 ‘I just want to say thank you for finding this place,’ says Ava. 

 ‘It’s okay,’ her mother says, adding apologetically, ‘I know you didn’t really want to 

move.’ 

 Ava goes on. ‘You’ve worked really hard to make it cosy. Which you know… I 

appreciate.’ As she stammers through her sincere spiel the images show not Ava, but the 

objects in the room, a vase with flowers, a fringed lamp, the sofa with cushions, three flying 

ducks on the wall. This strategy was deliberately scripted. I wanted to move the reader’s 

focus away from the intensity of Ava’s address and instead convey the affective energy of it 

through the house and its objects. When Ava says, finally, ‘It feels like a home I guess’, the 

view pans out to an exterior shot, showing the whole house––a humble crude weatherboard 

cottage––with the speech bubble hanging over it.  
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Figure 7-2 Gratitude 

The final image in the comics is the chickens tucked up in their coop. It’s a comic about 

expressing gratitude, but it’s also a comic that models flexible notions of family and love, the 

way these things are defined by the spaces we occupy and the way we bind those places 

through meaningful attachments to people, non-human animals and material objects. In this 

comic voice works to identify the reader with Ava, while the visual framing is more 

expansive; the reader ‘sees’ the wholeness of the house as Ava experiences it in her mind’s 

eye.  

 In each of these examples, there is a relationship between voice, the construction of 

physical space, and the sense of intimacy the comic establishes with the reader. Voices take 

on dimensional properties and physical proportions, sometimes interacting with the space, 

sometimes defining the space, and sometimes apparently sitting either outside physical space, 

or within the inner space of a character, the embodiment of thought and feeling from where 

narration emerges. Voice works on different levels to engage the reader, to draw them into 

the world of the comics and to carve out a spatial position for the reader in relation to the 

narration.  
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 Setting as metaphor and as the thing itself 

Writes Young Adult author Christie Nieman, ‘the nonhuman parts of our world stand like 

painted scenery in our fictions, thin backdrop or signposts or metaphors for the hero’s quest’ 

(Nieman, 2018). Setting can operate as metaphor: ‘a mountain, something to be conquered; 

a river, to be crossed; a bird, our own grounded aspirations; clouds are forbidding; forests 

conceal; a blue-fabric ocean is ceaseless in its movement and endless in its bounty’ (Nieman, 

2018). We directly employ similar metaphors in some of our comics. In ‘Navigating Physical 

Symptoms’, scripted by Simmone Howell, a journey metaphor is used to represent the 

obstacles posed by the thoughts, fears and sensations of social anxiety. Jack unfurls a map, 

showing the Mountain of Dread, the Sea of Unwelcome Physical Sensations, Past Fail Falls, 

and sets off on a metaphorical journey. In ‘Being With Difficult Emotions,’ scripted by Jini 

Maxwell, difficult emotions like anger, sadness, guilt or grief are like a river. You can’t hold a 

river back, or change the course of a river, so sometimes all you can do is be in the river––if 

you struggle you might drown or get swept away. In ‘A Thought is a Thought’, further 

discussed in Chapter Nine, Ava skims stones representing her thoughts lightly across the 

surface of the same river. In this comic, Ava constructs the metaphor in conversation with 

Raj, the river and the stones also represent the real world setting of this comic. In a scene 

from ‘Coping with Strengths’, Raj sits dejectedly by the same river after a relationship break-

up. The river rises and recedes, meandering through the comics. Undermining the 

real/imagined binary implicit in the world metaphor (where one thing stands in for another), 

a setting can make new conceptual meanings, while also meaning the thing itself. 

 In her novel As Stars Fall, Nieman became interested in a mode of writing where 

setting could stand in for itself. She quotes James Bradley, ‘fiction writers are shaking 

themselves free of old assumptions about subject matter and form in an attempt to find new 

forms, new strategies and new vocabularies capable of giving shape to the world in which we 
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find ourselves’ (Bradley 2017, quoted in Nieman 2018). She is talking about ‘ecofiction’, 

writing that is ecocritically aware of the impacts of representation of the landscape. Nieman 

writes, ‘anthropocentrism is the driver of the greatest catastrophes we face… it is not merely 

academic. Anthopocentrism is a cultural problem with material effects’ (Nieman, 2018, original 

emphasis). A number of studies suggest that spending time in green spaces (trees, parks, 

forests etc) and blue spaces (rivers, lakes, coastal waters etc) are beneficial for psycho-social 

health and mental wellbeing (Maas et al., 2006; Mitchell and Popham, 2008; Groenewegen 

et al., 2006; Britton et al., 2018). Studies have shown even looking at pictures of nature can 

lower stress (Brown, Garton and Gladwell, 2013; Van den Berg et al., 2014). Here I 

juxtapose this research with emerging research about the impact of ‘climate grief’ on young 

people:  

grief and associated anxiety and strong emotions linked to the anticipation of future 

losses will likely increase in prevalence, and may particularly impact children and 

youth who are currently growing up with ‘doom and gloom’ narratives. In this 

sense, anticipatory ecological grief may also constitute a form of ‘ambiguous grief’, 

as it is likely to be particularly difficult to articulate a sense of grief felt over the loss 

of the future (Cunsolo and Ellis, 2018: 278).  

Climate grief and its relation to the cultural phenomenon (and deepening global crisis) of 

youth mental ill-health is well beyond the scope of this chapter. I also don’t suggest comics 

are a substitute for nature or a salve for grief. Our comics don’t tackle themes of climate 

change; in fact, the therapy offered by the psychologists tends to frame experiences of mental 

illness as individual and personal rather than politically or culturally responsive to world 

issues like climate change or structural inequality. Having said that, thinking about how we–

–as writers and illustrators––represent the urban and natural spaces our characters dwell in, 

and the way these environments can be understood as affective and also as capable of 

producing effects, is a poetic strategy that creates space for cultural resonances and 

responsiveness between bodies and things. Jane Bennett argues that ‘a landscape possesses an 
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efficacy of its own, a liveliness intermeshed with human agency’, interrogating the subject-

object binary and privileging of human activity when she argues that ‘the scape of the land is 

more than a geo-physical surface upon which events play out. Clearly, a particular 

configuration of plants, buildings, mounds, winds, rocks, moods does not operate simply as a 

tableau for actions whose impetus comes from elsewhere (Bennett and Loenhart, 2011). 

Shifting the focus from the thinking, feeling singularity of a mind and dispersing awareness 

into assemblages of bodies and landscapes helps, perhaps, alleviate the burdens of 

individualism.  

 In the comic, ‘Enhancing with Strengths’, Coach, Raj, Ava and Jack go camping 

together. They put up their tents and go for a bushwalk. Over several panels they make a 

cup of tea––building up the fire, fetching water, heating the water, taking out the tea bags. 

The number of panels and the level of detail extends the reader’s sense of time, showing the 

elaborate process of making tea while camping. They drink their tea and then Raj and Ava 

do the dishes. There are several silent panels that convey the landscape they have become a 

part of, trees, birds, a backpack full of nourishing food, the tents.  

 Coach plays the guitar by the campfire. Ava sighs and looks up at the sky. ‘It’s so nice 

to escape my life for a while.’ 

 ‘I don’t really think of it as an escape,’ Coach tells her. ‘This is life.’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ says Ava. ‘That’s true.’  

 The comic ends with a series of images, a furry marsupial-like creature lapping water 

from the creek and then rustling past the zipped-up tents. The final image is a picture of the 

night sky, filled with stars. Wellbeing and positive affect—contentment, social connectedness, 

love, awe––circulates through these images of place. 

 In ‘Dark Skies, Bright Stars’, scripted by Simmone Howell, going outside represents a 

broadening outlook. After his friend Sam texts to cancel a stargazing date, Jack lies on his 
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bed, looking at the glow-in-the-dark stars on his ceiling that have rearranged themselves into 

the word ‘loser.’ Jack assumes that Sam has cancelled because of some deficit within Jack. 

Raj offers to go with Jack, but Jack diminishes his own need to go, and makes another 

assumption, this time that Raj won’t be interested. Jack dozes and wakes to a reminder on 

his phone. He decides to take the chance and texts Raj. And so, after all, they go together to 

the star party. This is where Jack meets Astra, who becomes a recurring character and 

romantic partner for Jack. The party is on a grassy hill, outside the city. The city skyline 

shows in the distance, part of the affective assemblage of landscape. 

 ‘Check it out,’ Astra says to Jack and Raj. ‘Everyone is here for the same thing. So we 

can feel how small we are and how awesome the sky is.’ 

 ‘You okay?’ Raj whispers to Jack. 

 ‘I’m happy that I got out of my room,’ says Jack. Leaving his room allows for 

expansiveness and growth, metaphorically reproduced in the activity of stargazing.  

 ‘You know what I like about stars?’ Astra says. ‘They, like, remind me that there is 

always light in the dark.’ 

 ‘You know what I like about stars?’ Jack says in return. ‘Everything.’ 

 The last panel is Jack with the binoculars held to his eyes, with the classic cartoony 

iconography of eyeballs at the wide end of the binoculars. This projection represents the 

gaze turned outwards, away from the self, and contrasts against the midpoint image of sad 

Jack in his room, curled up on his bed, with his eyes closed.  

 In our comics, the depiction of green and blue spaces (parks, rivers, bushland, even 

trees in urban streetscapes) can act as a creative resource. Place can be understood as both 

responsive to emotion and generative of it. Going outside, into nature, metaphorically 

represents a broadening of perspective, but green and blue spaces are also literally associated 

with positive mental health outcomes. In mental health memoirs, there are often glimpses of 
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the role nature plays in the lived experience of recovery. In Madness: A Memoir, Melbourne 

author Kate Richards documents herself in recovery, demonstrating the role nature can play 

in the way she experiences her recovering body as sensitive to and open to place: 

Day-smell is different from dusk-smell is different from night-smell. Day-smell is 

warmed eucalyptus oil and mountain tea-tree, candle heath and aromatic alpine 

baekea. Dusk-smell is thick with native grasses and boronia. Night-smell is the deep 

cool water of Lake Catani, where the other-side sun is reflecting onto the moon and 

the moon dribbles light over the still water of the lake and I open my body to it, skin 

white as the moon.  

Flesh, air. A breathing silence (Richards, 2012: chapter 32, para 4–5). 

At the end of Hurry Down Sunshine, a memoir about his teenage daughter’s mental ill-health, 

Michael Greenberg writes of his daughter, still experiencing episodes of psychosis, working 

part time on a farm, ‘tapping maple trees for syrup and tending to the goats and cows’ 

(Greenberg, 2008: 231). In Flying with Paper Wings poet and memoirist Sandy Jeffs also writes 

of the bush bringing her comfort and stillness: ‘It has been of great comfort to me to have the 

space and fresh air of the bush, a place where I love living, and which I believe helps me live 

a calmer life’ (Jeffs, 2009: The Far Side of Madness, para 3). After fighting the Black 

Saturday fires on her own during a day release from a residential stay in a mental health 

clinic, Jeffs ends her memoir on this note: ‘The day of the fires has shown me a reservoir of 

resilience I didn’t know I had, and a powerful sense that I might yet control if not cure the 

madness that remains part of me’ (Jeffs, 2009: Epilogue, para 14). Green and blue spaces are 

not presented as a cure to illness, rather, recovery is figured as an equilibrium between body 

and place in which the body, and more significantly the mind, is no longer central. In our 

comics, too, natural spaces like parks, rivers, the bush, mountains and the night sky are 

presented not simply as metaphorical: ‘not as an idea about the thing but the thing itself’ 

(MacFarlane, Scott and Caleo, 2018). 
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 Therapeutic space 

According to Doreen Massey, place is ‘constructed out of a particular constellation of social 

relations, meeting and weaving together at a particular locus’ (Massey, 2013: 154). In 

Madness: A Memoir, Kate Richards writes of the room from which her therapist, Winsome, 

practices, ‘There’s something in this room that’s hard to give a simple name to. It’s a kind of 

stillness, a kind of warm uncluttered stillness, like the room can expand and contain and hold 

safe anything that’s said inside it’ (Richards, 2013: chapter 15, para 9). Michael Greenberg 

describes the room of his daughter’s treating psychiatrist as ‘the sanctum: a large shabby 

south-facing room with a ripped couch’ a room he enters with ‘hands held high against the 

sunlight which hits one in the face […] like a thrown pie’; he sits next to his daughter on the 

couch, her legs propped on his lap, ‘refreshingly informal’ (Greenberg, 2008). The 

therapeutic relationship doesn’t just occur between two people. It happens in a spatial field––

an assemblage––of human and nonhuman objects in which the room, the couch, the light, 

even the absence of clutter, are all charged with meaning and purpose.  

 A comic has proportions, dimensions; the physical spatiality of comics creates a place 

of encounter, a tangible, material sense of place. Chute contends that the handmade quality 

of comics ‘creates an intriguing aesthetic intimacy’ (Chute, 2010: 6), which is to do with the 

presence/absence of the artist’s body. ‘It’s standard in comics for some of the meaning to 

come from the trace of the hand—making you feel close to the artist, reproducing a sense of 

the artist in space and time’ (MacFarlane, Scott and Caleo, 2017). The body of the artist 

stands in then for the absent body of the therapist in creating a sense of vitality in the online 

therapeutic space. 

 Some of that intimacy and vitality also comes from the non-narrative object––objects 

that don’t contribute to the story, but instead help create a vibrant sense of place. In The 

Enchantment of Modern Life, Jane Bennett makes a case for enchantment as a productive mood 
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‘of lively and intense engagement with the world’ that constitutes ‘a mixed bodily state of joy 

and disturbance, a transitory and sensuous condition’ (Bennett, 2001: 111). According to 

Jane Bennett, ‘enchantment can aid in the project of cultivating a stance of presumptive 

generosity (i.e., of rendering oneself more open to the surprise of other selves and bodies and 

more willing and able to enter into productive assemblages with them)’ (Bennett, 2001: 131). 

This brings to mind Eve Sedgwick’s reparative stance: ‘The desire of a reparative impulse, 

on the other hand, is additive and accretive… it wants to assemble and confer plenitude on 

an object that will then have resources to offer to an inchoate self’ (Sedgwick, 2003: 149). 

The presentation of ‘enchantment’ in comics through the curation of non-narrative objects 

may in fact promote prime the reader to take a reparative stance, open to the therapeutic 

possibilities of the text.    

 In ‘Coping with Strengths’, a comic that presents the use of personal strengths to deal 

with tough times, the comic begins in the midst of a break-up. Seated outside, Raj looks 

downcast, while an unnamed male character with green hair says, ‘It’s not you, it’s me.’ The 

second panel glances away, switching briefly from the intense viewpoint of the couple filling 

the frame, to a windchime hanging overhead. There are emanata, symbols signifying action, 

to indicate breeze and movement, and the word chime underneath to indicate sound. A bug 

crawls up the supporting beam of the veranda. We also see the rooftop next door, a tv aerial 

and the pink sky. There is no dialogue. In the next panel, green-haired guy says, ‘I’m just not 

looking for this.’ There’s a wooden fence behind him. ‘You’re great. A bit intense but great.’ 

We switch back to Raj, sitting in front of a timber shed, a garden fork sticking out of a patch 

of bare soil. ‘So… it’s me?’ Raj says, sensitive to the suggestion that he’s intense, possibly 

hearing it as code for mental illness. 

 Raj walks through the city, and sits by the river alone. He ends up in the café with his 

friends, and tells them he and his boyfriend have broken up. ‘Apparently I’m intense,’ he 
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says. ‘I’m pretty intense too,’ says Ava. ‘Me too,’ says Coach. ‘Me three,’ says Jack. The café 

is drab, a little institutional, like a hospital cafeteria, probably inspired by the café in the old 

buildings at Orygen––now demolished––where we met to talk about, among other things, 

settings in the comics. The turning point of the comic happens here, when Ava reminds Raj 

he has inner resources, including his intensity. ‘You’re intensely curious, you’re intensely 

loving. Be intense, so what? Use the things you’re passionate about to help you deal.’ 

Originally the comic ended here, but after feedback from young people, we decided to add 

some extra panels, showing what we meant by using strengths. In a panel labelled ‘One 

Week Later’ Raj is shown in the poetry section of the bookshop reading love poetry, with the 

strength love written in the thin sketchy writing Marc uses for emanata (such as the word 

chime in the windchimes panel). Two weeks later, Raj is shown typing out a text message, 

‘Look, I’ve thought about it but I’m not ready to be friends yet…’ with the words honesty, type 

and send all appearing in Marc’s emanata style font. The treatment of the strength word 

appearing the same as the other action words is significant here––the strengths are based on 

Peterson Seligman’s Values in Action (VIA) strengths (Peterson and Seligman, 2004), so the 

strengths are closely tied to actions. In the next panel, Raj adds ‘But give me time. I’ll text 

when I’m ready, okay?’ and it’s labelled with the strength open-mindedness. Four weeks later, 

Raj and the gang are dancing at a club. ‘There are plenty more fish in the sea!’ shouts Ava 

over the music. ‘Not so many dolphins though!’ Raj says. ‘But I’m still looking.’ This panel is 

labelled with the VIA strength hope.  

 This comic exemplifies the distribution of agency between people and things. In the 

comics’ assemblage, non-human objects vibrate with potentiality; they are, to use Bennett’s 

word, enchanted. I want to take up the image of the windchime here, for, as Bennett notes, 

‘the word enchant is linked to the French verb to sing: chanter. To “en-chant”: to surround with 

song or incantation; hence, to cast a spell with sounds, to make fall under the sway of a 
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magical refrain, to carry away on a sonorous stream’ (Bennett, 2001: 6). A drama plays out 

between two human actors; a breeze gently 

blows, a windchimes’ pipes knock together and 

the notes resound over the rooftops; a beetle 

continues its long vertical journey. The 

assemblage here is an exchange of energies: 

‘Wind itself can’t speak,’ writes poet, Maggie 

Smith, ‘It needs another to chime against’ 

(Smith, 2018). This series of relationships, 

currents of energy, of movements and sounds, is 

significant in Bennett’s enchantment. ‘Through 

sound, through the various refrains we invent, 

repeat, and catch from nonhumans, we receive 

news of the cosmic energies to which we humans 

are always in close, molecular proximity’ (Bennett, 2001: 168). Break ups don’t happen in 

the heart, or in the head. Break ups happen in worlds: ‘so overflowing with entities, 

creations, and forces that mutual infection is inevitable’ (Bennett, 2001: 168). The comics 

offer a series of enchanted objects, actions and energies for approaching the prospect of 

living a life that includes pain: the windchime, the garden fork, the river, the café, other 

people, the book of love poems, the phone, and through embodied practices, like consciously 

using one’s personal strengths. 

 Therapeutic space in the comics is an assemblage of presences and absences, motion 

and stillness, sound and silence, desires and practices. ‘Coping with Strengths’ reveals a fully 

realised setting, people, places and things, but also action, movement, sound, feelings, and 

thoughts, as well as the material qualities of the comics themselves, the colours, the lines and 

Figure 7-3 Coping With Strengths 
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shapes, the framing of the panels, the gaps between them, and the way the panels are read 

(scrolling down, panel by panel, on the phone). To experience enchantment, Bennett 

suggests, is to ‘notice new colours, discern details previously ignored, hear extraordinary 

sounds, as familiar landscapes of sense sharpen and intensify’ (Bennett, 2001: 5). Colour in 

our comics is a particularly significant part of their worldbuilding, and at least one user told 

one of our research assistants that in times of stress she would visualise the colours of Marc’s 

comics to regulate her mood. Like Michael Greenberg’s torn couch and slanting sunlight, or 

Kate Richards’s ‘uncluttered stillness’, in the comics the presence (and absence) of objects 

mediates the space––the garden fork, the beetle, the windchimes all generate ‘an energetic 

vitality’ (Bennett, 2010: 5). Enchantment may be something we encounter, but moments of 

enchantment can be strategically cultivated ‘by artful means’ (Bennett, 2001: 10), giving 

‘greater expression to the sense of play’ and honing ‘sensory receptivity to the marvellous 

specificity of things’ (Bennett, 2001: 4).  

 

 Setting as setting 

Most of our users access the MOST platform with a mobile device. The borders between 

online and offline, digital and physical spaces, are increasingly blurred for young people 

accustomed to a world of connectivity. Larissa Hjorth and Sarah Pink coin the term ‘digital 

wayfarer’ to describe the ‘perpetually moving mobile media user’ whose ‘trajectory entangles 

online and offline as they move through the weather and the air, with the ground underfoot 

and surrounded by people and things, while also traversing digital maps, social networking 

sites, and other online elements’ (Hjorth and Pink, 2014: 45). The MOSTware sites 

(Horyzons, Generation etc) can each be considered an assemblage, where agency is 

distributed across hardware, software, programmers, users, clinicians, researchers, writers, 

illustrators, and the comics, flowing in and out of physical and digital spaces. The comics, as 
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valued texts of an intimate public, are one way of creating a distinctive shared sense of place 

for clinicians and users on the site, holding the gaze of the collective, attuning their senses 

and sharpening their awareness.  

 The comics are social and cultural artefacts that help bind the intimate public of our 

young people. Within the complex overlapping territories of layered online and offline 

places, the comics are an object and a resource crossing the boundaries from digital space 

into the real world. They are Sedgwick’s object on which to confer plenitude, not just for the 

inchoate self but for the inchoate community as it comes into being. The comics are a place 

of assembly for a group of characters, including the user, to gather. They are an assemblage 

in which affect is distributed through various human and non-human agents: the gentle 

breeze, the windchimes, sights, sounds, smells, all in full ‘colour’. Finally, the comics are the 

production of a place, pointing outwards to a world of abundance and plenitude, where 

young people can find resources in the world of human and non-human things, and ‘the 

process of becoming goes on and on and on’ (Bennett, 2001: 165).  
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8 RUMINATION, REPETITION AND RECOVERY IN EYES TOO DRY 
AND RAW FEELS: THE THERAPEUTIC POSSIBILITIES OF 
READING COMICS. 

