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How has the style of comics changed over time, from traditional to the digital era?



















Comics and graphic novels have developed into one of the most recognisable formats of visual storytelling, making use of text and imagery to create narratives that make heavy use on artistic style. From early forms of political caricature and sequential illustration, the style has evolved with new techniques and technologies influencing how stories are being told. Various artists will use different approaches in terms of linework, colour and composition, meaning characters will be shown differently depending on the illustrator. These shifts in style affects how readers interpret tone, emotion and character identity. This essay will demonstrate the changes in comic art style – from the use of traditional methods to moving into the digital age, playing a role in character representation and guiding how people understand the narrative.

[bookmark: _Int_0meP1nHz]Comics and graphic novels have always been a big part of pop culture with some big genres including action, adventure and sci-fi. What drives these pieces of storytelling however isn’t just the writing it’s the artwork that comes from it, some of the popular traditional illustrators being Frank Miller, Dave McKean and Todd McFarlane. Since then, we have seen the rise of other illustrators coming into the limelight like Ryan Ottley, David Finch and Joe Madureira of whom have brought comics now into a more digital era. The comics we all read came from somewhere with the ‘the comic itself is an invention of the nineteenth century, its antecedents date back to the middle ages’ during this time some of the first major narratives would be ‘sequential pictures, such as Trajan’s Column in Rome (dedicated AD 113) and the Bayeux Tapestry in Normandy (c 1100)’ (Sabin, 2001, p.11).  Both iconic pieces depicted a story of what had happened during that day and gave us the first insight of that comic like structure, using visual language to depict the narrative that was taking place in history.
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Fig 1, Bayeaux Tapestry

Jumping then to the 19th century, comics
[bookmark: _Int_UuH09UlE] ‘were ‘documentary’ in style and concerned with the affairs of the day. They consisted of prose articles accompanied by illustrations, and were in some ways an echo of the serious broadsheets of the Middle Ages.’ (Sabin, 2001, p.14).
[bookmark: _Int_0MrcdKKC]So instead of showing that fantasy and action storytelling that we see today, comics were more of a way of showing what was happening in the world by using images to tell a more amusing narrative of what was taking place. During that time though the origin of comics would become more prevalent, which first began with showing a more humorous depiction of the news with the use of caricature. Artists of the time John Leech and John Tenniel produced a comic called “punch” which depicted the political factors of the day and outlined problems that were occurring in that time.  There was realisation during this time that for publication of these comics there ‘had to