“Naming suffering, exalting it, dissecting it into its smallest components––that is doubtless a way to curb 
mourning.” (Kristeva, 1989: 97) 

 

 

In graphic medicine, experience and the representation of experience are closely 

intertwined. Eyes Too Dry and Raw Feels are comics that exist to say something about the 

therapeutic potential of making comics. Both take pains to accurately represent an 

experience of depression, including the repetitive thoughts cycle known as rumination. Each 

comic strives to move beyond self-expression and self-exploration to become acts of 

communication. This chapter takes as a recurring theme the notion of repetition, in comics, 

in mental illness and in recovery. While repetitive thoughts and repetitive actions can be 

symptoms of mental illnesses and disorders, repetition also structures our lives, bringing 

order to chaos, and repetition also plays a part in recovery. We arrange our days around 

rituals and routines that bring us security and pleasure. We are soothed by the regular 

rhythms of our own heartbeats; by the in-and-out predictability of the breath. Repetition is a 

formal feature of comics. ‘Comics are founded on a dialectic of repetition and difference, 

each image linked to the preceding one by a partial repetition of its contents’ (Groensteen, 

2007: 115). In this chapter, I argue that the themes of repetition and recovery in the content 

of rumination comics become transcendent through the structures of the comic: the rhythms, 

the music of the form. I argue that when content interacts successfully with the artistic 

strengths of the form, the reading of comics can be a therapeutic experience. 

 Julia Kristeva locates restorative potential in the rhythms and repetitions of poetic 

language that she aligns with the maternal body and the pre-symbolic self. For Kristeva, 
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melancholia and depression constitute a ‘crisis of thought and speech’ and ‘a crisis of 

representation’ (Kristeva, 1989: 221). Depression is characterized by ‘collapse of meaning’ 

and ‘absolute nothingness’ (Kristeva, 1989: 52); and Kristeva points to the pre-symbolic 

(what Kristeva calls the Semiotic) elements, or the non-linguistic parts of language and 

narrative, such as rhythm, melody and cadence, as a means to overcoming the loss of the 

self. We see this in the list of contents for Eyes Too Dry:  

Openings 

Fallings 

Treadings 

Siftings 

Breathings 

Closings  

Chipkin and Tavassoli (2017) take the familiar pluralized noun form of the verb ‘to open’ 

and applying the pattern to words that wouldn’t usually appear in this form, like tread, sift 

and breathe. The rhythms and the cadence are soothing, the repetition of the suffix ‘-ing’ 

and the sibilant ‘s’ resonate, shimmering with sense beyond (or before) meaning, dreamlike 

in their illegitimacy and familiarity. The recuperative structures that Kristeva locates in the 

non-symbolic and non-linguistic can be located in the minimalist and rhythmic text of 

comics but also, of course, in the image, in the relationship between image and text and, as 

Elisabeth El Refaie puts it in Autobiographical Comics: Life Writing in Pictures, the ‘gappiness’ of 

comics (El Refaie, 2012: 183).  

 Anne Cvetkovich in Depression: A Public Feeling points to ‘daily routines of self-care and 

of moving the body’ as modest yet meaningful forms of transformation; locating hope and 

the ‘antidote to despair’ in ‘everyday routines, practices and connections’ that are 

nonetheless political and world-changing, conceding that the ‘forms of “self-help” embedded 

in habits are ordinary, not the stuff of heroic or instantaneous transformation, and they can’t 
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simply be named in the abstract but instead must be integrated through the ongoing activity 

that forms a life story’ (Cvetkovich, 2009: Memoir as Research Method, para 4). Cvetkovich 

includes creativity as a habit: ‘Creativity encompasses different ways of being able to move: 

to solve problems, have ideas, be joyful about the present, make things. Conceived of in this 

way, it is embedded in everyday life, not something that belongs only to artists or to 

transcendent forms of experience’ (Cvetkovic, 2012: On Being Stuck, para 7). In a poetics of 

youth mental health in graphic medicine for comics makers, creativity emerges from 

repetitive practice, the rhythm of daily routine, both in the sense of practice (the doing of 

art), but also in the sense of the material of artistic expression, the reproducing of everyday 

life.  

  In this analysis, I seek to locate therapeutic potential in the networks of repetition in 

Raw Feels and Eyes Too Dry. I will focus on the symptom of rumination and how Eyes Too Dry 

and Raw Feels depict and destabilise patterns of rumination. I begin with a brief definition of 

rumination, and an exploration of two portrayals of rumination in prose fiction, which 

recreate the ruminating mind with accuracy and verisimilitude. I go on to explore the 

differences in the ways comics are able to depict rumination, focusing on embodiment, and 

then explore Eyes Too Dry and Raw Feels through current paradigms of treatment to explore 

the ways in which comics both depict therapy, but may also be considered therapeutic. In 

the absence of empirical studies, my analysis is speculative, following patterns within the text, 

however at the end of this chapter, I draw in the critical and creative response of artist-critic 

Eloise Grills who reviewed Eyes Too Dry in The Lifted Brow. Grills’ repurposing of the visual 

metaphors in her review seems to support my position.  
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 Rumination in prose 

Rumination, the act of repeatedly dwelling on negative thoughts and feelings, ‘[predicts] 

depressive symptoms and disorders and [impairs] thinking, problem solving, instrumental 

behavior, and social relationships’ (Nolen-Hoeksenam, Wisco and Lyubomirsky, 2008: 400, 

401). The distinctive affordances of comics in handling rumination becomes apparent after a 

brief comparison between two well-known depictions of rumination in prose, the short story 

‘The Depressed Person’ by David Foster Wallace and The Bell Jar, a novel by Sylvia Plath. 

To read The Bell Jar, and indeed, ‘The Depressed Person’ with a biographical lens is always a 

temptation, in light of the fact that both Sylvia Plath and David Foster Wallace suffered 

depression and they each died by suicide, 45 years apart (Weber, 2008; Staff, 2015). Rather 

than present these curious parallels from their own lives, my attention stays with their texts. 

What I am analysing here is the stylistic rendering of the experience of the ruminating mind 

in prose fiction. It must be noted that my analysis of the strategies in depicting rumination in 

comics as memoir are not being contrasted not with the strategies of prose autobiography, but 

with the strategies of prose fiction; I will not be laying claims to an autobiographical reading 

of The Bell Jar or ‘The Depressed Person’. It remains a worthwhile comparison, because each 

author and artist uses their medium to recreate the ruminating mind in action and in doing 

so, they demonstrate its relationship to mental illness. 

 In ‘The Depressed Person’, David Foster Wallace dramatises how a ruminating 

person dwells on the causes and consequences of her depressed feelings, exacerbating her 

symptoms of depression:  

The depressed person was in terrible and unceasing emotional pain, and the 

impossibility of sharing or articulating this pain was itself a component of the pain 

and a contributing factor in its essential horror. Despairing, then, of describing the 

emotional pain itself, the depressed person hoped at least to be able to express 

something of its context––its shape and texture, as it were––by recounting 

circumstances related to its etiology. (Wallace, 1998: 57).  
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The story the character constantly returns to concerns an incident in childhood, her 

divorced parents arguing about who should pay for her orthodontic work. She retells this 

story to her therapist and to her Support System, mostly old acquaintances from childhood 

and school, usually in late night, long distance phone calls. The more the depressed person 

in Wallace’s story revisits and rehashes her story––the context of depression––the more pain 

it seems to bring her, and the more stuck in the cycle she becomes. As the cycle deepens, she 

makes the constant retelling of the story part of the story, compounding her sense of shame 

and failure. Foster Wallace’s narrative bears all the hallmarks of the chaos narrative, the 

story that is ‘told on the edges of a wound’ and ‘the edges of speech’ (Frank, 2013:101). 

David Foster Wallace’s third person narration makes sense in the context of chaos. ‘The 

person living the chaos story has no distance from her life and no reflective grasp on it. Lived 

chaos makes reflection, and consequently storytelling, impossible’ (Frank, 2013: 98). The 

chaos story is not what is told, it’s what is lived.  

The chaos narrative is always beyond speech, and thus what is always lacking in 

speech. Chaos is what can never be told; it is the hole in the telling. Thus in the 

most hurried “and then” telling, chaos is the ultimate muteness that forces speech 

to go faster and faster, trying to catch the suffering in words (Frank, 2013: 101).  

In David Foster Wallace’s use of free indirect speech, the protagonist and the narrator blur 

in a deliberately ambiguous way, and we are denied access to the outsides of the character; 

the reactions of people around her are never shown directly, but always focalised through the 

depressed person. David Foster Wallace demonstrates the irony of depression: depression 

trivialises experiences through a misattribution of scale. In the depressed mind, past slights 

becomes permanent and ever-present, while the death of her therapist, the terminal illness of 

her friend, even the horror of her own depression (as opposed to its perceived causes and 

consequences), are never truly felt. The story resonates with verisimilitude, ‘a dazzling 

performance of how the depressed mind works: a closely described experience of intense 
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mercilessness’ (Vidgerman,2009: 173). Just as the silent and invisible members of the Support 

System in David Foster Wallace’s story politely endure the depressed person’s unrelenting 

soliloquy, so too does the reader endure it, over several pages. And, as the therapist covertly 

glances at the clock, we too might glance away. At one stage, Wallace introduces footnotes, 

splitting the attention of the reader, a strategy Wallace once described as ‘almost like having 

a second voice inside your head’ (Cohen and Konstantinou, 2012: 34). The footnotes make it 

increasingly difficult for the reader to hold the narrative, such as it is, of ‘The Depressed 

Person’ as a cohesive strand. In ‘My Depressed Person (A Monologue)’, Patricia Vidgerman, 

at that time in the throes of supporting a depressed friend, notes that on her first reading of 

Wallace’s story she abandoned it, overwhelmed by the run on sentences in the foot notes. 

Vidgerman’s discomfort at witnessing the story is predicted by Frank: ‘The lack of any 

coherent sequence is an initial reason why chaos stories are hard to hear; the teller is not 

understood as telling a “proper” story’ (Frank, 2013: 97). 

 The Bell Jar lacks the bitter satirical edge of Wallace’s ‘The Depressed Person’. It 

doesn’t strive to make a point about depression with the same self-awareness but it does 

report on the depressed mind in a similar way: 

I knew something was wrong with me that summer, because all I could think about 

was the Rosenbergs and how stupid I’d been to buy all those uncomfortable, 

expensive clothes, hanging limp as fish in my closet, and how all the little successes 

I’d totted up so happily at college fizzled to nothing outside the slick marble and 

plate-glass fronts along Madison Avenue. I was supposed to be having the time of 

my life (Plath, 2008: 2).  

Plath uses a first-person narrative, but her prose is less confining than Wallace’s. Through 

dialogue and the retrospective narration, Plath is able to generate some sense of outsideness, 

the larger world is presented in the New York magazine office, the hotel full of girls. But 

filtered through the lens of depression, all of it is endlessly disappointing. Esther, dislocated 

and disconnected, is rendered an unreliable narrator due to the distortions of her depression 
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and her negative cognitive biases, only noticing and reporting on things that correlate with 

her depressed worldview. In fact, in the novel’s cosmology, Esther’s depression appears as a 

logical reaction to the world she occupies. The Bell Jar is a novel that offers a narrative of 

causes, such as the vapid world of mid-twentieth century consumerism, the limited options for 

girls, the restraints on female sexuality, the endless striving for perfection and achievement, 

and consequences, at least partly summed up when Buddy comes to visit Esther at the asylum 

after her suicide attempt and ponders, ‘“I wonder who you’ll marry now, Esther?”’ (Plath, 

2008: 230) Like Wallace’s depressed person, Esther is locked in her own story, and as she 

retreats further and further inside her own consciousness, she comes up with the metaphor of 

the bell jar. ‘[W]herever I sat––on the deck of a ship or at a street café in Paris or Bangkok––

I would be sitting under the same glass bell jar, stewing in my own sour air’ (Plath, 2008: 

178). Later: ‘To the person in the bell jar, blank and stopped as a dead baby, the world itself 

is the bad dream’ (Plath, 2008: 227). Ominously, at the end, in the last chapter: ‘How did I 

know that someday––at college, in Europe, somewhere, anywhere––the bell jar, with its 

stifling distortions, wouldn’t descend again?’ (Plath, 2008: 230). These images of the 

suffocated, dead, blank, passive body, reduced in scale and enclosed in a glass jar that 

distorts all vision are as relentlessly interior as Wallace’s narrative––enclosed in the jar is not 

so much the corporeal body but the mind. Esther, contemplating suicide, encounters the 

neutrality of her own body: ‘the skin of my wrist looked so white and defenceless that I 

couldn’t do it. It was as if what I wanted to kill wasn’t in that skin or the thin blue pulse that 

jumped under my thumb, but somewhere else, deeper, more secret, and a whole lot harder 

to get at’ (Plath 2008: 142).  

 ‘Behind the hospital brochure and the commercial lies the modernist expectation that 

for every suffering there is a remedy’ (Frank, 2013: p. 80). Characteristic of the resistitution 
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narrative is the retrospective first-person narration of The Bell Jar; on page three she flashes 

forward: 

I got such a kick out of all those free gifts showering on to us. For a long time 

afterwards I hid them away, but later, when I was all right again, I brought them 

out, and I still have them around the house. I use the lipsticks now and then, and 

last week I cut the plastic starfish off the sunglasses case for the baby to play with 

(Plath, 2008: 3).   

Here the narrative voice assures us there is an ‘after’ in which she has overcome shame, 

represented by the things hidden away, and now she is ‘all right again’, with a house and a 

baby. This is reflected at the end, as Esther waits to greet the board of doctors who can 

dismiss her from care. ‘There ought, I thought, to be a ritual for being born twice––patched, 

retreaded and approved for the road’ (Plath, 2008: 233). While at times The Bell Jar could be 

considered a chaos narrative in her faithful restoration of the downward spiral of depression, 

or a quest narrative, especially if we consider the novel as drawing on autobiographical 

content (which makes the writing of the novel, the exploration of the lived material, and the 

process of fictionalising it, a quest-like activity). It is the restitution narrative that 

predominates here––Esther is not reborn, but born twice, patched up, as the restitution 

narrative would have it, ‘as good as new’ (Frank, 2013: 77). In The Bell Jar’s chronology, 

Esther is sick, she gets worse, she gets treatment and she, presumably, gets better, though the 

chaos of the bell jar (the spectre of relapse) lingers in the back of her mind and the lack of 

resolution on the last page offers less certainty than the flash forward on page 3. Plath’s 

reliance on the reinstitution narrative to give her story structure comes at the cost of Esther’s 

agency and growth: ‘In the restitution narrative the active player is the remedy [...] or the 

physician. Restitution stories are about the triumph of medicine’ (Frank, 2013: 115). Again, I 

have to work hard not to extrapolate parallel meanings in what occurred in Plath’s own 

future, following the writing of the novel: the recurrence of her depression, her eventual 
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suicide. So, I merely note the internal signposts here that the Plath’s character, Esther, may 

yet succumb again.  

 The primary difference between the prose examples of rumination I address here and 

the way comics can depict rumination, I argue, is that Wallace and Plath narrate stories 

about minds in crisis, focusing on the content of the thoughts, and in particular on causes 

and consequences, and on recreating the ruminating mind in action. Comics situate the 

depressed mind in the body, and therefore describe rumination in depression as a crisis of 

the body. While Plath and Wallace permit the reader to recognise rumination as both a 

symptom of depression and a source of further suffering, which in itself may have therapeutic 

benefits, the positioning of the depressed mind in the (depressed) body lays the groundwork 

for a more embodied approach to the therapeutic possibilities of the text. 

 

 Rumination in comics 

 

Figure 8-1 Rumination in Eyes Too Dry (Chipkin and Tavassoli 2017) 

Eyes Too Dry is a collaborative graphic memoir by Alice Chipkin and Jessica Tavassoli 

described on the back cover copy as ‘a graphic memoir about heavy feelings, queer 
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friendship and the therapeutic possibilities of making comics’ (Chipkin and Tavassoli, 2017). 

In this chapter, I’ll use the names Tava and Alice when talking about the characters in the 

comic, and surnames when discussing the creators of the text. The comic portrays Tava’s 

depression at 24 and friend and housemate Alice’s attempts to hold and support her. As the 

two become further and further entwined, Alice begins to struggle with her own mental 

health. The comic also documents the decision to use comics to tell the story, so the comic is, 

in part at least, about comics. The two artists have very different styles. Tava’s story is 

interspersed with abstract imagery and stylised figures, conveying interiority of experience, 

where Alice’s is told in a meticulous illustrative style, pretty and precise. Leonie Brialey’s Raw 

Feels is also a comic that is about making comics. Leonie Brieley’s Raw Feels is an exploration 

of the embodied drawn-and-drawing self. In Raw Feels Brieley records her experiences of 

depression and therapy, revealing patterns of a depressed, and of a recovering, embodied 

mind. Raw Feels is also a comic about making comics, representing the process of being made 

within the text. 

 There are two pages in Eyes Too Dry in which first Tavassoli and then Chipkin depict 

their experiences of intrusive, cycling thoughts. Tavassoli introduces hers in boxed text: 

‘Throughout this my mental backdrop consisted of three main voices’ (Chipkin and 

Tavassoli, 2017). On the page are three circles. The first is an image of Tava’s head and 

hands with the word WHY encircling her. Her hands obscure parts of her face, her eyes are 

closed and she appears fragmented, the geometry of the head and hands appear as if severed 

from the body. The second circle is filled with the sort of diatribe recounted by Wallace: ‘you 

shouldn’t be feeling like this, you don’t have any real reason to be feeling like this, you have a 

good life, a privileged life, you are doing this to yourself, your are selfish...’ (Chipkin and 

Tavassoli, 2017) and so on. In the third circle she comes back to the image of the hand, 

enormous in scale, looming, ready to grasp the entirety of her small head with the text 
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running inside the rim of the circle: ‘Your friends are going to get tired of your sadness and 

leave you’ (Chipkin and Tavassoli, 2017). Some pages later, Alice, buckling under the weight 

of Tava’s depression, feels her own mental health begin to decline. Chipkin draws Alice in a 

pose that mirrors Tava’s depiction of rumination: her face concealed by her hands. 

Overwhelming the page are her intrusive thoughts, insulting and demeaning self-talk 

following a family gathering:  

Why do you have to turn everything into a gender thing? They mean well. Get over 

it. This isn’t about you. Stop being so self-absorbed. This is a celebration, why can’t 

you just be happy? Why did you have to wear a sleeveless dress to this? Hide your 

armpit hair goddammit. Why can’t you ever get it right? Too queer here. Not queer 

enough there... (Chipkin and Tavassoli, 2017)  

It goes on. In the boxed text underneath the image, Alice narrates: ‘All the thoughts I could 

usually contain, unravelled’ (Chipkin and Tavassoli, 2017).  

 

The images of first Tava and then Alice trapped inside a container of their thoughts (see 

figure 8.1) recalls the stifling confinement of Plath’s metaphor of the bell jar. Interestingly 

both Tava and Alice use second person to address their thinking self, departing from 

Wallace’s third person and Plath’s first. The absolutist language which resounds in Wallace 

and Plath’s work, words like always, never, everything, nothing––are notable in Chipkin’s 

page, and are a tip off that Alice’s own mental health is in decline here (Al-Mosaiwi and 

Johnstone, 2018). Chipkin and Tavassoli each convey in a single page a lot of information 

about rumination. The reader can infer the impact these intrusive thoughts have on the 

characters’ emotional wellbeing, but the reader can see the physical toll, conveyed in the rigid 

postures of the body in pain.  

 In a series of pages near the beginning of Raw Feels, Brialey moves through the 

context of her depression––unrequited love, smoking marijuana, wrestling with questions of 

identity, self-worth and purpose––to the content of her thoughts: ‘I should probably just kill 
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myself/I am a terrible useless human being/Wow, I am completely unlovable!/Everything is 

fucked beyond repair!/ [...]/I should just fucking kill myself’ (Brialey, 2016; see figure 8.2).  

 

Figure 8-2 'I should probably just fucking kill myself' from Raw Feels (Brialey, 2016) 

One double page spread with a circular narrative––ending where it begins––is enough to 

convey what Vidgerman calls in Wallace’s story the ‘ouroboric tedium’ of rumination 

(Vidgerman, 2009: 172). Brialey moves on to a series of pages that demonstrate how 

thoughts act upon the body: ‘Just waves/and waves/of bad thoughts/washing over 

you/washing over you/washing over you...’ (Brialey, 2016).  

 

Figure 8-3 Waves of bad thoughts washing over you. From Raw Feels. (Brialey, 2016) 

Brialey draws herself as a head and a body in bed, the body a curved line under a blanket 

(see figure 8.3), and as the repeating motif persist over pages, the body recedes, until 
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eventually the body and the head disappear altogether, the curved line flattens, and in the 

last drawn panel there is a straight line followed by a blank double page spread. In these 

pages, Brialey lets ‘depression linger, [exploring] the feeling of remaining or resting in 

sadness without insisting that it be transformed or reconceived’ (Cvetkovitch, 2012: Key 

Words A Note on Methods, para 7). In their graphic representations of depression, 

Tavassoli, Chipkin and Brialey all demonstrate being with their depressed, ruminating selves, 

observing with curiosity and compassion, not rushing to resolve the problem. Tavassoli 

demonstrates the churning cycle of depressed and depressing thoughts, and how such 

thoughts fragment and dehumanise her perception of herself. Alice is inundated by words––

the dam has broken and Alice is suddenly overwhelmed. Brialey gently draws attention away 

from what’s happening in the mind to what’s happening in the body, which lays the 

groundwork for her therapeutic journey.  

 

 Comics: Interrupting rumination
   

Rumination ‘can transform the simple experience of a fleeting emotion of sadness into 

serious depression; a fleeting emotion of irritation into a prolonged sense of indignation and 

anger; a fleeting moment of concern into a deep sense of anxiety’ (Teasdale, Williams and 

Segal 2013: 16). According to Teasdale et al, ruminators have certain habits, like dwelling on 

causes––Why do you have to turn everything into a gender thing? Why did you have to wear a sleeveless dress 

to this?––and consequences––Why can’t you just be happy? Everything is fucked beyond repair. 

Ruminators ask questions with no answers, attacking their own feelings as if they are 

problems to solve. They dredge up past failures and old wounds, focussing on weaknesses 

and perceived deficits. Ruminators anticipate their problems will continue into the days, 

weeks, months and years ahead, and may wonder if life is worth living at all. Addressing 

rumination can reduce severity and duration of depression, and helps to prevent relapse. 
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Both Raw Feels and Eyes Too Dry model current therapeutic approaches to rumination as well 

as maladaptive approaches to ending rumination, and I am going to discuss these further 

below. 

SUICIDE 

I think it is important to acknowledge here that both Tavassoli and Brialey raise suicide as a 

potential option to alleviate the pain and suffering of depression. Suicidal thoughts feature in 

Brialey’s ruminative cycle as discussed above. In a scene in Eyes Too Dry, Tava talks through 

her suicidal thoughts with her therapist, Anita. 

Tava: Anita, I want out. I’m exhausted. I never chose to be born and I feel like I’ve 

given it a good shot[...] 

Anita: ... 

Tava: And the thing is everyone will adapt, we always do! If I’m not here, sure, it’ll 

be sad at first but life will continue and it’ll be fine…/they’ll all be fine in the long 

run… 

Anita: listen to me/ I’ve worked with families whose loved ones have committed 

suicide/ and I can tell you/ there is no such thing as recovery (Tavassoli and 

Chipkin, 2017). 

This exchange also demonstrates and models the role of talk therapy in the treatment of 

suicidal ideation. A Danish study found psychosocial therapy to be linked to ‘lower risks of 

repeated self-harm, suicide, and general mortality’ (Erlangsen, Lind, Stuart et al, 2015: 49). 

Tava attempts to frame her death as a temporary affliction and Anita reframes it as 

permanent. The fact that Tava records this conversation without narratorialising emphasises 

the immediacy of its impact. Suicide is discounted as a rational response to the pain and 

suffering of depression. 

MEDICATION 
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When Anita observes Tava’s desire to withdraw, she identifies this as a warning sign that 

Tava is no longer managing her symptoms, and recommends anti-depressants. The series of 

images after Tava tells her parents she is on medication represents an experience of 

fragmentation: Tava’s sense of alienation, the breakdown of communication and––hands 

opening and closing––a withdrawal into the self and a hyper-awareness of the body. Later 

Tava takes herself off her meds, telling Alice: 

I just don’t want to swallow a manufactured chemical capsule twice a day...they 

make me feel mechanised./ I feel like its tinkering with my insides. It makes me feel 

disconnected from my “humanness.”/ I want to learn to coexist with whatever I’m 

feeling. Not feel less. (Tavassoli and Chipkin, 2017).  

Tava’s ambivalence about medication culminates in a scene where she sends Alice a text 

saying she’s not coping, and she’s starting to believe that she might need to be medicated for 

an extended period of time. They both see this as a crisis point, in fact it is the catalyst for 

Alice to get on a plane to go to Canada and be with Tava. Tava’s reluctance to take anti-

depressants maps against trends among young people. In a 2007 survey of young people’s 

attitudes to psychiatric interventions, young people were more likely to endorse physical 

activity, relaxation exercises, mindfulness and massages as treatments for depression than 

anti-depressant medication (Jorm and Wright, 2007). In another study, while 40% of young 

respondents believed anti-depressants may be useful, 25% of young people thought anti-

depressants could be harmful (Hickie, Luscombe, Favenport, Burns and Highet, 2007). A 

survey of Canadian Students in rural Nova Scotia found almost all the respondents would 

prefer talk therapy over antidepressants, and nearly half would refuse medication because of 

potential side effects like weight gain and reduced libido (Bradley, McGrath, Brannen & 

Bagnall, 2010). Simone Fullager and Wendy O’Brien found through an analysis of women’s 

qualitative feedback that while biomedical narratives frame medication as empowering, ‘the 
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continued reliance on medication to prevent relapse left many women feeling ambivalent 

about the possibility of recovery’ (Fullager & O’Brien, 2012: 1070).  

BEHAVIOURAL ACTIVATION 

Evidence shows that ‘short periods of positive distractions improve not only depressed 

people’s moods, but also the quality of their thinking and problem solving’ (Nolen-

Hoeksenam, Wisco and Lyubomirsky, 2008: 400), and can boost feelings of accomplishment, 

meaning and purpose. In behavioural activation, ‘the principal objective becomes one of 

helping the patients to identify and reengage with activities and situations that are 

reinforcing and consistent with their long-term goals’ (Mazzucchelli , Kane & Rees, 2010: 

106). In Raw Feels, Brialey includes a document from the Centre for Clinical Interventions, a 

therapeutic module on behavioural activation, including a ‘fun activities catalogue’, with a 

list of 185 activities such as, ‘Taking care of my plants’, ‘Meditating’, ‘Having a barbecue’, 

‘Remembering the words and deeds of loving people’ and ‘Fantasising about the future’ 

(Brialey, 2016 ). The clinical perkiness of the document is undercut by Brialey’s annotations. 

‘Everything is fucked,’ Brialey writes in the space between two paragraphs, demonstrating 

the resistance of the ruminating mind in its encounter with therapeutic discourse. Brialey 

goes on to document herself performing some of the ‘fun activities’, such as soaking in the 

bath, laughing, sleeping, kissing. There is an air of bleakness. For kissing, Brialey kisses the 

back of her own hand, highlighting a sense of loneliness. For laughing, Brialey draws herself 

at her laptop and a speech bubble emerging from the laptop with the ubiquitous text 

abbreviation: LOL (laugh out loud). For ‘skiing’ she plays what looks like a mobile app game. 

The images illustrate how absurdly out of reach some of these suggestions are for Brialey, but 

also model, ironically, Brialey’s therapeutic compliance and perseverance. The images are 

not devoid of hope. Lying in the bath, Brialey thinks, ‘Damn. I could never kill myself this 

way. I’m way too relaxed’ (Brialey, 2016). The images convey the contradictions of 
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depression and behavioural activation, the constant tension between thinking and doing: the 

glimmer of hope that drives the engagement, and the way the depressed mind works to 

extinguish that hope.  

 Tava reads and responds to the work of Ann Cvetkovich in the book Depression: A 

Public Feeling. ‘Move, she told me./ Let movement and the power of daily ritual carry you,’ 

(Chipkin & Tavassoli, 2017). This advice is echoed by Tava’s therapist. Tava tells Anita, ‘I 

try going for a walk or staying in bed but nothing seems to help...’ Anita replies, ‘Whatever it 

is you choose to do, do it without the expectation that it should change the way you’re 

feeling./Do it simply because it’s the right thing to be doing in the moment’ (Chipkin & 

Tavassoli, 2017). Later in the comic, concerned about Tava’s health and in the aftermath of 

a relationship ending, Alice flies to Canada to be with Tava, and to make the comic. But 

once there, Alice realises she’s still struggling with her own mental health. Alice confesses to 

Tava: 

Alice: I’m so scatty. I get irritated watching you plowing ahead with the comic when 

I can’t even sit still./ It’s like I’m not fully here... 

Tava: But that’s fine, Al. 

Alice: it feels like such a waste though. It’s so beautiful here./ I’ll feel sad and 

anxious, go for a walk––feel fine for five minutes––and then I’m straight back to 

feeling agitated. 

Tava: That’s so outcome based. I think it’s the wrong way to think about it./ Going 

for the walk can still be the right thing to do in the moment. Even if it doesn’t make 

the hard feelings disappear (Chipkin & Tavassoli, 2017). 

Underlying principles of behavioural activation interact with Tava’s lived experience of 

recovery; when Tava offers her therapist’s advice to Alice, the reader can sense the 

subterranean shifts in Tava’s relationship with herself.  

 The act of drawing becomes a powerful exemplar of the mind-body connection of 

behavioural activation in both Raw Feels and Eyes Too Dry. Writes Cvetkovich, ‘If depression 



189 
 
 

is conceived of as blockage or impasse or being stuck, then its cure might lie in forms of 

flexibility or creativity’ (Cvetkovich 2012: On Being Stuck, para 8). Through careful 

juxtaposition, Brialey turns away from the medicalised discourse of behavioural activation, 

becoming absorbed instead in the embodied practice of drawing, which for Brialey is 

invested with meaning and purpose. The comics Brialey, Tavassoli and Chipkin depict 

themselves making in the comic becomes the transformative object––and tangible evidence 

of recovery––that the reader holds in their hands.   

MINDFULNESS 

 
Figure 8-4 Mindfulness in Raw Feels (Brialey 2016) 

Mindfulness can be briefly defined as a deliberate redirecting of attention to thoughts, 

feelings, sensations and the immediate environment by ‘adopting a particular orientation 

toward one’s experiences in the present moment, an orientation that is characterized by 

curiosity, openness, and acceptance’ (Bishop, Lau, Shapiro et al, 2004: 232). In mindfulness-

based cognitive therapy (MBCT), a structured program combining mindfulness and 
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cognitive therapy, thoughts are reconceptualised as mental events, rather than facts (Segal, 

Teasdale, & Williams 2014). Mindfulness-based interventions are increasingly recognised as 

both curative and preventative in the treatment of depression, particularly because of the 

way mindfulness can address ‘negative thinking patterns such as depressive rumination, 

worry, and self-criticism’ (Shapero, Greenberg, Pedrelli, de Jong, and Desbordes, 2018: 5). 

In MBCT, delivered through a combination of worksheets, guided meditation and 

stretching, mindfulness is presented ‘as a way to gather the scattered mind and relate more 

skillfully to difficult emotions as they arise’ (Segal, Teasdale, and Williams 2014: 97).  

 In Raw Feels, form and content come into contact. Brialey re-orients herself to her 

body, representing thoughts, feelings and sensations on the page. In the thesis she wrote as a 

companion to Raw Feels, Brialey notes, ‘Raw Feels seeks to take thought balloons as literally as 

possible: to think of thoughts as existing outside of the body, on paper’ (Brialey, 2016: 286), 

while Nolen-Hoeksenam et al write, ‘Mindfulness strategies teach individuals that their 

thoughts are not necessarily true and do not control their actions’ (Nolen-Hoeksenam, Wisco 

and Lyubomirsky, 2008: 417). Just as the reader witnesses the way rumination ‘can 

transform passing sadness into lasting depression and fleeting fears into persistent anxiety’ 

(Segal, Teasdale and Williams 2014: 28), the reader is able to observe the processes of 

mindfulness. In Eyes Too Dry, when Tava struggles most with her depression, Tavassoli 

depicts it as a physical hole which represents the large emotional black hole that threatens to 

consume her. In a final scene, Tavassoli draws herself meditating. Hovering above her head, 

present but contained, is the black hole. Mindfulness is not a way of negating negative 

emotion, but allowing it to be present. Tava depicts herself being with the black hole, holding 

it calmly in the realm of her meditative space, without judgement or distress.    

SOCIAL PROBLEM SOLVING 



191 
 
 

 

Figure 8-5 Queer friendship in Eyes Too Dry (Chipkin and Tavassoli, 2017) 

Social connectedness is seen as vital to recovery: ‘Understanding the role of close 

relationships in their depression, making changes in unsatisfying relationships, and 

improving their social skills may help depressed ruminators to overcome their interpersonal 

problems’ (Nolen-Hoeksenam, Wisco and Lyubomirsky, 2008: 417). In Eyes Too Dry, Chipkin 

and Tavalossi structure their work through their friendship; performing the way subjective 

reality is socially constructed. In Alice’s first chapter, Tava is sitting reading the comic––

presumably the comic the reader is holding in her hands––offering feedback about the way 

Alice has told her part of the story. Tava says, ‘I think we’re getting there... this draft is 

better, for sure. But I still don’t agree with your opening line, “It began in April.”’ After a 

few panels of negotiation, Alice begins her chapter with ‘For me... it began in April’ 

(Tavassoli and Chipkin) and the comic flows on from there. Later Alice discusses the comics 

making with her girlfriend, Tali.  

Alice: Tali, I’m worried I’m telling parts of this that aren’t mine to tell... Like the 

quoted conversations [...] 
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Tali: I don’t think “whose story is this?” is the right question. Like, once those words 

are in the air between you, I don’t think one of you owns them.  

Alice: Hmm. 

Tali: I think the bigger question is how to tell the story the best you can, from your 

perspective, that’s sensitive to her telling of it. 

Alice: I guess it helps that it’s something we’re making together (Chipkin and 

Tavassoli, 2017).  

The terms of the comic and the terms of the friendship––form and content––are inseparable. 

The comic demonstrates the ways in which mental illness and mental health impacts on 

social relationships, but also the role those relationships have in providing support and 

structure to a troubled mind.  

 Along with the ‘gappiness’ of comics and way this gappiness implicates the reader as 

a participant, El Refaie argues that involvement and affiliation in comics comes from 

rhetorical strategies that engender empathy and identification, leading ‘readers to become 

attached to the protagonist of a graphic memoir on the basis of qualities, values, or 

experiences that are roughly congruent with their own’ (El Refaie, 2012: 188). While 

Chipkin and Tavassoli also depict themselves alone with their thoughts, and at various points 

the reader may identify more intensely with one or the other, friendship is an organising 

principle of the comic, embedded in the structure of the work. Tavassoli and Chipkin use the 

phrase ‘queer friendship’ to describe the friendship in the back cover copy. While queer may 

denote their sexual identities (both characters have same sex partners, though they are not in 

a romantic relationship with each other), it may also go some way to describe the way this 

friendship functions outside the hetero-normative delineation of female friendships as 

functioning in a hierarchy below romantic and family relationships. Tava and Alice prioritise 

each other. They are heavily invested in each other’s mental and emotional states. They live 

together and they care for each other. Tava and Alice’s parents are presented as no longer 

functional as parent-carers, and instead the caregiving role is shared equally between the two 
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women. In this way the share-houses that Tava and Alice inhabit operate as queer space that 

function outside stratified suburban middle-class culture, non-normative both in terms of 

heterosexuality and the dominant paradigm of the nuclear family, but also in terms of 

aetonormativity, that is Nikolajeva’s conception of age-based normativity (Nikolajeva, 2010), 

breaking down the family structure and the hierarchy of adult and child. Rather than 

signifying a transitional or temporary space between childhood and adulthood, the queer 

share-house––a shifting, transient space that can be reimagined and redefined, even taken 

apart and reassembled or reimagined on the other side of the world––is a space capable of 

holding the feeling bodies that reside within it.  

 In Raw Feels, identification may arise from the solitariness of Leonie Brialey, the 

reader perceiving, mirrored on the page, their own experience of being alone with the 

thinking self; the comic is an interface that appears in both worlds (the drawn world depicted 

by Brialey and the physical world experienced by the reader). Loneliness permeates Raw Feels 

and Brialey’s depression is certainly framed as a condition of loneliness and social isolation, 

and yet the comic overcomes its own loneliness. The dedication of Raw Feels reads ‘For Liz’; 

the comic was written as the creative component of a creative writing PhD exploring comics 

and sincerity and Brialey dedicates the comic to her supervisor, Liz Macfarlane. The first 

audience of a PhD is the supervisor, and in the dedication, Brialey addresses her first reader 

directly, performing the ways in which comics are social and communicative. The creative 

dissertation demonstrates its own dialogical construction, emerging in the space between 

supervisor and candidate, and in dialogue with the discipline of creative writing and its texts. 

In Depression: A Public Feeling, Ann Cvetkovich writes about her own experience of finishing 

her PhD dissertation. She compares the process of writing it to the fairytale where the sister 

whose brothers have been magicked into swans must weave coats of stinging nettles to save 

them, while compelled to silence: ‘The story of lonely labor and unarticulated feelings was 
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also a poignant reminder for me of the terror of being unable to make a deadline despite 

working as hard as you can’ (Cvetcovich, 2012: The Fairy Tale, para 3). Cvetkovich locates 

powers in the ‘creative and reparative impulses of witchcraft’ (Cvetcovich, 2012: The Fairy 

Tale, para 3), and the girl’s capacity to make something powerful and transformative from 

her pain. Of making the comic, echoing and building on Cvetkovich, Brialey writes, ‘Offered 

sincerely, my hope was to both comfort myself, and maybe, ideally, someone else’ (Brialey, 

2016: 292). The idea of a PhD dissertation being an object principally designed to comfort 

both self and other is a quietly radical interpretation of the quest for new knowledge that 

characterises the aims and significance of postgraduate research. 

 Indeed, Brialey portrays new knowledge and academic insight as deeply personal in 

Raw Feels, performing the way that knowledge is filtered not just through human minds but 

also experienced in the body. In both Raw Feels and Eyes Too Dry, the tissue of quotations 

consciously sourced from other works is an embodiment on the page of social and cultural 

contexts within which bodies and minds think and feel. In the final chapter of Raw Feels, 

when Brialey quotes from Nietzsche’s provocation ‘The Greatest Weight’, she repurposes 

imagery from earlier in the comic, which demonstrates the way identification and alliance 

between reader and text play out, and the ways in which a text inscribes itself on the body 

and becomes fully internalised an indivisible aspect of the self.  

 Intertextuality is one of the ways, El Rafaie states, that comics can trigger 

identification and affiliation for readers familiar with the referenced texts, engendering a 

sense of commonality, ‘deepening their sense of involvement with the story and its 

protagonist’ (El Refaie, 2012: 219). I argue here that even for those readers unfamiliar with 

the referenced texts, the quotations generate the sense that the comics belong to a larger 

network of shared experience and common humanity, and model the way texts can be used 

as resources to broaden the individual’s sense of connectedness to the wider world. 
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 Reading Therapy: Articulating the Inarticulable 

 

Figure 8-6 Eloise Grills ‘Articulating the Inarticulable: a Review of Alice Chipkin and Jessica Tavassoli’s “Eyes Too Dry: A 
Graphic Memoir About Heavy Feelings”’ (Grills, 2017) 

In a highly unusual, Walkley nominated review published in The Lifted Brow, Elosie Grills 

explores her personal response to Eyes Too Dry through an innovative form that could be 

called graphic criticism (ie criticism that takes the form of a comic). Most intriguing in Grill’s 

comic is her repetition of the visual metaphors from the comic. Writes Grills, ‘Tava’s iconic 

language for depression gives an instant sting of recognition’ (Grills, 2017). Grills references 

Tava’s emotional black hole, reproducing it in Grills’ distinctive watercolour style, inscribed 

with the text ‘articulating the inarticulable’. After self-disclosing her own lived experience of 

depression, Grills depicts herself falling upside down, mirroring an image of Alice from Eyes 

Too Dry, overwhelmed, out of her depth. Grills has somewhere to fall though; into Chipkin 

and Tavassoli’s comic, taking comfort in the experience of identification and affiliation, held 

by the text.  
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 Metaphors, writes El Rafie, ‘fulfill the important function of enabling readers to draw 

on their own embodied experience in order to imagine the thoughts, sensations, and 

emotions of the characters in a story’ (El Rafie 2012), but here we see Grills using the 

metaphor in order to understand and give shape to her own thoughts, sensations and 

emotions. Metaphors ‘don’t just reflect reality, they have a role in shaping it’ (Lakoff and 

Johnson, 2004 p.235). Eloise Grills’ drawn response highlights and exploits a tension in 

talking about comics. Cahleo, Scott and Macfarlene express the problem this way: ‘the 

concrete image gets at meaning more directly but less articulately. It’s ineffable. It’s not the 

kind of meaning you can speak easily about’ (Cahleo, Scott and Macfarlane, 2018). Grills’ 

response communicates the ineffable experience of intimate connection with a text and the 

resonance between self and other that occurs in the space between creator and reader, 

mediated by the text. I will explore the implications of this further in chapter 10, when I 

explore how we might measure these sorts of ineffable experiences in our comics readers, 

after I present some of our own original metaphors in the next chapter. 

 

 Conclusion 

It is rather obvious to say that comics are different than prose, but in this chapter I have 

explored ways in which two classic examples of prose fiction present rumination, keeping the 

reader inescapably close to the ruminating consciousness, and constructing depression as a 

crisis of the mind. In contrast, comics depict depression as a crisis of the body. Comics also 

depict embodied worlds; showing how depressed bodies occupy places, in relation to time, 

space and other bodies, and also ways in which the body encounters itself, beautifully 

summed up by Leonie Brialey in her meditation on hands and in particular the opposability 

of the thumb: ‘It is this ability to feel ourselves that is the beginning of self-consciousness’ 

(Brialey, 2016). Unlike the prose examples, the comics portrayals of rumination I have 
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explored here do not perpetuate rumination or dwell in negative thoughts because 

experiencing oneself relative to time, space and other bodies in the form of comics runs 

counter to the insularity and hopeless cycling of rumination. The comics’ portrayals of 

rumination bring mindful awareness to the page, in which the creator is caught in the act of 

noticing the ruminating self, and is able to literally separate bodies from thoughts 

(overcoming Kristeva’s crisis of representation and recovering the lost self). The comics 

model engagement with therapy while still allowing a counter-discourse that pre-empts 

cynical or apathetic responses to therapy. Comics bring lived experience into contact with 

institutional knowledge, and institutional knowledge into contact with world, culture and 

dailiness.  

 In Brialey, Chipkin and Tavassoli’s comics, the structural, formal elements interact 

with the thematic material and the tissue of personal experience. The reader’s collaborative 

efforts in meaning-making, their involvement and affiliation with the text prompted by the 

text’s formal features including the ‘gappiness’, but also metaphor, intertextuality, repetition, 

and the interaction between text and image on the page, invites a sense of deep, personal 

involvement, as performed by Eloise Grills. I am reminded here of Cvetkovich’s striving 

towards routines and practices that yield modest yet meaningful change, and argue here for 

consideration that the creative act of reading comics is a site for such transformation.  
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9 PICTURING THERAPY: ORIGINAL METAPHORS IN THERAPEUTIC 

COMICS 

 

Despite longstanding use of comics in health care, ‘there continues to be a lack of empirical 

studies investigating how or why comics are being used in the domain of health care, social 

care and their subdomains’ which may relate to ‘wider cultural stigma attached to them as 

being devoid of academic or intellectual value’ (Farthing and Priego 2016, 2–3). Further 

compounding stigma, the comics format in health communication is generally applied to 

marginalised populations ‘to make information accessible for low literacy patients as well as 

for young people or non-native speakers’ (McNicol 2014, 49). This paper redresses some of 

this stigma, legitimising in academic discourse a stigmatized medium (comics) for a 

stigmatized audience (youth) about a stigmatized subject area (mental illness).  

 Creative methodologies may also carry stigma. In a defence of research through 

practice, Camilla Nelson suggests: ‘Being master of no recognizable body of knowledge, 

creative writing is construed as the awkward or airy part of the humanities faculty’. She 

further claims that as a discipline ‘we have not articulated or debated our methodologies 

extensively enough, or formed a very clear idea of what constitutes “research” for us’ (Nelson 

2008). In this paper, I bring to light the processes and practices of a creative writer working 

in collaboration with the health sciences, engaging closely with the creative objects that 

emerged from this act of collaboration. My purpose is to present metaphors created through 

this interdisciplinary collaboration that would not have come into existence through the 

knowledge of one discipline alone. A secondary aim of this paper is, to repurpose creative 

writing scholar Anna Gibb’s words, ‘to think writing beyond individual expression and 

beyond representation: as a way of doing, of realizing, of research and invention’ (Gibbs, 
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2011). In turn, creative writers can offer other disciplines––such as the health sciences––ways 

of effectively communicating complex and specialised knowledge to new audiences, using the 

affordances of literature to create meaningful, relevant and engaging texts. 

This chapter presents the original metaphors we created for MOST, and the rationale 

behind them, examining how stylistic choices can signal the reader to attend to ‘gaps’ in the 

telling, prompting them to use personal experience and feelings to generate meaning.  

 

 Metaphor 

Writers striving for precision in describing inner experience have long developed intricate 

and elaborate metaphors.  In her poem ‘Habitation’, writer Margaret Atwood describes 

marriage as ‘not/a house or even a tent’ but ‘before that and colder’ where ‘we are learning 

to make fire’ (Atwood, 1991: 133), suggesting marriage as a primal rather than civilised state. 

In Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson contend that metaphors generate 

not just new understandings but new realities (Lakoff and Johnson, 1981). The metaphor of 

marriage as a house primes us to approach and even live marriage differently from the 

metaphor that marriage is not a house. In comics, metaphors can be visual, verbal or both, or 

as Perry Nodelman writes of art in picture books, ‘the way things look is highly evocative of 

what they mean’; comics, like picture books, ‘express our assumption of the metaphorical 

relationships between appearance and meaning’ (Nodelman 1988: 49). However, as with 

verbal metaphors, interpretations of the image can be subtle, nuanced, and highly personal, 

drawing values, cultural referents, and autobiographical memory. 

While metaphor is central to literary writing, it also informs the basis of everyday 

communication. It ‘literally allows us to see what is being talked about’ (Danesi,1995: 266), 

which is particularly critical in relation to abstract concepts like thoughts and emotions. 

Metaphor often emerges from the felt gaps––absences and silences––between things and is 
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‘one of our most important tools for trying to comprehend partially what cannot be 

comprehended totally: our feelings, aesthetic experiences, moral practices, and spiritual 

awareness’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1981: 193), or as Wallace Stevens puts it in poetic form, ‘the 

half colors of quarter-things’ (Donaghue, 2013: 185). 

 In the field of psychology, metaphor is central to several therapeutic approaches 

including Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy 

(ACT), Mindfulness-based Cognitive Therapy (MBCT) and Dialectical Behavioural Therapy 

(DBT):  

Metaphors and exercises are verbal, but they are not literal, evaluative, or 

analytical. Their messages are inherently softer, more subtle, and more 

individualistic than logical syllogisms or strict rules of performance. Metaphors and 

exercises are stories and experiences that link the richness of what you already know 

to domains in which you are unsure what to do. (Stoddard and Afar, 2014: X). 

In therapy, metaphor can be used to explain difficult concepts or as an aspect of the 

intervention itself, for example, the use of traffic lights to explain the transition from one 

state to another may be used with even very small children to help them understand and 

regulate thoughts, feelings and behaviour (Killick, Curry and Myles, 2014). Metaphor can 

also be used to describe therapy itself, and in fact on our website we use the terms ‘steps’ and 

‘pathways’ to organise the content, reproducing the common metaphoric construct that 

therapy is a journey. 

 While this paper recognises metaphor as an interdisciplinary phenomenon, I write 

from the perspective of a creative writer. Usually, creative writers generate metaphors 

spontaneously for poetic or literary purposes, or as a rhetorical strategy, in order to convey 

an abstract idea [a target domain] in terms of a concrete image [a source domain] (Higara, 

2014); for example depression [target domain] is a black dog [source domain]. In the case of 

our collaborative research, the target domain was supplied by psychologists, while the source 

domain was generated by the creative writer. Throughout this process, psychologists 
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instructed the writers on core therapeutic principles they wanted to convey, providing 

examples of how they might approach them in therapy with a young person. In response, the 

writers created scripts and worked closely with the illustrator, often generating a metaphoric 

approach to communicate therapeutic messages effectively and imaginatively. While I briefly 

explore the underlying theoretical and scientific constructs informing this work, it is 

imperative to reiterate that extrapolating on the robust evidence base for the therapy behind 

each comic is beyond the purview of this paper and my expertise as a creative researcher.  

In comics, metaphors can be image dominant, text dominant or double coded, conveyed 

using both the visual and verbal elements of the comic (Tasic and Stamenkovic, 2015). 

Double coding (where the visual and the verbal elements serve a single metaphor) have 

proven best for very direct communication or explanatory comics, such as in the first 

example ‘The Blue Umbrella of Self-Compassion’, so this is a strategy we often use. The 

technique of using a visual metaphor without reinforcing it in the verbal elements, or a 

verbal metaphor that is not reinforced in the visual can create a sense of ambiguity, thereby 

appealing to the creative resources of the reader to reimagine and reconstruct meanings. For 

example, in ‘Behavioural Activation’ the character’s inactivity and lack of motivation is 

demonstrated visually by the character actually becoming the chair she is sitting on, which is 

not commented on by other characters in the comic. In the discussion of comics below, I 

present different strategies that fall along the communication and artistic continuum, 

sometimes foregrounding clear communication strategies, and sometimes inviting readers to 

make use of ambiguity to deepen their own involvement in the comics by bringing their own 

experiences to bear on the text. 

 

 Discussion of Comics 

See appendix for a link to view the comics discussed in this section. 
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9.2.1 THE BLUE UMBRELLA OF SELF-COMPASSION  

Therapeutic rationale: Research into self-compassion suggests that self-compassion is linked to 

‘many of the benefits typically attributed to high self-esteem in terms of positive emotions’ 

and provides ‘protection against the ego-defensive drawbacks sometimes associated with the 

pursuit and maintenance of high self-esteem’ (Neff and Vonk, 2008, 44). This introductory 

comic illustrates the basic principles of self-compassion.   

 

Description of the comic: Over several panels the narration unfolds, with images of abstract blue 

people carrying balloons in various states of inflation and deflation representing self-esteem. 

The narration begins: ‘Our society puts a lot of weight in self-esteem. Self-esteem is our sense 

of self-worth. How important we think we are…’ The blue figures walk along a pathway, 

each with a balloon tied around their waist. For the figure in front, the balloon is large and 

buoyant and this figure walks upright, head held high. Behind the first figure stoops a figure 

with a slightly smaller balloon. Behind this figure, another even more dejected blue figure 

carries a deflated balloon. In the next panel we see three figures on a medal podium, their 

balloons at various states of inflation, their bodies perfectly reflecting the level of droopiness. 

The narration continues: ‘Often in western society, self-esteem comes from standing out. 

Being the best at something. Being recognised as special or different or gifted.’ The comic 

goes on, illustrating the narration in  surreal colours with the strange looking figures: ‘In a 

society that measures success this way, low self-esteem can cause problems, no doubt about 

it. BUT self-esteem can be weird. For example, sometimes bullies can have VERY high self-

esteem. Some people with high self-esteem don’t respect others.  Some successful people 

have very low self-esteem.’ The comic style then switches to our characters, Jack, Ava, Raj 

and Coach.  

 Jack, looking up at his own tiny balloon, asks ‘So what’s the alternative?’  
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 Coach fiddles with a blue umbrella.  

 ‘What’s that?’ Ava asks. Coach starts to open it.  

 ‘This is the blue umbrella of self-compassion,’ Coach tells them.  

 ‘Nice,’ says Raj.  

 ‘You can get under it if you want,’ Coach offers, holding it aloft. ‘There’s enough 

space for everyone.’ 

 ‘I thought it was “self” compassion,’ Jack says. 

 ‘Actually, self-compassion and compassion are the same. Think of it this way, we’re 

friends, right?’ Coach says. 

 ‘Yeah, of course we are.’ 

‘And when you feel bad, I’m kind to you. I offer comfort, a place to crash for a while. I say, 

“Dude, you’re—”’ 

‘“—only human,”’ finishes Jack. 

Coach goes on to explain self-compassion. ‘Self-compassion is really just doing the exact 

same thing, but with yourself. It works like this: 

 1. Use mindfulness to tune into the present moment. Be with painful thoughts and feelings, 

without getting swept away by them.  

2. Common humanity. You don’t feel like this because you’re weird or different from other 

people. You feel like this because you’re human, and suffering is something we all share.  

3. Be kind to yourself. Comfort yourself as you would a friend; “Hey, this is tough. You’ll be 

okay. It’s going to be fine. I’m here to look after you.”’ 

‘Does that feel weird?’ Raj asks.  

‘At first it feels REALLY weird and hard. But the thing I love about self-compassion, once 

you get the hang of it, is that there’s always more of it. Self-esteem seems kind of fragile in 

comparison.’ 
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In the penultimate panel, a balloon drifts into the sky. The last panel is an image of the blue 

umbrella, seen from above.  

 

Discussion: The concept of self-compassion might be a hard sell, the project psychologists 

thought, because self-criticism is prevalent in our society (and in the young people they treat). 

Furthermore, many people associate self-criticism with motivation, emotional self-regulation 

or self-control. Kirsten Neff writes ‘Without constant self-criticism to spur myself on, people 

worry, won’t I just skip work, eat three tubs of ice cream and watch Oprah reruns all day?’ 

(Neff 2019). In fact, Neff suggests that people who engage in self-criticism fear failure, have 

poor self-efficacy, and are prone to depression and anxiety. In creating the metaphor, we 

needed a simple way to convey that self-compassion is a more stable relationship with the 

self, less contingent on maintaining a possibly unrealistic perception of one’s self-worth based 

on particular outcomes. The umbrella and the balloons offer different expressions through 

their contrasting associations with utility. The balloon is all form with no function — nice to 

have but impossible to maintain. The umbrella serves a purpose, offering shelter for the self 

and generous enough to encompass others in its circle of protection.  

 

9.2.2 A THOUGHT IS A THOUGHT  

Therapeutic rationale: A key to mindfulness-based and cognitive therapies is the ability to 

observe our own thinking. The purpose of this comic was to picture thoughts as observable 

phenomena, and to lay the groundwork for the skill of cognitive distancing: practicing non-

judgmental acceptance of thoughts. 
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Description of the comic: In the opening panel, Raj and Ava stand waist deep in the river. Ava 

cradles stones gathered in her t-shirt. In the next panel she holds one up and studies it 

closely. 

 ‘Why do you do that?’ Raj asks Ava. 

 ‘What?’ Ava replies. 

 ‘Collect stones? I’ve seen you do it before.’ 

 ‘Oh, it’s a thing someone said to me once, about thoughts.’ 

 ‘Yeah?’ 

 ‘Well,’ says Ava, ‘I used to think my thoughts were what made me who I am. You 

know, all of them buzzing around in my head.’ She examines another stone. ‘I thought they 

were, sort of, my personality I guess. My “true” self.’ 

 Raj dangles the tips of his fingers in the running water. ‘Yeah, I guess I sort of think 

that too.’ 

 ‘Yeah, but then some thoughts aren’t very nice or welcome,’ Ava points out. ‘I don’t 

want to have them, but I have them anyway. You know what I mean?’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ says Raj, and he looks smaller, ashamed, as though some of those thoughts 

are with him now.  

 ‘Well one day, someone said my thoughts aren’t me,’ Ava goes on. ‘She told me to 

picture the clouds in the sky, drifting overhead, changing all the time. Thoughts come and 

go and don’t make me me.’ 

 ‘So,’ says Raj, holding a stone. ‘The stones are your thoughts?’ 

 ‘I collect them to remind me.’ 

 ‘Clouds are light,’ Raj says. ‘Stones are heavy and weighty.’ 
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 ‘Some thoughts are heavy too.’ Ava looks down at a round flat stone in her hand. 

‘My thoughts are with me but they are not who I am. I can accept them, and be with them, 

and then…’ 

 The comic ends with Ava skipping a stone across the surface of the river. Over a 

series of panels, the skipping stone disappears, and the disturbance of the river’s surface 

resettles. 

 

Discussion: This comic presents a simile, a type of metaphor that demonstrates an equivalence 

using words such as ‘like’ or ‘as’ to compare, in this case ‘thoughts are like stones’. In this 

comic, we play with the idea that stones and thoughts can be both weighty and light. In 

many of our comics, water represents the flow of feeling and sensation, and in this comic, 

stones are seen as arising from, disrupting and merging with the river. In the last, textless 

panels, one could say that the simile [thoughts are like stones] transforms into a different type 

of visual metaphor, as the meaning of the stones skipping and submerging is left up to the 

reader. This comic demonstrates the way a metaphor can be repurposed or refashioned as a 

creative resource. Ava explains how she was told that thoughts were like clouds, and some 

readers might identify with this image too, clouds racing across the sky, forming and 

dissolving, sometimes light and fluffy, sometimes low and foreboding. Ava adapted the 

concept into her own metaphor that works for the way she experiences her thoughts. The 

comic focuses on the experience of thinking rather than the content of the thoughts. Readers 

can consider their own thoughts in terms of heaviness and lightness (thoughts, being abstract 

and invisible, are nearly always discussed in metaphoric ways). As Ava and Raj discuss the 

experience of unwanted thoughts, the reader may momentarily find themselves considering 

their own unwanted thoughts. The images of the lightly skipping stones glancing off the 
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river’s surface, the swirl of disruption and the resettling of the river, is designed to provide 

release, or relief at the end. 

 
9.2.3 THE INCREDIBLE ANXIOUS MAN  

(original script and concept by Sarojini Maxwell) 

Therapeutic Rationale: In Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), ‘What if’ questions fuel anxiety. 

People with GAD feel anxious and worried most of the time, not just in stressful situations, 

and these worries interfere with everyday life. This comic was designed to take a light-

hearted approach, acknowledging the cycle of ‘what if’ questions and how compelling it can 

be to slide into a ‘what if’ spiral.  The more you answer ‘what if’ questions, the more they 

multiply. 

 

Description of comic: The first panel establishes place. We’re at a fairground, in front of a 

stripey tent: The Incredible Anxious Man! Leaps to conclusions! Fortunes told! Jack and his girlfriend, 

Astra, stand outside.  

 ‘Let’s get our fortune told!’ Astra says, grabbing Jack’s hand. 

 Inside the tent, Incredibly Anxious Man sits on the floor with a coffee and a laptop, 

holding his head and sweating. 

 ‘Uh, hey…’ says Jack. 

 ‘Ah! You could have given me a heart attack!’  Incredibly Anxious Man doesn’t look 

well.  

 ‘We wanted a fortune,’ says Astra. ‘Is this a bad time?’ 

 ‘Not worse than any other time. Don’t trip on the carpet. You’ll break your neck.’ 

 ‘Uh, so, I’ve been hanging out with this girl,’ Jack says, making gooey eyes at Astra. ‘I 

feel like there’s this spark. Should I go for it?’ 
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 ‘Jeez man, I don’t know what to say,’ says Incredibly Anxious Man, clutching his 

head in one hand and his coffee in the other. ‘What if she’s not into it?’ 

 ‘Well, I kinda think the signs are there,’ says Jack, smiling at Astra, who smiles back.  

 Incredibly Anxious Man is having none of it. ‘What if she totally freaks out?’ 

 ‘She’s pretty cool. I don’t think she’d freak out,’ Jack says. Astra’s still smiling, and 

the words ‘double blush’ hover in pink next to her face, but Jack’s looking less sure of 

himself. 

 ‘What if she’s just acting cool because she’s not interested?’ 

 ‘Well, we have heaps in common…’ 

 ‘That doesn’t mean she likes you––what if it ruins the friendship?’ 

 Jack looks worried now. ‘I mean isn’t it better to be honest about your feelings?’ 

 ‘You think of it as honesty, but what if she thinks of it as being pushy?’ 

 ‘I guess I’ll be subtle about it.’ 

 ‘What if she doesn’t take the hint?’ 

 ‘Um, hello,’ says Astra. ‘I’m right here.’ 

 Jack ignores her, he’s too caught up in Incredibly Anxious Man’s questions. ‘Wait, 

maybe I’ll keep it simple: I’ll just ask her on a date.’ 

 ‘What if she thinks it’s just friends hanging out?’ 

 ‘Well then, I’ll talk to her about my feelings when we’re hanging out.’ 

 ‘What if she feels like you’ve tricked her?’ 

 Astra says, ‘What if I just leave?’ 

 ‘Yeah,’ says Incredibly Anxious Man. ‘What if she just leaves?’ 

 Astra walks out of the tent, looking back over her shoulder as Jack says, ‘Well, I’ll 

send her a text explaining that I didn’t mean to freak her out.’ 

 ‘What if she thinks you’re trying to “convince” her?’  
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 Astra stands outside the tent, waiting with Raj and his date, Lasagne. Speech bubbles 

emerge from the tent. ‘What if she thinks you’re being weird?’ ‘What if?’ ‘What if?’ 

 ‘That got weird fast,’ Astra says. 

 ‘Man,’ says Raj. ‘Doesn’t he know there’s always one more what if?’ 

 

Discussion: There is a carnivalesque aspect to this comic––absurd, funny, thinking beyond the 

logical conclusion, blending sweetness and sentiment with anxiety. The comic riffs off the 

idea that worrying and trying to mentally account for all possibilities is something that the 

human brain can’t do. There’s an incredibly anxious man––the worst fortune teller in the 

world––inside every one of us. It tugs at our shirt collars, drinks too much caffeine, spends 

too much time googling mysterious health symptoms, and convinces us that the worst-case-

scenario will happen. The comic also hints at how worry and anxiety may become a form of 

self-sabotage but keeps the stakes in the narrative low; Astra doesn’t leave but waits patiently 

outside for Jack’s ‘what ifs’ to end.  

 

9.2.4 BEHAVIOURAL ACTIVATION 

Therapeutic Rationale: Often, we’re inspired to do something before we do it. We find ourselves 

feeling energised or motivated to clean a room, write an essay, cook dinner or walk the dog. 

Depression saps motivation, often making even simple things seem pointless and hard. 

Getting up to boil the kettle can feel like running a marathon. But the less you do, the more 

depressed you feel, the more likely you are to isolate yourself, and the less opportunities there 

are for recovery. Instead of waiting to feel inspired to do things you usually love, you have to 

start doing things first, as the motivation kicks in later. The practice of scheduling activities 

and sticking to the plan, even if you don’t feel like it, is called behavioural activation.  
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Description of the comic: In the first panel, Ava is sitting at home on a green armchair, watching 

tv. The interior light is a dim, dreary green. In the next panel, she is watching a shopping 

channel ad for knives: ‘It slices! It dices! It cuts cans!’  

She shifts in the chair, sinking into the cushions. Over a few panels, Ava becomes the chair. 

Jack appears at the door.  

 ‘Come on, it’s time.’ 

 ‘Don’t wanna,’ the Ava chair grumbles.  

 Jack leans on the door frame. ‘The point of this is you’re supposed to do it even if you 

don’t feel like it… What have you got to lose?’ 

 ‘Grumble, grumble,’ says the Ava chair. 

 The next panel shows Jack and Ava, walking down a suburban street. Ava is still the 

chair. They walk for a while, across a number of panels, and just as they draw towards 

home, a panel reveals the chair looking somewhat more like Ava. 

 They get home. ‘Peppermint tea?’ asks Ava. She is herself again. 

 There’s a bullet journal laid out on the bench in the last panel, with Ava recording 

her mood before and after her walk (3 out of 10 before, 6 out of 10 after).  

 

Discussion: I was inspired by an image from Marbles: Mania, Depreesion, Michelangelo and Me, the 

graphic memoir by Ellen Forney, where she depicts herself in a series of images lying on the 

couch, entirely wrapped in a blanket so she looks like a part of the furniture, her depression 

rendering her into an object. A final resonant caption reads ‘All I really wanted was to 

disappear’ (Forney 2012). I wanted to convey that behavioural activation is a massive effort, 

not a magical cure, and capture the heaviness and awkwardness of the body. This comic 

combines the evidence based understanding of the benefits of behavioural activation with the 

lived experience of how it feels to be inside a depressed body, moving through a world you 
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might feel disconnected from. However, it also emphasises the value of social connection and 

utilising social resources to help boost recovery. Jack doesn’t ‘save’ Ava, but he does 

intervene in a timely fashion and help Ava stick to her goals. 

 

9.2.5 ANXIETY CAT 

Therapeutic Rationale: Normalising and destigmatising the symptoms of mental illness is a 

guiding principle of our therapy. This is a resonant note towards acceptance, rather than 

suppression, of anxiety, as suppressing or avoiding anxiety actually engenders more anxiety. 

Anxiety sharpens our senses and focuses our attention, keeping us alert and ready to spring 

into action, helping us thrive and survive since cave times. It’s only when anxiety moves from 

moderate to severe levels that it interferes with our ability to think clearly and act effectively. 

Severe levels of anxiety can actually hinder our ability to problem solve, and one of the 

biggest problems for people with anxiety is being anxious about being anxious. The purpose 

of this comic is to depict how accepting the thoughts, feelings and sensations of anxiety can 

help us keep anxiety in check.  

 

Description of the comic: The first panel shows a picture of a cat with the words ‘This is anxiety.’ 

The next image shows the cat pushing open a door and the caption, ‘Here are four ways to 

deal with anxiety when it comes to call.’ This informs the structure of the comic, laying out 

four ways to deal with anxiety. 

Recognise it. 

 Jack stands at the open door, looking down at the cat. He says, ‘Anxiety is here now.’ 

 In the next panel, the cat has clambered up on to Coach’s head. Coach looks up and 

says, ‘Thanks for the heads up, anxiety. I’ll go slowly, but I think I’m going to be fine.’ 

Be curious. 
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  Ava and the cat look out the window together at the rain. ‘Is that thought true,’ Ava 

asks herself. ‘Or am I looking at the problem through an anxiety filter?’ 

 ‘Oh, hi anxiety,’ Raj says, the cat at his heels as he walks along the street. ‘Are you 

trying to tell me something? Do I need more sleep, or something to eat?’ 

 Jack is sitting on his veranda. Astra has pulled up on her motorbike and is waving 

hello. Jack strokes the cat, saying, ‘We’ll just treat this date as an experiment, okay? I know 

you’re trying to protect me, but let’s not cancel before we’ve even tried.’ 

Have faith in your ability to cope.   

 Jack sits on a train. ‘The thing is,’ he says to the cat, who is sitting beside him, wide-

eyed, nervous, ‘I know I can cope because I always actually do make it through in the end.’ 

 ‘This too shall pass,’ thinks Jack, staring across a table at an interview panel, 

consisting of two people and the cat. 

 Ava’s in a car, clutching the steering wheel, an L plate on the windscreen. Her mum 

sits next to her, holding the cat on her lap. Mum and the cat look a bit stressed, but Ava 

looks determined. ‘How will I feel about this tomorrow?’ she thinks. ‘Next week? Next year?’ 

Be kind to yourself 

 Ava washes herself in the bath. Sitting beside the bath is the cat, mirroring Ava’s 

stance, washing a paw. ‘Be kind to everyone, including yourself,’ affirms Ava. 

 Jack jogs through the park, followed by the cat. ‘I’m learning to be more patient, to 

give myself time to work things out.’ 

 Coach sits on the floor, leaning against a wall. ‘I’m tuned into my needs, making sure 

I get enough sleep, food and water. I figure everything else will work out from there.’ The cat 

eats from a purple bowl. 
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 Coach, Raj, Ava and Jack sit in the lounge room together, smiling, having a good 

time. ‘I treat myself as a I would a good friend,’ thinks Raj. The cat sleeps on the arm of the 

couch. 

 The final panel is a close up of the sleeping cat. 

 

Discussion: While Generalised Anxiety Disorder is debilitating, the goal isn’t to eradicate 

worry or anxiety, but rather to ameliorate its paralysing qualities. The greater risk with 

anxiety is avoiding the things that worry us, because we don’t have the opportunity to test 

ourselves and overcome the worry. Cycles of avoidance perpetuate anxiety. This comic 

shows that anxiety is a companion we can befriend. We can recognise the sensations of 

anxiety, acknowledge the worry or discomfort, weigh up the social, emotional or physical risk 

of the situation along with the risks of avoidance, and then act anyway. The wide-eyed cat 

conveys the twitchy tension of anxiety perfectly. A psychologist we worked with closely 

indicated that this comic demonstrates why the form works so well, because, reading the 

comic differently from the way I intended it, the character she identified with most was the 

cat, the hyper-vigilant anxious creature checking in on everyone. 

 

9.2.6 THE STRUGGLE 

Therapeutic Rationale: ‘The Struggle’ is a concept drawn from Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy, known as ACT (Harris, 2007), a mindfulness based psychotherapy that teaches 

psychological skills to effectively deal with painful thoughts or feelings. Russ Harris uses the 

metaphor of quicksand; in quicksand, the more you struggle the more you sink. So too when 

we struggle against our emotions, the struggle creates more distress. For example, feeling 

anxious about being anxious, or feeling guilty or angry about feeling anxious (or feeling 

guilty about feeling angry about feeling anxious about feeling anxious). If the struggle switch 
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is off ‘our anxiety is free to rise and fall as the situation dictates’ (Harris, 2007: 105). This 

comic frames another way of viewing the struggle.  

 

Description of comic: The comic begins with two panels of narration: ‘Feelings can be like 

monsters, big, threatening, hard to control. When we struggle with our emotions, they get 

bigger, fiercer and more overwhelming.’ 

 The doorbell rings. Ava answers the door. The comic employs first person narration. 

‘It began this morning. I woke up feeling depressed.’ Filling the doorway is a morose looking 

blue fuzzy monster with horns. Ava’s narration continues: ‘The more I thought about how 

depressed I felt the more depressed I got. I was depressed about being depressed.’ Ava walks 

back down the hallway, followed by the first monster and a second smaller version of the 

same monster. ‘Then I got angry about being depressed about being depressed. I was like 

“Get over yourself, you loser.”’ Ava shoves the small monster while behind her a third, angry 

monster breaks through the window into the house. ‘Then I felt scared. Scared I was going 

to be depressed forever, that I’d never feel happy again.’ Another monster crouches in the 

corner. The monsters lean in, crowding into the confines of the panel. ‘Then I felt very 

guilty. There are people with real problems.’ A monster behind Ava mirrors her body 

language. Ava is looking more and more overwhelmed. Over a few panels she begins to sink 

into the bodies of monsters. She clutches her phone and facetimes Coach. 

 ‘Hi.’ 

 ‘In quicksand, the more you struggle, the more you sink,’ Coach tells her. ‘The same 

principle applies to difficult feelings.’ 

 Coach holds up a flow chart, with a cyclical image of emotions feeding into each 

other. 
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 ‘Part of the reason for this is that we tend to judge our emotions as “good” or “bad.”’ 

Coach holds up a picture of another graphic explainer––a picture of a brain divided into 

good and bad. 

 One of the monsters says to Ava, ‘Anxiety is a sign that you can’t cope with life.’ 

Another says, ‘You’re defective.’ 

 Coach intervenes. ‘When we struggle we see our own emotions as a threat. Then we 

freak out and unleash a whole lot of new emotions.’ 

 ‘But what else can I do?’ Ava asks, squished in the centre of the panel as the monsters 

vie for space. 

 A blank panel signals a shift. Then we return to the image of Ava on the couch, and 

the ringing of the doorbell. Ava answers the door and lets the first monster, ‘Depression’, in. 

 They sit together on the couch, over a few panels, drinking a cup of tea, reading a 

book. The narration reads: ‘We can sit with the emotion without judgment… Breathe into 

the sensations. Make space for the emotion. Accept its presence for now.’ 

 Ava and the depression monster are outside. Ava is feeding the chickens. 

 ‘And then when the time comes,’ reads the narration on an otherwise blank panel, 

‘we can let the feelings go.’ 

 In the final panel, the depression monster quietly leaves the backyard and Ava 

watches it go. 

 

Discussion: The monsters in this panel look a little like Maurice Sendak’s creatures in Where the 

Wild Things Are. I had quite a strong visual image of what I wanted. The trick was to combine 

softness and cuteness with a sense of threat. The big, expressive bodies and faces manage to 

show emotional range while the oversized soft bodies also offer the possibility of softness, of 

yielding to the emotions. In the original script, and first drawn version of this comic, we 
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included the struggle switch, so Ava flicked a switch on the wall to signal the transition from 

one way of dealing with the emotions to the other. However, the two metaphors (the feelings 

in the form of monsters and the mechanics of the switch) did not combine well. The switch 

seemed to belong to a different narrative world. The monsters, with their oversized glum 

bodies and expressive faces, encouraged kindness and curiosity, 

rather than the flicking of a switch. In fact, from a narrative point 

of view, the idea of flicking a switch to solve a complex problem 

stretches credibility. In the idea of accepting the monster as an 

aspect of the self, I was partly inspired by Anna Walker’s picture 

book, Mr Huff (2015), which is a picture book that combines scale 

with softness to personify negative emotions. Mr Huff is large, soft and amorphous, 

embodying curiosity and compassion, thus provoking these emotions in the reader, rather 

than fear or anxiety.  

 

 

 Conclusion 

Comics cultivate an intimate relationship between text and reader. They are both a physical 

and a representational space in which readers can safely explore the images and structures of 

other people’s experiences while making sense of their own.  Metaphors in comics can be 

visual, verbal or both. They can convey therapeutic concepts, while simultaneously 

contextualising abstract constructs in lived contexts. Mindfulness, self-compassion, 

depression, or lack of motivation are all physical states of being that can be drawn on the 

page and contained in the visual field of the eye, their abstractness tamed through the 

connection to a familiar domain. Ava’s transformation into the armchair might feel 

extremely relatable to some young readers, while the anxiety cat, the soft yielding monsters 

of the depression monsters in ‘The Struggle’ or the stones in ‘A Thought is a Thought’ offer 

Figure 9-1 Mr Huff (Walker, 
2015) 
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objects of consolation, to think with and feel through. The rippling water of the stones as 

they touch the surface of the river also represents time, giving physical form to the notion 

that everything is temporary, including sensations of distress. 

 While our raw data through small sample surveys suggests the comics are highly 

appealing to young people, and they do facilitate mental health literacy by communicating 

messages clearly, the question that hasn’t been answered in our research so far is, do our 

comics improve health outcomes? And if so, how do they work? The answer may lie in the 

metaphors. If, as Lakoff and Johnson claim, metaphors can generate new realities, perhaps 

metaphors can actually create new understandings and new realities for our young readers, 

opening out new possibilities for them in terms of their relationship to symptoms of distress, 

their capacity to shift their self-concept, or their willingness to change behaviour. This has 

powerful implications for the comics, because it suggests that, beyond acts of communication 

about therapy, comics may be themselves therapeutic. Validating this hypothesis through 

empirical research is an area for further study, which I explore in the next chapter. 
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10 BRIGHT AND VIVID, QUIETLY WAITING: PROPOSING A 
METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING AND EVALUATING EXPRESSIVE 
ENACTMENT AS A MECHANISM FOR PSYCHOLOGICAL 
GROWTH IN GRAPHIC MEDICINE 

Literature makes us better noticers of life; we get to practice on life itself; which in turn makes us better 
readers of details in literature; which in turn makes us better readers of life. 
James Woods, How Fiction Works 

 

If comics were being regarded, to use Louise Rosenblatt’s term, as efferent texts in which the 

main objective is to extract information, then the reading comprehension of health 

messaging in comics would be relatively straightforward to evaluate with questions such as: 

What was the comic about? Was the comic relevant to a problem in your life right now? 

Would you recommend it to a friend if they were experiencing this problem? In fact, we 

have asked questions such as these of the young research (16–25 year old) participants who 

use our websites. Their responses have helped us understand which comics are particularly 

engaging and which ones are most effective at communicating information, pushing us to 

clarify messages or try new strategies. As an evaluative tool, the risk of such direct questions 

is to essentialise the comics’ surface meanings, and to diminish the aesthetic value of the 

comic, the subsurface, mercurial qualities. In order to understand how comics might work 

on and with the reader in modifying their understanding and experience of everyday life, 

other evaluative protocols become necessary. How might we assess the more nuanced 

transactions that occur between comics and readers, as laid out in this thesis? How do we 

evaluate comics capacity to act upon the reader’s self-concept, inner life, or world view, 

supplying the reader new images to make sense of their inner experience––as Eloise Grills so 

poignantly portrays in her visual review of Eyes Too Dry, discussed in the previous chapter? 

This final chapter explores a theoretical framework for how comics might cultivate 

psychological growth, which in turn suggests a framework for evaluating the effect of reading 

comics on participants, using the paradigm of expressive enactment, as developed by David 
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Miall, Don Kuiken and Shelley Sikora, researchers from literary studies and psychology with 

an interest in the phenomenology of reading. I first set out to demonstrate that Miall, Kuiken 

and Sikora’s paradigm of expressive enactment in literary reading (Kuiken, Miall, Sikora, 

2004) can be feasibly applied to comics. I then go on to explore ways we might design a 

testing protocol for our comics.  

 I focus on two case studies in this chapter: The Red Tree, a graphic narrative by Shaun 

Tan, published in 2001 as a children’s picture book and Everything is Teeth written by British-

Australian novelist Evie Wyld and illustrated by Joe Sumner, a graphic memoir intended for 

an adult audience, published in 2015. While these texts are written and published for 

different audiences, I contend here that both can be conferred with the status of ‘crossover’ 

text. Sandra L. Beckett defines ‘crossover’ as books that blur ‘the borderline between two 

traditionally separate readerships: children and adults’ addressing ‘a diverse, cross-

generational audience that can include readers of all ages’ (Beckett 2010: 3). In writing about 

Shaun Tan’s comic picture book hybrid, The Arrival, Christophe Dony, who acknowledges 

Beckett’s definition, broadens it to include books that cross genre and mediums as well as 

audience, stressing ‘the ambiguity of the term crossover’ (Dony 2012: 102). Writes Dony, ‘a 

crossover conveys ideas of slipperiness, movement, transformation and transgression. In 

addition, a crossover destabilizes essentialist and preformatted identity patterns’ (Dony 2012: 

85). The Red Tree and Everything is Teeth are graphic texts with literary potential.  

 Rather than relying on my own idiosyncratic close reading of the texts as a means of 

uncovering the ways in which texts may promote positive psychological growth, I take as my 

primary source material user-reviews on the social network platform, Goodreads. Following 

the work of Miall, Kuiken and Sikora outlined in the next section, I focus my analysis on 

statements of identification, and, the creation of metaphors of personal experience in relation 

to the texts. This process––the creation of new metaphors in response to source material––is 
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crucial to expressive enactment, an affective reading response with implications for self-

modification. 

 

 Affective comprehension and expressive enactment 

In this chapter, I draw primarily from decades of collaborative research conducted by 

literary scholar David S. Miall and psychologists Shelley Sikora and Don Kuiken, applying 

empirical-phenomenological methodologies to literary reading to explore the way texts and 

readers influence each other. Miall, Kuiken and Sikora’s research consistently demonstrates 

that foregrounded stylistic devices prompt moments of defamiliarisation, which the reader 

negotiates affectively, using personal experience and feelings to generate meanings. 

Foregrounding is the use of striking devices in which the language of literature deviates from 

common (non-literary) language in order to focus the reader’s attention in a very deliberate 

way; foregrounding might occur at the phonetic, grammatical or semantic level, and can 

include textual effects such as alliteration, rhyme, ellipses, metaphor and irony (Hakemulder, 

2004). Miall and Kuiken use the term affective comprehension to describe the role of the 

emotions in reader response. Affective comprehension occurs as a result of the resonance 

between the foregrounded elements of the text and the reading context, such as the reader’s 

‘autobiographical memories, their values, or the narrative’s cultural significance’ (Miall, 

2009: 234). Miall, Kuiken and Sikora’s methods include observing readers in the act of 

reading through a read-aloud protocol and interviewing and surveying readers after reading 

to identify commonalities between passages in the text that slow readers down and elicit 

reflection, and to trace the process by which literary texts prompt readers to revisit and re-

evaluate self-concept, such as previously held feelings and memories (Miall and Kuiken, 

2002).  
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 In 2004, Kuiken, Miall and Sikora applied their methods to explore the function of 

literary reading in processing experiences of loss and grief, an activity they propose can lead 

to expressive enactment––felt involvement, metaphors of personal involvement, and the 

modification of an emergent affective them––prompting  psychological growth (Kuiken, 

Miall and Sikora, 2004). Kuiken, Miall and Sikora note that literary texts do not always 

operate mnemonically, that is, they may not necessarily evoke specific memories that relate 

directly to the images in the text. Rather, as part of the process of reading and reflecting on 

stylized literary texts, people create their own metaphors of personal experience. For 

example, in response to ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’, one reader reports ‘a sense of 

recognition’, drawing correlations between her own everyday experience of grief and the 

experiences of the central character, ‘a person who journeys out into uncharted waters’ 

(Sikora, Kuiken and Miall, 2010: 146). The literary imagery internal to the text is repurposed 

and recast as a metaphor for the reader’s personal experience, using the metaphor of a 

journey into ‘uncharted waters’ as a descriptive image for her own experience of grief, loss 

and confusion. What is important to note here is that emotional verisimilitude does not rely 

on characters, settings or problems in literature resembling the situations and problems in 

the life of the reader.  

 

 Comics and epiphanic meaning 

Can Miall and Kuiken’s findings feasibly apply to graphic narratives? In their 1994 study, 

‘Foregrounding, Defamiliarisation, and Affect Response to Literary Stories’, Miall and 

Kuiken conduct their research using three short stories: ‘The Trout’ by Sean O’Faolain, 

‘The Wrong House’, by Katherine Mansfield and Virginia Woolf’s ‘A Summing Up’ (Miall 

and Kuiken, 1994). All three examples share the qualities that Suzanne Ferguson identifies 
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as characteristic of the modern short story in ‘Defining the Short Story: Impressionism and 

Form’:  

(1) limitation and foregrounding of point of view, (2) emphasis on presentation of 

sensation and inner experience, (3) the deletion or transformation of several 

elements of the traditional plot, (4) increasing reliance on metaphor and metonymy 

in the presentation of events and existents, (5) rejection of chronological time 

ordering, (6) formal and stylistic economy, and (7) the foregrounding of style 

(Ferguson, 1982: 14–15). 

The stories Miall and Kuiken select are concerned with aesthetic representations of ordinary 

people and everyday life. They are image rather than plot driven, making good use of gaps 

in the narrative; gaps that emerge when there are apparent disparities between the interior 

experience of the characters and narrative moments of encounter with other characters or 

objects. These gaps draw the reader in to make inferences and reconstruct the story’s 

chronology, interpreting the meanings of the text. This invites analogies with comics. While 

there are clear and obvious distinctions between comics and short prose fiction, and while 

comics have a number of ‘medium-specific stylistic devices to convey meaning’ (Forceville, El 

Rafaie and Meesters, 2012: n.p.), in this chapter I suggest that Ferguson’s formulation of the 

modern short story can apply to some literary graphic texts––such as the two compact and 

elliptical texts I am considering here. These texts foregrounf images and present surface 

events that seem to operate disparately or at cross purposes with other elements of the story, 

and yet have a profound effect on the reader’s search for meaning and navigation of the text.  

 I am not the first to connect graphic narratives with the stylistic strategies of 

modernism. In ‘Not all that’s modern is post: Shaun Tan’s grand narrative’, Lien Devos 

acknowledges that while Shaun Tan’s picture books display characteristics we associate with 

postmodernism, ‘failing to recognise the way modernist aesthetics and ideas inform Tan’s 

picture books, result in a failure to come to a full and adequate reading of them’ (Devos, 

2011: 18). Unlike postmodernism, with its ‘inherent irony and cynical emptiness’, 
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modernism ‘adheres to all-ecompassing stories of ultimate values and truths’ (Devos, 2011: 

19) and Devos sees such grand narratives emerging in Tan’s work, narratives of loneliness 

and alienation mediated by strong symbols of hope and belonging, focusing the reader’s 

attention on ‘the possibility of meaning’ (Devos, 2011: 22). Alison Bechdel bookends Fun 

Home with quotes from James Joyce, and in a close reading of modernism in Fun Home, Ariela 

Freedman declares ‘graphic narratives are the queer bastard child of high modernism’ 

(Freedman, 2009: 138). Elsewhere Freedman observes Joycean influences in the work of 

Chris Ware––specifically, the mode of epiphany as a structural device, which Freedman 

claims to be ‘one of the most sacred and revered concepts of modernism’ (Freedman, 2015: 

355). As a structural device––a highpoint around which a narrative is structured––it is ‘an 

affective mode that bridges the divide between author and audience,’ Freedman writes, 

adding, the ‘point of the epiphany is not to understand it, but to participate in it’ (Freedman, 

2015: 354). 

 Deriving from the Greek epiphaneia, meaning appearance or manifestation, the term 

epiphany was coined by James Joyce to describe privileged moments in literary texts, 

something Virginia Woolf metaphorically designates as ‘little daily miracles, illuminations, 

matches struck unexpectedly in the dark’ (Woolf 1955, quoted in Ferguson, 2003:20). For 

both Woolf and Joyce, these literary moments coalesce around a heightened sense of 

meaning, or, as poet and scholar Martin Bidney describes, ‘a moment felt by the reader to be 

outstandingly intense, mysterious, and with implications that seem disproportionate to the 

brevity of the moment’ (Bidney, 2018: 314).  

 ‘Literature,’ contends education and literary theorist Peter Hollindale, ‘may seem like 

a small and marginal part of many people’s lives, but image and story, with all the values––

good and bad––that they imply, are not marginal at all’ (Hollindale, 1997: 120). Hollindale 

acknowledges that ‘youth can be very long, extending into the early stages of adult life’, and 
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contends that this period is ‘marked by significant moments’ or epiphanies (Hollindale, 1997: 

119). Such epiphanies signal moments of ‘independence, confidence and control, proofs of 

self-value and value in the eyes of others’ and may be ‘public and social, or private and 

secret’ (Hollindale, 1997: 1119) in nature. Epiphanies for Hollindale are essential for growth, 

and a literature of youth provides stories and images to allow young people to recognize and 

makes sense of these epiphanic moments. Both The Red Tree and Everything is Teeth structure 

themselves around moments of intense signification that signals some kind of growth or shift 

in the character’s relationship with the world, though the meanings are not always clear, as I 

will elucidate further below.  

  

 The Red Tree and meaning making 

An epiphany is transactional, and co-constructed by reader and creator. Epiphanies occur as 

a result of the author’s signalling through foregrounded textual elements and the reader’s 

participation in meaning making. Shaun Tan, writing about his own creative process that 

‘Any real meaning is left to the reader to find for themselves, rather than overtly stated or 

implied, with an encouragement towards a close visual reading against quite minimalist text’ 

(Tan, 2002). For Tan, meanings emerge from the gap between showing and telling: 

Sometimes there are words, but they do not really explain the pictures, and likewise, 

the pictures aren’t there to explain the text. The relationship is more oblique than 

that, as different parts that together create an interesting synergy. When working I 

often like to think of words and images as opposite points on a battery, creating a 

potential voltage through a ‘gap’ between telling and showing. It requires the 

reader’s imagination to complete the circuit, their thoughts and feelings being the 

current that fills the silent space, without prescription (Tan, 2010). 

In The Red Tree, Tan uses a flat narratorial voice in which the only character is an unnamed 

‘you’: ‘Sometimes the day begins with nothing to look forward to/and things go from bad to 

worse/ darkness overcomes you’ (Tan, 2001), while the illustrated narrative follows the 
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journey of a pale, red-haired character, coded female, usually depicted wearing a shapeless 

dress. She moves through a surreal landscape over the timeframe of a single day. Metaphors 

are dual coded, existing in imagery and in text. On the page inscribed ‘darkness overcomes 

you’ the girl is shown in a city street, unaware that she is in the shadow of a giant fish 

emerging from between tall buildings.  

 
Figure 10-1 'The world is a deaf machine' from The Red Tree (Tan, 2001) 

The metaphor ‘the world is a deaf machine’, contrasts with an image of the character in a 

business suit, among other anonymous automaton-people also in business suits in what looks 

like the highly ornate foyer of a large office building or a factory with smoking chimneys, 

while overhead hangs a large ornamental feature made partly of the wings of a WW2 

Bomber plane––the agreement between text and image is unclear. Tan remains deliberately 
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oblique about the meaning of the images in the book: ‘The waiting monster in the painting 

“terrible fates are inevitable” could represent anything from death to having to go to school, 

hypochondria, drug addiction, a credit card bill or the end of the world,’ Tan writes, 

indicating that he does not know the precise meaning himself (Tan, 2002). Elsewhere Tan 

discusses the function of illustration in his work as ‘deepening the uncertainty of language, 

enjoying its ambiguous references, exploiting its slipperiness, and at times, confessing its 

inadequacy’ (Tan, 2010). Tan exemplifies the way writers and artists consciously manipulate 

and blend images of the quotidian and strange in order to engender aesthetic uncertainty in 

which ‘ideas and feelings are evoked rather than explained’ (Tan, 2002). The epiphany 

comes in the image of the red tree at the end, bright and vibrant, filling the room with 

warmth. 

 In her study of Grade 7 students’ responses, Sylvia Pantaelo shares how her students 

responded to images in The Red Tree in which many of the students respond to what they 

perceive to be emotional content in the images:   

What made this story so gloomy was all of the really dark pictures like the picture 

when it says, ‘‘The world is like a deaf machine’’ and all of the people in that picture 

look so miserable, like there’s not meaning to life. That’s why I found this book 

really dark and sad. (Cadan, quoted in Pantaelo, 2012: 65) 

My absolute favorite picture is when the nameless girl is trapped in a bottle while 

she has an old-fashioned diver’s helmet on her head. For me that means she is 

trapped in her own thoughts and they are getting worse as the bottle is filling up 

with water from the rain. (Isaiah, quoted in Pantaeleo, 2012: 61)  

The fish scares me because it is crying black liquid and it seems as though that if 

you were to walk into the fish’s mouth that you would just disappear into darkness. 

(Brianna, quoted in Pantaleo, 2012: 65)  

Each of these students is responding affectively to text or imagery, living through the text, 

negotiating an embodied response to the story in terms of new metaphors and images––the 

girl trapped in her thoughts, the prison and the fear of waiting, Brianna’s description of 
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herself disappearing in the darkness of the fish’s mouth––that are not imposed by the text. 

These readers demonstrate Tan’s conception of the reader’s thoughts and feelings filling ‘the 

silent space’ where in response to the image they generate further imagery, open to further 

interpretations and meanings.  

 
Figure 10-2 'Nobody understands' from 'The Red Tree' (Tan, 2001) 

 

 

 Analysis: Goodreads reviews of The Red Tree and Everything is Teeth 

Goodreads is a social network principally organized around the practice of reviewing books. 

Using Goodreads reviews as a dataset to assess affective comprehension and expressive 

reading in reader response has a number of shortcomings. For example, traditionally a 

review of a book is to evaluate the book’s strengths and weaknesses rather than document the 

experience of reading a book; however, Goodreads seems often to function as a sort of 

reading diary, so many of the reviews are quite personal and reflective. The reviews are 
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written by hobby readers who are intrinsically motivated to share their views. In this chapter 

I do not seek to suggest that Goodreads reviews represent or stand in for the experiences of 

the young people who will be reading our comics, and I haven’t tried to analyse the 

demographics of the reviewers of the texts in question. Instead I propose to use Goodreads 

reviews as a qualitative data-set to test a reading paradigm designed around expressive 

enactment, using themes partly drawn from Kuiken, Mall and Sikora’s forms of self-

implication in literary reading. I will look at five related themes, the first three directly drawn 

from Kuiken, Miall and Sikora’s model (1994).  

1. explicit descriptions of feelings in response to situations and events in the 

text  

2. blurred boundaries between oneself and the narrator of the text  

3. active and iterative modification of an emergent affective theme 

4. evidence of the failure of the metaphoric plot to cohere 

5. explicit notes on reading strategies in relation to stylistic elements of the text 

I designed the reading paradigm before reading reviews and conducting my analysis. I 

captured all the reviews of both The Red Tree and Everything is Teeth on the 15th July 2019.  

 Both texts depict young protagonists who are dealing with difficult thoughts and 

emotions. As well as featuring themes of youth mental health and conforming to the 

characteristics of modernist fiction as outlined by Suzanne Ferguson above, both books were 

also selected on the basis of a high level of engagement with each text. The Red Tree had 4740 

ratings, with an average rating of 4.53 stars (out of 5) and 595 reviews. Everything is Teeth has 

2019 ratings, averaging 3.6 stars, and 252 reviews. The main purpose of this preliminary 

analysis was to explore if the expressive exactment paradigm is appropriate for comics texts, 

that is, do readers respond affectively to formal features of the text, and does this 
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engagement prompt identification and modification of metaphors in relation to their 

personal experience.  

 

10.4.1 THEME 1: EXPLICIT DESCRIPTIONS OF FEELINGS IN RESPONSE TO SITUATIONS AND EVENTS IN THE 
TEXT   

‘Even though it’s a picture book, you get REAL EMOTIONS from it.’  

The table below was collated using an online word frequency counter (writewords.co.uk). It 

creates an overview of the tone and topics of the reviews. In Everything is Teeth, the most 

frequently mentioned word was ‘shark’, which suggests that this strong image drove the 

readings of the text. Narrative words like ‘Australia’ and ‘family’ also occurred frequently. 

There was a wider range of emotion words in The Red Tree of both negative and positive 

valance compared to Everything is Teeth. The greater range of emotion words in The Red Tree 

might be explained by the fact that there were nearly twice as many reviews. It is also 

possible that the specificity of the narrative in Everything is Teeth, along with the consistently 

muted pallet, meant that there was more emotional cohesion and agreement between 

reviewers. A number of the affective words were in response to the illustration, or the 

perceived gaps between the illustration and the text. 

 

Table 1 Word frequency: negative and positive valence 
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 While people found the images of the sharks frightening or disturbing, the pervasive 

emotion commented on in Everything is Teeth was sadness, for example: ‘The book has a slight 

air of sadness about it, which comes to the surface now and again, be it in the images of 

Evie’s father seemly drinking too much, or her brother getting involved with the wrong 

people and getting hurt’ (Goodreads 2016: April 14). Readers found the memoir ‘lovely’, 

‘haunting’, ‘strange and creepy’, ‘subtly powerful’, ‘philosophical’, and ‘muted’ (see figure 

10.3).  

 If the emotional response to Everything is 

Teeth matches the muted pallet, the intensity 

 of the paintings in The Red Tree are reflected in 

the intensity of the responses. ‘Quite possibly the 

most beautiful picturebook I’ve ever read (Also, 

it made me cry.)’ (Goodreads 2016: Jan 18), 

writes one reviewer of The Red Tree. Another 

says, ‘This book is so beautiful it makes me want 

to cry. Not because it’s dark (which it is), not 

because it has a lovely ending (which it does) but 

because it’s just so... GORGEOUS. It’s emotive 

and luscious and playful and stark and 

mysterious and terrifying and heartbreaking and uplifting and sweet and melancholic and, 

and, and... I can’t stop looking at it’ (Goodreads: 2015, Jan 11). One reviewer noted that 

‘one could argue it is rather dispiriting, I think it sends such an important message to the 

reader that it is really ok to not be ok’ (Goodreads 2018: Oct 30). Hope was a pervasive 

feeling in response to The Red Tree, for example, ‘I was left feeling an overwhelming sense of 

Figure 10-3 Lovely, haunting, strange and creepy, 
subtly powerful, philosophical, muted: Everything is teeth 
(Wyld and Sumner, 2015) 



231 
 
 

just how powerful self-belief, tenacity, hopes and dreams can be, and what can become of 

them if you ride it out and keep the faith’ (Goodreads 2018: Sep 14). People suggested the 

book was a ‘comfort’ and a ‘consolation’ when they were feeling depressed, while one noted, 

‘This book makes me stop and think about how I am feeling periodically throughout the day’ 

(Goodreads 2016: Oct 17) More than one reviewer applied it retrospectively to their 

experiences of childhood and adolescence, such as ‘I wish I had this book when I was a 

teenager––it encapsulates so many human emotions of loneliness and feelings of anxiety in 

such a beautiful way, feelings that I never knew how to express’ (Goodreads 2017: Oct 18) 

Embodied responses included people noting the book took their breath away, rendered them 

speechless, or blew their minds. In one of the few negative reviews, one simply wrote, ‘Well, 

that was terrifying. :(’ (Goodreads 2018: Mar 19). Even a positive (four star) review noted 

that ‘the red tree in the end, however beautiful, doesn’t balance out all the dark feelings and 

terrors before. maybe it’s not even meant to. it left me feeling a bit depressed and awful’ 

(Goodreads 2015: Mar 12). 

 

10.4.2 THEME 2: BLURRED BOUNDARIES BETWEEN ONESELF AND THE NARRATOR OF THE TEXT 

‘Yeah this was basically like looking in a mirror in many, many ways.’ 

In the more narrative driven text, Everything is Teeth, relatability was key to engagement. In 

Everything is Teeth, all the readers who felt a strong sense of identification with the main 

character gave the book a four- or five-star review, one noting ‘this was basically like looking 

in a mirror in many, many ways’ (Goodreads 2017: Jul 30). Lower rated reviews were 

associated with a lack of identification with comments like ‘I felt disconnected from the story’ 

(Goodreads 2016: Oct 12) and ‘I really couldn’t connect with her at all’ (Goodreads 2016: 

Sep 19). For many reviewers identification came from a shared fear of and/or fascination 

with sharks. ‘Though I’ve not lived in Australia, I can truly relate to this all-consuming 

obsession with sharks’ (Goodreads 2016: May 21), ‘If like me you had problem swimming 
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after watching Jaws, this one’s for you’ (Goodreads 2016: Aug 26), ‘I strongly connected with 

this novel because I suffer from anxiety and did have an obsession/fear of sharks’ 

(Goodreads 2019: May 12). It was not always specifically sharks that resonated, but rather 

something about the combination of obsession and terror: ‘I myself had an obsession with 

aliens that created this same amount of equal parts fascinating and terror’ (Goodreads 2016: 

May 21), ‘Young Evie’s obsession with shark facts and attacks after being spooked by stories 

from her relatives is exactly the same way I responded to nuclear power when I was a kid: 

learn as much about it as possible to rationalise your fears whereas, more often than not, it 

actually intensifies them!’ (Goodreads 2016: May 20) and ‘I’ve had these weird thoughts 

myself, so I relate to the dual fascination and terror’ (Goodreads 2016: June 8) One reader 

warned that the identification could be unsettling, ‘Be aware that if you are afraid of sharks 

this book may not be for you. Includes very vivid detail of shark attacks’ (Goodreads 2015: 

Nov 19). 

 In The Red Tree, which turns on the image rather than verbal elements of the story, 

identification with the book was prevalent, for example, ‘I think we all know what it is like to 

feel some kind of darkness in our wake from time to time’ (Goodreads 2018: June 8). There 

was a recurring idea that the text could speak for them or represent something inarticulable: 

‘As someone who suffers from depression as well, this book expressed things from my soul 

that I could never describe in words’  (Goodreads 2015: May 5). The visual aspect of The Red 

Tree seemed particularly to lend itself to this particular mode of identification: ‘2014 has been 

a crappy year for me. It has. And I’m not complaining, I’m just saying that when I opened 

this book I was aware of that fact. And it spoke to my heart through words and colors and 

emotions you can’t just express with words’ (Goodreads, 2014: Dec 25). A number of 

reviewers identified the book as being about depression, ‘I think everyone who has dealt with 

depression and anxiety can recognise themselves in it’ (Goodreads 2016: May 18). The figure 
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of the child offers salience as an image of identification: ‘I HAVE BEEN THAT LITTLE 

GIRL!!’ writes one reviewer (Goodreads 2016: May 6, all caps in original), while another 

says, ‘I was once that child who couldn't see the light at the end of the tunnel but now that I 

look back on my life, I see that hope was always there’ (Goodreads 2013: Sep 21). 

 Interestingly, in The Red Tree, identification was not always an enjoyable aspect of the 

text. One three-star review muses:  

I don’t know if “liked it” accurately fits this story. It was beautiful. Breathtakingly 

beautiful. It was so relatable, too. The imagery of the one red leaf carried 

throughout, as the images get darker and darker... oof. It isn’t something I would 

want to sit around reading, though. It hits too close to home, which of course adds 

to its power and beauty (Goodreads 2012: Nov 27). 

A 2-star review found the blurred boundaries distinctly uneasy. ‘This book pushed me 

perilously close to the edge. The little bit of ‘hope’ at the end is not nearly powerful enough 

to counter all the feelings of despair evoked by all the previous spreads’ (Goodreads 2017: 

April 19). Even a five-star review expresses ambivalence, ‘I could relate to this book on too 

many levels’ (Goodreads 2017: Nov 3). While the book is parable-like and never states itself 

to be about depression, many reviewers read the book as literally about depression and 

determined it too dark for children, concerned that young readers would not be able to 

relate to the experience of depression, and thus would find the book confusing or distressing.  

 

10.4.3 THEME 3: ACTIVE AND ITERATIVE MODIFICATION OF AN EMERGENT AFFECTIVE THEME  

After we closed the book, Tara said to me, ‘You’re my red tree.’ I replied, ‘And you’re mine.’   

Kuiken, Miall and Sakora identify the process of active and iterative modification of an 

emergent affective theme as essential to expressive enactment in literary reading. In reviews 

of both Everything is Teeth and The Red Tree, reviewers adopt and extend metaphors, sometimes 

revisiting their own experiences, values or concepts through the lens of the text. One notable 

feature of many reviews was a slip into second person. This was particularly noticeable in The 
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Red Tree where the text is also written in second person. Adopting the second person point of 

view, readers reflected on their own experience, repurposing or expanding on the metaphor, 

or generating their own metaphors. Here are several examples: 

You might feel alone, but you are not. When you least expect it something positive 

will come your way; You just need to be patient (Goodreads 2018: Sep 19). 

Tan shows how overwhelming, loud and disorientating the world can be when you 

have lost who you are and where your place is (Goodreads 2018: Feb 4). 

You might feel alone, you might sense a grey cloud over you, you might feel the 

need to define yourself every day but know this: when you least expect it, something 

good will be waiting for you. You just need to be patient and it will find you 

(Goodreads 2014: Dec 25).  

“Sometimes you just don’t know what to do or who you are meant to be...” this isn’t 

a moral. This is a fact of life. No matter what stage you’re entering or leaving: 

graduating kindergarten, starting college, getting married, this is a universal truth. 

Does anyone really understand who they are meant to be, why we are here, or what 

we are meant to do while we live on earth? We are always confused and searching 

for the answer to why we are alive, and Tan tells us in this book that you just have 

to be happy to be here. And if you can’t be happy, he reminds us that one day you 

will be. All the bad will go as quickly as it came, and you’ll find a reason to be here, 

no matter if your reason to keep going on is a tree or a person, animal or dream 

(Goodreads 2013: Feb 23).  

Just bitch slap the fuck out of you with stunning illustrations due to how identical it 

is to you… to your life… to how you truly feel once you demolish the stone walls 

around you. Yeah, your jaws hurt. This is you (Goodreads 2012: July 24).  

Second person occurs in reviews of Everything is Teeth too, with one reviewer musing that 

‘sharks stand in for that nameless dread permeating childhood––for all the situations you 

don’t understand, for the feeling that something that something bad could happen at any 

moment, sharks are the bogeyman embodying all of life’s anxieties, lurking in the most 

unexpected places’ (Goodreads 2016: Jan 15). There is an intimacy in the use of second 

person that seems to encompass both an address to the reading self (self-talk) and also a 

generic other that implies an understanding of shared human experience. Another reviewer 
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slips from the more formal third person (‘the reader’) into the second person, when they 

write ‘readers are aware that something potentially ominous lurks beneath the surface of 

what she’s describing. This fits well with her shark obsession, but also with the realities of 

childhood, when you may not understand the subtleties of life’ (Goodreads 2016: Jun 2). The 

use of second person here more subtly signifies a shift from an evaluative reading of the text 

to a more personal reflection, a ‘reading’, as it were, of the felt experience of childhood.  

 While many reviewers related to the narrative thread of Evie Wyld’s childhood 

fascination with sharks, the image of the shark was also read as a multivalent metaphor. 

Writes one reviewer: 

the sharks represent more than themselves. They are the unknown, all things 

possible that could come to a head at any moment. They are the nameless dread 

faced by everyone, even young children, of something, anything, being just out of 

sight, ready to strike at any moment [whether corporeal or not] (Goodreads 2018: 

Jul 8). 

‘Sharks swim in and about and through the panels’ representing, according to different 

reviewers, ‘change and growing up’ (Goodreads 2016: Jun 15), ‘childhood fears and 

anxieties’, ‘accepting the beauty and savagery of life’ (Goodreads 2018: Jun 29), and ‘a 

child’s dawning understanding that life is unpredictable and always temporary’ (Goodreads 

2016: May 17). Some borrowed the imagery of the shark to describe the book itself: ‘It’s 

quiet and moves slowly, with much more beneath the surface of the fin than you can 

immediately see’ (Goodreads 2015: Sep 12) and ‘Her voice is dark poetry: a subtle harbinger 

of doom, like the black shadows under its water’ (Goodreads 2016: Aug 7). One five-star 

reviewer seemed to enjoy the ambiguity that arose from the juxtaposition of the strong 

imagery of the shark and the narrative content of the story, writing, ‘I don’t know how to say 

what this is about. Sharks, family, anxiety, mortality, resistance?’(Goodreads 2015: Nov 19). 

In some reviews, this musing about not quite knowing what to make of the story led to 

further personal reflection, for example, ‘there was a quiet beauty in this for me and much 
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that was hinted at…a blurred line between what was real, imagined, and feared. Life is like 

that, isn’t it?’ (Goodreads 2016: May 21). 

 The poetic structure, along with the ambiguity and the resonance of the strong 

images in The Red Tree, prompted readers to offer an interpretation of the central metaphors. 

‘Simply told, we see darkness envelope a small soul, feel the angst and the desperation, and 

finally the fog begins to clear. It is bleak for some time, but there is a break in the stifling 

clouds. A gradual relief to a burdensome feeling. I think we all know what it is like to feel 

some kind of darkness in our wake from time to time. This shows that hopefully, it will 

always lift and move away’ (Goodreads 2018: Jun 8). Another writes, ‘This book is about that 

thing I keep forgetting: that things will change for the better, or, you will eventually 

remember all the good things that brighten up your life. That if you just wait, hold on, then 

things will get easier’ (Goodreads 2011: Aug 17). And in another review, ‘It was emotional 

and it tells you: “Despite the darkness, you will find that hope is just right in front of you”’ 

(Goodreads 2011: Dec 26). Another comments that the metaphor is the principle structuring 

device, stating ‘It isn’t really a story as such but a visual metaphor for depression, alienness, 

isolation... and hope’ (Goodreads 2012: Aug 30).  

 The metaphoric nature of The Red Tree inspired reviewers to generate their own 

metaphors. Ten reviewers used the phrase ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ to describe the 

trajectory of hope at the end of the book. Another talked about depression as an ‘endless 

circle’ (Goodreads 2018: Jun 24), mirroring the circular nature of the story, where the 

journey begins and ends in the girl’s bedroom. Another reviewer generated a new metaphor 

of scale, ‘the world shrinks and you find no place to breathe’ (Goodreads 2016: May 6), 

perhaps inspired by the images of scale in the story, it recalls the girl in the bottle that had 

such an impact on Isaiah in Sylvia Pantaleo’s classroom. Other new metaphors were 

generated in response to the book: ‘the world is empty and just like cake with no taste. 
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Searching, waiting for something unknown in the fog of life. Disaster is just coming at once, 

and happiness just went by. Then at no where, a small light gave you hope again’ 

(Goodreads 2012: Mar 11). Some reviewers applied the metaphor to specific personal 

experiences other than depression: ‘I took the book as representing me going through college 

and the red tree at the end being my degree’ (Goodreads 2013: Sep 9). One teacher wrote 

that he ‘would not allow my students under the age of 10 to read this book. I feel as though 

the red tree was either a symbol of hope, suicide, or a girl’s first menstrual cycle’ (Goodreads 

2012: Apr 2).  Another reviewer related it to her experience of having a miscarriage: ‘I could 

understand waking up and feeling just emptiness day in and day out as if there is no color to 

your life. I also understand how one day things can turn around and you can see things in a 

whole new way’ (Goodreads 2013: Dec 3). At least one reviewer, though giving the book a 4-

star rating, rejected the structure of the metaphor, writing: 

That’s not my experience of despair and hope though. My experience is of having 

to put yourself together every day, as a conscious and willed act. It’s of telling 

yourself to square your shoulders, lift your face, take a deep breath, and step 

forward. (It doesn’t matter where. Just forward.) It’s of telling yourself that what 

you’re doing right now makes you happy, and just because you don’t feel that in 

this moment doesn’t mean you won’t soon. Hopelessness is a static and frightening 

state; hope takes energy, determination, desire. Hope is a choice, and you have to 

work at it - the world won’t always just present it to you, a shining gossamer-winged 

creature that follows on reliably from the bat-winged nightmares. Hope for me isn’t 

something you wait for to happen to you. You have to happen to it. Hope is a choice. 

I guess, at the heart of it, that’s resilience. Perhaps that’s not a story for kids though 

- or perhaps it’s just a different story from this one (Goodreads 2012: Sep 28). 

A number of reviewers talked about either being given the book by a friend, or giving the 

book to someone who they felt needed it. One reviewer, as a reciprocal act of support for her 

boyfriend, wrote, ‘So, yesterday, as he was sick and anxious, I wrapped up this book, got 

three kinds of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream (for his cold, he swears by it, haha!) and ventured 

across the river to his apartment when I finished work, to cheer him up. It was my turn, god 
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knows’ (Goodreads 2011 Aug 17). A man writes of reading the book with his partner: ‘After 

we closed the book, Tara said to me, “You’re my red tree.” I replied, “And you’re mine.”’ 

(Goodreads 2016: Jul 27). The potential of the social dynamics of expressive enactment, the 

sharing of a metaphor as a way of negotiating a shared language for intersubjective affective 

experience, is an interesting area for further study. 

 

10.4.4 THEME 4: EVIDENCE OF THE FAILURE OF THE METAPHORIC PLOT TO COHERE  

For me the book fell a bit flat, perhaps I just didn’t get it. 

In The Red Tree, the metaphor seemed to be clearly signalled to the reader, and even those 

who didn’t particularly like the book were able to make sense of it: ‘I found this gloomy, I get 

the idea, when things are bad there’s light at the end of the tunnel’ (Goodreads 2018: Aug 2). The 

metaphor missed the mark for some readers of Everything is Teeth, and, because the book 

appeared to be both narrative-driven and based on Wyld’s own life experiences, the 

metaphoric plot failed to cohere for these readers. ‘Less extraordinary,’ writes one reviewer, 

bluntly, ‘more ruminating’ (Goodreads 2016: Dec 13). A 1-star review complains: 

I simply cannot follow her train of thoughts. They seem especially random and 

usually meaningless to me. I know absolutely nothing about her or her family, aside 

from the fact she has such an active imagination she can summon the image of a 

shark ANYWHERE she goes (Goodreads 2017: Oct 10). 

Another was dismissive at any attempt to look for deeper meanings: ‘Really, I’d recommend 

it for elementary school students who wouldn’t try to overthink it. Let it just be a book about 

a girl and sharks…’ (Goodreads 2017: Apr 6). Another reviewer became distressed by the 

depiction and positioning of sharks in the story: 

My issue comes from the presentation of sharks. I understand that they depict her 

anxieties. I understand that the current culture has an intense fear of sharks. I 

appreciate that the man seeking to destroy all sharks is seen in a negative light. 

However I wish there were more information about sharks at the end. She mentions 

that she now knows that the shark wasn’t out to get Rodney, but simply wanted the 
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fish tied to his diving belt. I think it would have been wonderful to have some 

teaching moments about sharks at the end, especially because so much of this 

revolves around sharks. There is a scene where a shark gets de-finned. I wish there 

had been more about how horrible this is for sharks, for wildlife, and indirectly for 

people (Goodreads May 4, 2017).  

A narrative approach, like Evie Wyld’s, may split the reader’s attention between the salience 

of the imagery and making sense of the plot, which may undermine expressive enactment 

(this in turn validates our move away from detailed backstories in MOST comics). The 

second person point of view and lack of specific characterization and narrative detail perhaps 

hails the reader of The Red Tree to take a particular stance in relation to the text, to see this as 

an inner and personal journey, calling on them to use their own emotional experiences to 

reconstruct the text as a story. In Everything is Teeth, which is both a graphic memoir and a 

metaphoric encounter, this process may require the reader to be able to identify more 

specifically with aspects of young Evie Wyld’s life or personality. 

 

10.4.5 THEME 5: EXPLICIT NOTES ON READING STRATEGIES IN RELATION TO STYLISTIC ELEMENTS OF THE 
TEXT  

This is the best book I read lately. It is about the feeling of despair! Very easy, yet very complicated!   

I want to take some time here to discuss the ways in which readers drew attention to specific 

elements of the text. I am curious to see if Miall and Kuiken’s model of expressive enactment 

can be applied to graphic narratives, and interested in whether the features of the texts 

themselves guided particular readings of them, in particular the visual elements and the 

interactions between the visual and verbal codes on the page.  

 In Everything is Teeth, reviewers often noted juxtapositions in Joe Sumner’s style. The 

‘mix of realism and line drawing perfectly captures childhood—where things feel starkly real 

and utterly imagined at the same time’ writes one reviewer (Goodreads 2016: Jun 2), while 

another notes, ‘It makes the sharks seem both more and less real at the same time’ 

(Goodreads 2015: Sep 12). Another notes that Wyld’s sparse language makes her ‘obsession 
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poetic’ and that Sumner’s art style is ‘the perfect complement. At one moment sparse and in 

the next, a photograph-like image that brings the “monsters” to life, Sumner seems to be 

flipping the roles of the real world and imagined fear’ (Goodreads 2016: Jun 5) Other 

reviewers commented favourably on the blend of naïve characters and photo-realistic art 

styles, while one reviewer particularly said that the blend of black and white illustration and 

more photographic images didn’t work for them. In reviews of Everything is Teeth, attention is 

drawn to the stylistic features of comics: ‘Graphic memoirs are just a really great way to tell 

someone’s story, there are things you can speak out loud and other times you can let the 

pictures speak for you’ (Goodreads 2016: Apr 27). But for several reviewers the form failed to 

cohere into a story that conformed with their expectations of narrative. Readers looked to 

narrative elements to make sense of the story:  

the explicit threats embodied by the sharks are no match for the more implicit 

problems in Wyld’s family; her brother––who possibly suffers from some kind of 

undiagnosed mental disorder––comes home covered in cuts and bruises, while her 

parents seem disconnected and distant. None of these story threads really end up 

meshing together as Wyld prefers to focus on atmosphere and lyricism over plot but 

it works, though definitely more as poetry than as memoir (Goodreads 2017: Oct 

9). 

Another wondered: 

Why I didn’t connect with this book I’m not fully sure. It’s a kind of collection of 

shark-related ideas and memories and the narrative shape and closure feels a little 

forced. It’s good but didn’t leave me with any sense of why she took me on the 

journey. Maybe it just seemed a bit short and not fully explored or developed 

(Goodreads 2016: Oct 12). 

This reviewer puts it more succinctly, ‘This is spare and I would have liked more substance’ 

(Goodreads 2016: Jun 29). 

 Tan’s art style in The Red Tree also seemed to interrogate boundaries between real and 

imagined, with one reviewer using the phrase ‘visually sensory’ (Goodreads 2016: Mar 10). 

The combination of words and pictures seemed to particularly provoke an emotional 
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response for many readers. ‘It’s a picture book about feelings, and sometimes, all the letters 

in the alphabet, all the letters in your keyboard, can’t express how you feel. So you express it 

through images’ (Goodreads 2018: Jun 24) and ‘Tan shows many powerful emotions 

through these amazing surrealist paintings. Every element functions brilliantly, from the few 

words, the typography (stressing some words by enlarging their size or de-aligning them) to 

the images’ (Goodreads 2014: Dec 25). The illustrations are ‘a powerful way of expressing 

feelings as well as ideas in a way where emotions don’t have to be expressed through words’ 

(Goodreads 2015: Dec 2). Reviewers noted the range of media and techniques––collage, 

painting, drawing. The images ‘border on the surreal’, adding to the sense of a ‘real lack of 

connection that depression brings to the sufferer’ (Goodreads 2018: Feb 4). Another felt that 

the sparseness of the text ‘underlines the withdrawal someone experiences when they feel 

depressed’ (Goodreads 2015: Apr 22); that the minimal language was a feature rather that a 

flaw for most reviewers, with exceptions. ‘Its only fault,’ suggests one reviewer, ‘is that the 

illustrations are so mesmerizing and grand that it detracts from the very few words on the 

page, making the narrative a bit incohesive at times’ (Goodreads 2018:  Sep 30). 

 Many reviewers of The Red Tree were inspired to comment on its status as a picture 

book, and its suitability for children and/or adults, for example, ‘This is a children’s picture 

book, but take it from me, anyone can enjoy reading this’ (Goodreads 2018: Jun 24). Writes 

one reviewer, ‘it’s not even a “book” in the traditional sense––it’s technically a children’s 

picture book––but that description hardly does it justice’ (Goodreads 2009: Aug 15) This was 

reflected in other reviews: ‘The book is labelled as “children’s” which I feel is a mistake as it 

would dissuade some adults from picking it up for themselves as it’s a book that people of all 

ages can get something from’ (Goodreads 2011: Jul 21). A parent identifies that the book 

‘rewards slow and careful reading’, suggesting children might see something in the book that 

others miss: ‘My 10 year old is the one who pointed out to me that there is one red leaf––a 
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foreshadow of the hopeful ending––on every single page’ (Goodreads 2011: Dec 2). Other 

reviewers were concerned that the book was unsuitable for young readers, for example: ‘This 

book is certainly not a children book, if it was up to me I would say it is a stunning and 

adorable young adult’s book and above’ (Goodreads 2018: Dec 13) and ‘This is not one I 

would read to a young child, simply because the subject matter––a young girl wandering 

through landscapes of existential despair––and the accompanying illustrations are beyond 

the reckoning of a young mind’ (Goodreads 2012: Dec 26).  

 

 Affective comprehension and expressive reading of The Red Tree and 
Everything is Teeth: Discussion 

In these reviews, the hypothesis holds that readers of graphic texts are prompted by 

foregrounded elements of the text to make meaning, drawing on their own affective 

experience to interpret the metaphoric elements of the plot. Art styles are read as meaningful 

and readers look to foregrounded elements of the art to help make sense of the story. In 

Everything is Teeth the narrative elements as well as the framing of the text as a memoir creates 

some confusion about how to approach decoding the imagery of the sharks (whether to read 

the story as literal or poetic). While perhaps not as universally as The Red Tree, some reviewers 

felt a strong sense of identification with young Evie. The second person address in The Red 

Tree may more directly implicate the reader, magnifying the blurring of boundaries between 

character, narrator and reader. The Red Tree, with its elliptical circular journey, emphasis on 

sensation and inner experience, reliance on metaphor and stylistic economy and 

foreshortening of narrative elements, certainly demonstrates that the qualities of graphic 

texts allows conditions for expressive enactment, that is, the crystallisation of previously 

vague ‘felt’ knowledge into new meanings with personal implications. 

 The social dynamics of expressive enactment are unexplored in Miall, Kuiken and 

Sakora’s work, where reading is prefigured as a solitary activity. But the social dynamics of 
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reading are evident on Goodreads, where reading is socially networked and performed, and 

people read, follow, like and comment on each other’s reviews. Recurrent themes in 

individual readings make for interesting patterns. In Everything is Teeth, the imagery of the 

shark in tension with the narrative-memoir elements was often read as a metaphor for the 

ways in which fear and anxiety blur the boundaries between real and imagined. In The Red 

Tree, several readers shared similar readings, that depression is a descent or circuitous 

journey, where things go from bad to worse, but difficult times are ultimately temporary, and 

our attention can be trained to look for evidence that things can improve, and the repetition 

of phrases like ‘light at the end of the tunnel’ seemed culturally resonant. It is hard to know 

how much reviewers are influenced by reading other people’s reviews. Being able to capture 

some of these social processes of meaning-making, in addition to more personal and 

idiosyncratic individual readings, may help us understand more about the way MOST 

readers interpret the text and experience the lived reading moment. 

 

 Notes towards a mixed methods evaluative protocol 

How can we evaluate the potential for affective comprehension and expressive enactment in 

our comics? The design of a reading protocol is complex and my notes here are a provisional 

starting point for thinking about how a protocol might be designed. I draw from a range of 

studies and theoretical constructions, including Kuiken, Miall and Sarkora’s empirical 

research and reader response protocols. Acknowledging the gaps in their research, that 

reading doesn’t happen in a vacuum and also that graphic texts have distinct stylistic 

qualities, I combine Pantaleo’s classroom method with Philip Yenawine’s visual thinking 

strategies as outlined in a book by the same name (Yenawine, 2014). In addition, reflecting 

on Eloise Grill’s graphic review of Eyes Too Dry, and following literacy researchers David 
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Lewkowich studying adult readers’ multimodal interpretation, I propose a drawing protocol 

in which a visual response is produced for analysis. 

 

10.6.1 READER RESPONSE PROTOCOLS 

In order to understand participants level of knowledge and expertise, participants would first 

be assessed for their overall knowledge and interest in reading in general, and in comics in 

particular, through interviews or a survey. Philip Yenawine, former education director at 

New York’s Museum of Modern Art, in his book, Visual Thinking Strategies, writes of his 

colleague’s findings that ‘People with little contact with art apply what they know from their 

own lives to make sense of what they see. Experts also apply lived experience but add other 

ways of thinking: a variety of strategies as well as specific concepts and information’ 

(Yenawine, 2014: 5). He writes that for beginner viewers, the ‘mode of processing can be 

phrased as “What is going on here?” When beginner viewers are asked this question,’ asserts 

Yenawine, ‘they are engaged because the question has a deep correspondence to the way 

they are predisposed to construct their ideas’ (Yenawine, 2014: 13). Integral to Yenawine’s 

method of Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) is the concept of permission to wonder: ‘What 

we need to start are eyes, memories, openness, time and encouragement to engage in mind-

stretching exploration––in other words, permission to wonder’ (Yenawine, 2014: 13). Giving 

participants explicit ‘permission to wonder’ could be a useful framing device for a reader-

response method of evaluation. The three VTS questions could serve as useful prompts in an 

initial discussion: (1) What is going on in this picture? (2) What do you see that makes you say 

that? (3) What more can we find? (Yenawine, 2014) 

 I propose that our first step might me to look at a comic text unrelated to our 

websites in order to practice the Visual Thinking methodology, that is, permission to wonder 

and the three guiding questions above. The Red Tree might be a useful resource here. An 
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initial discussion looking at an exemplar image could focus on allowing participants to trust 

their ability to communicate their affective responses, trust their perceptions, so that we 

might reinforce to participants the value of this style of contribution to our research study (as 

opposed to expert knowledge about comics reading). Following that, discussing one of our 

comic texts together as a group could help hone the individual participants’ abilities to 

articulate their tacit knowledge and bring to the surface the ways in which they use lived 

experience to interpret the text. In the next phase, small groups of participants would read 

comics and discuss them together, while being recorded. According to Rosenblatt, ‘reading is 

at once an intensely individual and an intensely social experience’ (Rosenblatt, 1994, quoted 

in Pantaleo, 2013: 126). In Sylvia Pantaleo’s explorations of The Red Tree, she uses a 

collaborative process to overcome students’ initial reluctance to express ideas. She has 

students discuss the text in small groups before writing individual responses. She finds that 

‘By listening to their own talk, as well as to the talk of others, students can develop their 

understanding of the material/text under consideration, of themselves and of their world’ 

(Pantaleo, 2011: 264). This meta-critical awareness, I contend, will build confidence for 

young research participants who may not be used to talking about comics. The limitation of 

group discussion is that it may foster a generic response where less confident participants 

defer to more vocal ones, but the final stage of this reader response protocol separates 

individuals and allows for more nuanced and personal responses too. 

 As our comics appear on a social therapeutic site, activities such as ‘liking’, ‘sharing’, 

‘rating’, ‘posting’ and ‘commenting’ are enabled. In light of this I propose a novel activity I 

call Save and Share that would generate engagement and capture some sense of the comics in 

the specific context of a social network. Individual comics panels would be made available on 

postcards and users would be encouraged to choose one card to ‘save’ for themselves and 

one card to ‘share’ with a friend (it’s worth noting here that as our comics have been 
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designed to fit in phone screens, the rectangular panels lend themselves to postcards). Notes 

could be recorded on why they have made the choices they have. A further reflective activity 

in an engaged group could be a creative response to a ‘shared’ card (selected by another 

participant) as if they are the friend who received it––how do they interpret the image in the 

context of recipient? I envisage this as an active, dynamic activity, where postcard sized 

panels are up on the walls or laid out on the floor, in the formation of the comics so they can 

be understood in context and participants would need to walk around, reading the comics, to 

select their panel. Some may choose a panel on the basis of the comic it comes from, while 

others may be drawn to other elements of an individual panel. Some may be drawn to 

narrative, others character, or setting, some to the message of the panel, or they might select 

an image they happen to find appealing in terms of colour or composition. Capturing the 

conversations and observing the mood of the room as they choose would become part of the 

analytical data to process.  

 We could follow this session with the use of the read-aloud protocol, used by Sakora, 

Miall, and Kuiken to measure expressive enactment, which could be replicated with 

adaptations for the specifics of our setting. Participants would be given a small selection of 

comics and asked to read them through twice, once to get an overall sense, and the second 

time to identify and note the aspects they find most striking; participants would be asked to 

choose three panels to talk about in depth into a voice recorder, recording any ‘thoughts, 

feelings, memories, and/or images’ they experienced in response (Sakora et al, 2010: 143).  

 

10.6.2 DRAWING PROTOCOL 

In her review of Eyes Too Dry, discussed in the previous chapter, Eloise Grills draws herself 

tumbling into Chipkin and Tavassoli’s comic, taking comfort in the experience of 

identification and affiliation, and also suggesting that she feels like the text is a safe place to 
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fall. Writes David Lewkowich, ‘if we only use words to detail our interpretive reactions to 

graphic narrative, we are surely limiting the scope of our understanding of how comics 

function, and the stories they tell’ (Lewkowich, 2019: 314). Grills demonstrates how the 

visual-verbal metaphors in comics are a resource for thinking and feeling with, and that they 

can become deeply internalised, assimilated into your own self narrative.  

 Drawing methodologies have long been a popular method for use with children 

(Eldén, 2012), and have also been used to capture difficult to articulate experiences such as 

chronic pain in adult populations (Kirkham, Smith and Havsteen-Franklin, 2015) and the 

experience of adolescent pregnancy (Diamand, Regev and Snir, 2019). Writes Diamand et 

al, the drawing methodology allows for ‘creative expression of internal representations that is 

less conscious and less controlled, related to […] perception’ (Diamand, Regev and Snir, 

2019: 420). Writes Candice Boyd on her use of a drawing methodology to explore the role of 

emotions in experiencing an exhibition about World War 1 at the Melbourne Museum, 

‘drawings can be seen as a way of helping to make manifest what seems to be elusive or 

invisible. Drawings are external expressions of internal worlds that enable participants to 

provide deeper personal accounts of their experiences’ (Boyd 2017: 3).  

 David Lewkowich uses his drawing method to explore reader’s responses to comics 

dealing with themes of adolescence and identity, contending that drawn responses deeper 

reader’s understandings of the texts and themselves. Lewkowich asks participants to first 

choose a panel that they found particularly striking or resonant, and then to craft a visual 

response that is related to a memory sparked by reading it. Like Sakora, Miall and Kuiken, 

Lewkowich is interested in the interaction of the formal features of comics with memory and 

affective response in the meaning-making process, in particular the way the gaps in the text 

(the incompleteness of comics) parallel gaps in our self-knowledge. Lewkowich hypothesises 

that after reading comics about ‘gaps of meaning in adolescent life’, and through creating 
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their visual response, ‘readers may dwell in the space between words and image, from which 

they may also ponder the gaps of their own adolescent history’ (Lewkowich, 2019: 317). 

Readers in constructing and responding to their own visual responses are prompted to 

reveal: ‘How is the text in me, and how am I in the text?’ (Lewkowich, 2019: 328–329; italics in 

original). After the drawing phase, Lewkowich conducts an interview with participants asking 

them to describe their drawings and identify the passage in the text they are responding to. 

I thus encouraged readers to adopt the descriptive capacity of words to illuminate 

the meanings contained in their visual responses, working on the edges of what 

language can and cannot express. Likewise, the visual responses were used to 

describe experiences that words could never possibly capture in their entirety. 

(Lewkowitch, 2019: 315) 

Lewkowich’s analysis (he uses a psychoanalytic framework) is therefore grounded in both a 

close semiotic exploration of the visual response and the participants’ own accounts of their 

drawings. 

 Participants would be invited into a research space that would include a wide range 

of drawing materials: charcoal, oil pastels, markers, graphite pencils, etc. Participants do not 

have to be highly skilled. In fact, Lynda Barry notes that there is a special value in non-

practitioner art. In an interview with Nicole Casamento published on the website ARTnews, 

Barry says of her book Syllabus: Notes from an Accidental Professor: 

What’s fascinating about the people who gave up at 9 is that their drawing style is 

intact from then. And these people don’t realize how valuable that is. It’s like 

watching a baby walking around with a vase, hoping it doesn’t break. 

That’s what this book is really about. It’s not, “everybody can draw like 

Michelangelo!” with rainbows around it. It’s about this other astonishing ability that 

lays dormant in people’s untrained hands (Casamento, 2014). 

In recognition of the discomfort some participants might experience with the idea of drawing 

or art making, the session would begin with a quick, low stakes drawing exercise. Candice 

Boyd begins her research session by asking participants to draw a self-portrait with their non 
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dominant hand to ‘relax with the media and their own output’ (Boyd, 2017: 3). I’ve also used 

an exercise in creative writing workshops as an ice breaker, where pairs are asked to draw 

portraits of each other in one continuous line, not lifting their hands from the page, and 

never looking at the page. The results are funny and poignant, rarely accurate and barely 

recognisable but, nevertheless, oddly expressive. Participants would then be asked to read a 

series of comics and then choose a comic in particular that resonated for them on a personal 

level and draw an autobiographical image in response to it, reflecting on thoughts, emotions, 

memories or images from their own life that the comic calls up. Each participant would be 

asked to make a follow up interview time. In this interview, the VTS framework outlined 

above would be used as a point of departure, beginning with ‘What is going on in this 

picture?’ These questions would first address the panel from our therapy comics that the 

participant is responding to and then the same frame of inquiry would be applied to the 

piece of artwork produced by the participant. In analysing the data, we would be exploring 

explicit descriptions and depictions of feelings in response to the text, moments of 

identification or dissonance, the repurposing of metaphor, or the repetition of other stylistic 

and/or affective themes. 

 

 Conclusion 

In an interdisciplinary research setting there are a number of things we want to test for in 

our comics. The psychologists want to know if our comics improve mental health literacy 

and health outcomes for their clients. The human-computer interaction researchers might be 

more concerned about the readability of comics on a screen compared to other text types, 

and how the comics shape the users’ interaction with other features of the system. But for 

me, as a creative writer, I am interested in affective comprehension and the resonances 

young people might experience between the images and stories we create and their own 
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thoughts, feelings, fears, memories, sensations, anxieties, and personal life circumstances. 

Which comics are most effective in generating a personal response? What features of the 

comic enable––or inhibit––expressive enactment? Are metaphors more effective than 

narratives? What role do the visual and the verbal elements play, independently and in 

concert? This chapter has demonstrated that affective comprehension and expressive 

enactment seem to be present in the way readers respond to graphic text in ways that are 

both similar and dissimilar to image driven modernist prose fiction. I have formulated a 

possible study design in order to demonstrate the validity of measuring affective 

comprehension and expressive enactment in youth mental health in graphic medicine. While 

conducting such a study is beyond the scope of this thesis, it is an area for further research. 

An evaluation along these lines could be used in conjunction with measures evaluating 

comics’ effectiveness in engendering or motivating cognitive, affective and behavioural 

changes that lead to positive health outcomes. 

  



251 
 
 

 

11 CONCLUSION 

 Reparative Poetics 

Once assembled to one’s own specifications, the more satisfying object is 

available both to be identified with and to offer one nourishment and comfort 

in turn. Among Klein’s names for the reparative process is love. 

Eve Sedgwick, Touching Feeling  

In a reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine, the comic signals its 

affordances to the reader as a material object, which emphasises the humble and the 

handmade, the wobbly humanness of the hand-drawn line. A reparative poetics draws 

energy from the fallibility of human communication, from the ‘the open mesh of possibilities, 

gaps, overlaps, dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning’ (Segwick, 1993: 

8), allowing for a dialogical approach and co-constructed meaning where young people 

negotiate the gaps—the unseen, the unknown and the unsaid—to bring the comics to life 

with their lived experience and affective knowledge.  

 A reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine is embodied. In 

comics, the thoughts, feelings and sensations of depression, anxiety, social anxiety, psychosis 

or mental distress as occurring within bodies and between bodies in social spaces, 

emphasising that mental illness is not a crisis isolated within the individual mind, but a crisis 

of the body and a crisis of intersubjectivity, existing in richly nuanced, social worlds. Graphic 

medicine allows insights about treatment and recovery, from giving shape and form to the 

experience of hidden symptoms, to the interconnectedness of physical health, sleep, diet, 

social resources and environmental factors that promote optimal mental health. Reading is 

an embodied experience too; the reader negotiates the text via their affective responses, 

making sense of the relationship between image and text, presence and absence, through 

their own bodily responses. 
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 A reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine is social. Our 

comics, like Advicecomics, or Tavassoli and Chipkin’s collaborative memoir Eyes Too Dry, 

model the social contexts of illness and recovery, depicting a group of young people co-

constructing knowledge about mental illness, recovery and social functioning, things like 

work, study, communication, physical health, and positive relationships. The peer dynamics 

of our comics echo the peer dynamics of the social network on the website, and the social 

contexts young people operate in on a daily basis. Showing a wide range of familiar settings, 

both public spaces and intimate spaces like kitchens and bedrooms, as well as liminal spaces 

like the backyard or the porch, and green and blue spaces like the river, the park, and the 

bushy campgrounds, our comics places the reader in imaginary worlds, but the comics 

themselves create a world, a space of encounter, within the context of the online therapeutic 

platform.  

 A poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine exploits the tension between 

image and narrative. Both stories and images ‘evoke the world intensely’ (Frank, 2010: 150; 

original emphasis). The image wants to be seen, calling on the reader to linger, while the 

narrative wants to subsume the image in its flow. The image creates space for the chaos of 

mental illness—a place for feelings of sadness, grief, isolation, helplessness—even while the 

narrative eases the reader on a trajectory towards hope and optimism. And vice versa, where 

characters experience distress, like a break up or an argument, the image offers its own 

consolations, transmitting non-narrative information through form and colour, inviting the 

reader to attend mindfully to what is taking place in the reading moment, on the page, in 

their own life worlds, and in their bodies. This balance between narrative and image 

undermines the false optimism of the restitution narrative where the institutions of health 

care frames itself as the hero, and instead steers the reader towards therapy as a personal 

journey, which Arthur Frank calls a quest narrative: 
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The ill person is an active character who does find some kind of meaning in illness, 

and that may take different forms. Illness is not a good thing by any means, but 

protagonists of quest narratives find ways to work with illness, keeping their lives 

moving in a direction they experience as forward (Frank, 2010: Building a Typology 

of Narrative Forms, para 4).   

A reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine centralises the experience 

and felt knowledge of the reader; a poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine is 

open-ended and allows for interpretation, recognising that a true quest requires a personal 

journey of meaning-making.  

 The bright colours of our comics and the exaggerated faces and bodies of our 

characters conjure the carnival; a fleeting time and place where multiple voices, dialects and 

perspectives mingle. Evidence-based therapeutic interventions work in conjunction with the 

lived experience and expertise of young people. Graphic medicine, like the carnival, uses the 

ordinary, everyday language of folk. The world of our comics is, like the carnival, both 

cathartic and regulatory, reinforcing pro-social behaviour like compassion, connectedness, 

and self-acceptance, striving to normalise and destigmatise mental health symptoms. Like the 

carnival, comics can point out the absurdity of human behaviour or human beliefs without 

making fun of ordinary people. Comics can strip back the rules and structures of the social 

world to expose unhelpful narratives, and reveal the underlying values implicit in these 

conventions. Like the carnival, a reparative poetics of youth mental health draws on the 

premise of common humanity, that while our personal circumstances may feel idiosyncratic 

and unique to us, suffering (pain, shame, feelings of inadequacy, loss, grief) is part of our 

shared human experience.  

 Bahktin’s carnival, Jane Bennett’s enchantment, and Miall, Kuiken and Sikora’s 

notion of defamiliarisation all suggest a density of signification, in which, in certain types of 

texts, that which is signified––or sometimes the significant gaps between objects––vibrates 

with multiple meanings and possibilities. Closure is elusive and profoundly personal, and 
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readings may change for the same reader over time. The double coding of comics mimics 

thought and action, or the relationship between feeling and knowing, or the dyadic exchange 

between the gaze of the other and our own self-image. Comics bring ‘insides’ into contact 

with ‘outsides’ in multiple ways, demonstrated in the presence of traumatic memory in Perfect 

Hair, or in the depiction of the ruminating bodies of Eyes Too Dry and Raw Feels. While our 

comics might impart simple instructive messages about breathing, or self-care, or noticing 

cognitive biases, they also radiate multiple implicit meanings about what it means to be 

human, to live in the world, to be a social creature, to seek and find pleasure, to love and be 

loved, to suffer, and to grieve. 

 In this thesis, as demonstrated in the way I wend between ‘reading’ and ‘doing’ youth 

mental health in graphic medicine, a reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic 

medicine is made and found. A reparative poetics resonates with and draws from the texts 

already in circulation as demonstrated in this thesis; comics made by young artists creating 

work about their experiences of illness, treatment and recovery alongside themes of identity, 

friendship, love, creativity and work, which centralises young people’s bodies and voices 

rather than the dominant healthcare discourse.  

 There is space in a reparative poetics for irony, ambiguity, humour, openness, 

curiosity, cynicism, and sincerity. There are risks, especially for the psychologists, that young 

people will misinterpret or reject the comics’ therapeutic messages. It must be pointed out 

that this risk of misinterpretation, misunderstanding and rejection is founded in the 

communicative potential of the comics and is a risk in all acts of interlocution, and all 

therapeutic relationships. Some risk can be mitigated by including therapy that is evidence-

based, proven to be effective, and that young people have endorsed as appropriate, 

appealing and relevant to problems in their own lives. For the writers, the risks include 

young people failing to identify with our creations, the characters, the worlds they inhabit, 
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and the problems they encounter. Or young people might find the dialogue inauthentic, 

feeling that the comics are overly prescriptive or didactic or falsely optimistic. This could 

result in disengaging, or worse, in young, ill people feeling further alienated, that there is no 

place for them in the comics, or on the site, or in the mental health system. The inclusion of 

young people in all stages of the comics making process, including creating the initial briefs 

for the creative team in consultation with the psychologists, plays an important role in 

allaying risk—something we were not always able to achieve. A reparative poetics of youth 

mental health in graphic medicine is ideally collaborative and participatory, with everyone in 

the process having agency and a voice and being fairly remunerated for their contribution.  

 Having said this, respecting the specialised knowledge and authority of the creative 

team has been an essential part of our growth as an interdisciplinary team. The creative 

team brings with us a multiplicity of experience of working with groups of people, creating 

objects with artistic and aesthetic integrity that seek to engage audiences to delight, inform, 

surprise, provoke, persuade or effect personal or social change. In the early days, as 

documented in chapter five, Marc was asked by the psychologists who were nervous of the 

messiness of comics, to make the characters cleaner and more aspirational, to make the line 

work neater, and to brighten the colour palette. As we developed more confidence and based 

on feedback from some of our users, we found ourselves moving back towards a less refined 

look and a moodier palette; at the psychologists’ request, Marc is now redrawing the earlier 

comics to match the style of the later comics, which is more true to Marc’s original style. 

Comics making, like any creative writing, is a process of iterative decision making, which 

sometimes involve leaps that may appear intuitive, though in fact spring from tacit 

knowledge, experiential understanding, and emotional, aural and visual perceptions. We 

prepare ourselves for the work of making these decisions by reading widely, engaging with 

cultural and critical theory, experimenting with form and structure through the drafting 
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process, evaluating past failures and successes, and by spending time with other writers and 

creative practitioners, discussing new ideas, new forms, new ways of working and new work 

in our fields. Communities of practice are essential to the continued growth of creative 

writing researchers. Ironically, while writers and artists may enter into collaborative projects 

in order to counteract the loneliness of solitary practice, a creative writer can experience 

similar feelings of loneliness and isolation when collaborating in the sciences. Without Jini 

and Marc, there would have been no comics in the first place. Jini, Marc and Simmone also 

kept me deeply invested in the project, pushing the imaginative and artistic boundaries of 

what we could do with graphic medicine in youth mental health, while remaining loyal to 

our readers and faithful to our characters.  

  

 Creative writing in the carnival of collaboration 

The spirit of the carnival is embodied in the figure of the trickster. Trickster is a borderland 

phenomena, a shapeshifter who can cross between worlds, one side to another, but whose 

very presence reminds us there are borders, there are different conceptions of the world, that 

different disciplines operate inside their own carefully demarcated fields of knowledge 

(Conroy and Davis, 2013).  

 Trickster, shapeshifter. I am writer. I am researcher. I am academic.  

 Trickster, time traveller. Slips between selves, the timeworlds of the self—child, 

adolescent, adult. The mother self, here-and-now, anchored in the present moment. I lie 

down beside my teenagers in the evenings, each islanded on their beds, adrift in their own 

experiences of loss, depression, loneliness, dysphoria, heartache and anxiety.  

 Also present is my own young, unwell self, watching from the threshold, ready to step 

in and take her place. She is the silence on the tip of my tongue, the comic that doesn’t get 

made. She is in all of them. She’s there in the body of Ava, who can’t get up from her chair, 
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even to change the television channel, spiralling downwards into the world of the shopping 

channel. She’s in Raj, internalising his break-up as evidence that he’s unloveable. She’s even 

in Coach’s optimism, that trajectory towards hope, because for me, it did get better.  

   

 Reflections on limitations 

If I were a psychologist, the most pressing questions not answered by this thesis would be: do 

our comics make people better? Do they improve health outcomes and by what percentage? 

Do they influence behaviour? Do they increase comprehension and retention, or enhance 

emotional intelligence or develop theory of mind, better than prose? And if so, how do they 

do this? Are some comics more effective than others? What do we measure, and how do we 

measure it?  

 Of course I want to know if people love our comics. Do they feel held, understood, 

‘seen’? Do they want to slip our comics in their pocket, sleep with them under their pillows, 

stick them on the fridge, save a panel as their lock screen, forward one to a friend? This sort 

of wondering is the normal wondering of any writer or artist who puts something out into the 

world. Usually, it accompanies an awareness that the answer to these questions is actually 

none of our business. Once a novel or poem exists in the world, the relationship between text 

and reader is outside our personal province. In any case, at this point we are usually already 

neck deep in a new project.  

 So while it would be remiss of me not to mention the lack of robust evidence for the 

effectiveness of our comics on mental health outcomes, this is not my main concern, and I do 

not see it as a major limitation of this study, perhaps because, as a creative writer, I value art 

for its own sake, and see reading as an activity that is, in itself, productive of meaning. 

Instead, since I set out to solve a problem of engagement and connection, making our 
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therapy meaningful, relevant and appealing to a broad spectrum of young people, I see the 

major limitation of our work as one of distribution.  

 The comics are locked away inside test sites that may never be made openly 

available. Recently one of the psychologists sent around a query––what were the risks of 

including one of our comics in full in an academic paper? His concern was one of intellectual 

property, were we giving away too much? I wrote back that, from my perspective, there was 

no risk, the comics are copyright to us and so no one could reproduce them without our 

permission, nor could they replicate what we had done without poaching Marc and myself. 

Even with the aid of this thesis, where I have described our creative methods so that others 

might learn from our mistakes, setbacks, and accomplishments, no one could reproduce 

what we’ve created, not exactly. In intimate detail, I’ve recorded the traces of our decision-

making, the factors that influenced the design and development process, and the way these 

decisions were made, sometimes seemingly on the fly but always in relation to a broader 

body of theory and practice, and yet we might have made different decisions––animal 

avatars instead of humans––and still achieved success.  

 What characterises our comics is that there is no replicable formula because as 

argued over and over again in this thesis, some of the meaning, the value of the comics, 

comes from the residual traces of the bodies that produced them. Marc’s drawing hand, his 

wobbly lines. My body too, the body I’ve carried with me from youth into middle age, which 

holds stories, leaks stories. Where evidence based scientific methods rely heavily on what can 

be readily replicated, creative methods rely heavily on that which can’t. New discoveries, 

new ways of surprising life out of the image, or exploiting the gap between what is seen and 

what is said, requires an openness to what we haven’t yet tried, and what hasn’t been done.  

 While creative work can’t easily be replicated by other creative professionals, creative 

work can be easily reproduced. For Marc and I, coming from a print media background, we 
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often dream about publishing the comics in paper form, lying around the waiting rooms of 

every headspace or in every school counsellor’s office in Australia. Or having them freely 

available online for people to comment on, download, like, share, save, retweet, repost, 

review, and repurpose in their own social networks or intimate spaces. These sorts of online 

behaviours would give us oodles of data about the relevance and appeal of our comics, but 

would also increase their reach, making them available to a wide population of young people 

who may benefit from their contents. The Trickster in me longs to release these comics into 

the wild, well beyond our reach, where we can no longer measure their effects; that is, to 

trust the comics to find their own audience, and to trust that audience to adapt the comics to 

their own purpose.  

 

 Further Implications for Creative Writing Research 

I have benefitted greatly from my foray outside the discipline of creative writing. My whole 

adult life has revolved around the field. I met my husband in an editing class at RMIT in 

1998. I began working in publishing in 2000. My first novel was contracted just after the 

birth of my first child in 2003 and published in 2004. I have been teaching creative writing at 

the University of Melbourne since 2007 and I have published several novels, short stories 

and poems. But perhaps nothing has brought me so closely into contact with my identity as a 

creative writer as moving outside my discipline, and then having to articulate the working 

practices, methodologies and disciplinary values that are so deeply ingrained that, at first, I 

could barely identify them. This thesis looks at what creative writing can bring to the field of 

psychology as if youth mental illness is their problem to solve. But what if we understand the 

problem of youth mental health as, at the very least, a shared responsibility? 

 As young adult authors and comics creators, young people invite us into their most 

intimate spaces. What is the role of the cultural objects we produce in their mental health 
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and wellbeing? How can a reparative poetics of youth mental health in graphic medicine 

lead to further insights into the way that comics produced by young people with lived 

experience can progress recovery, both for the creators themselves but also their readers? 

What sort of comics could we create or curate under a creative writing leadership, and how 

could these comics be marketed and distributed to reach an extensive audience of young 

people and the clinicians who treat young people? How could such objects generate the sort 

of meta-critical awareness of thoughts, feelings, actions and sensations that influence health 

and wellbeing, and prompt psychological change and modified self-concept to promote 

positive health outcomes?  

 Further, how do we take responsibility as a society for our contribution to the 

growing youth mental health crisis and make reparations to our young people? How can 

experiences like climate grief, race and cultural identity, sexual and gender identity, trauma, 

violence, prejudice, unemployment, housing affordability, food insecurity and other social 

and cultural factors that impact on mental health be ethically represented? How do we help 

young people understand the complex political contexts of youth mental health? What new 

images of society can we generate that might change not just individual self-concepts or 

worldviews, but effect broader social change, removing the burden of mental health from the 

individual and dispersing it into systems and communities?  

 

 Epilogue 

I began this thesis with a personal story, it seems fitting that I end it the same way. I am 

writing this conclusion some years after our study began, in a time of a global pandemic, 

which has altered all our lives––for ten weeks my family of five has been working and 

learning from home as the news of the world ebbs and flows, and only uncertainty thrives.  
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 My own teenagers have both struggled with mental illness. Last year, my oldest child 

found she could no longer mask her learning disorder. Anxious and avoidant, overwhelmed 

by an ambitious school schedule, her part time job, a number of intense friendships, her first 

serious romance, family conflict, a broken sleep cycle, and a frantically busy social life, she 

succumbed to a serious depression, for which she was medicated, and placed on the waiting 

list for the local headspace. She was on that waiting list for over eight months. For a while 

the medication worked miracles, then her wellbeing seemed to plummet again. Her 

medication was doubled, which made her tired and nauseous, but her mental health 

continued to decline. Then, early in our period of social isolation, the GP suggested a 

diagnosis we hadn’t considered before and while it’s one of the most stigmatising and 

controversial diagnoses for young women, it opened a window and let the air and light in, 

the good medicine, bathing her wounds. My daughter recognised a pattern to her behaviour 

that wasn’t due to personal failings. She went back to her previous, lower dose of 

antidepressants and began weekly Dialectical Behavioural Therapy with a new psychologist, 

who has continued seeing patients face to face. Also, she adopted a kitten.   

  My middle child is gender diverse, which makes him five times more likely to 

experience depression and three times more likely to experience anxiety; statistically, his risk 

of suicidal thoughts, suicidal behaviours and self-harm are alarmingly high (National LGBTI 

Alliance, 2020). In the first months of this year, he would ring us daily from school, locked in 

the unisex toilet, sobbing on his phone, a device which had been banned in school hours by 

the state government (somewhat ironic, given it’s now the way he attends school every day). 

After the long wait for my oldest, and given the added complexity of his gender, we didn’t 

even try headspace for him. While specialist gender services do exist, their waitlists were 

similar to headspace and the situation was too acute to delay treatment. I spent a few weeks 

sourcing recommendations from my extended social networks and ringing around private 
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psychologists only to find that either they had no experience treating gender diverse patients, 

or they did have experience with gender issues but they didn’t treat teenagers. I took him to 

the GP, who prescribed him the same antidepressant as my daughter was taking. I have 

discovered it is much easier to get your children medicated than it is to get them linked into 

the right therapy. Eventually I managed to find a young male psych, located an hour’s drive 

from our home. We snuck in two visits before our period of isolation began; enough, 

fortunately, for a therapeutic alliance to be struck before the appointments moved online. 

Meanwhile, home learning has been such a success with the middle child that we are making 

an application, on social-emotional grounds, to continue his education via distance. Also, he 

built a birdcage, and bought a baby budgerigar.  

 During Australia’s period of lockdown, psychologists, along with other healthcare 

professionals, have scrambled to offer services online. In April 2020, eOrygen secured 

funding from the Victorian government to implement the MOST platform in state-funded 

child and adolescent youth mental health services and headspace centres across the state, 

heralding a rapid growth of our service and an expanded audience for our comics. 
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12 APPENDIX 

In lieu of a traditional appendix, I offer a link to a small selection of the comics, as well as the 

two animated gifs designed to be inserted in comics as augmented panels to serve as 

breathing aids. The comics may be viewed on Google Drive by following the link below. It is 

particularly recommended that the comics be viewed on a phone: 

https://tinyurl.com/y5eydlek 
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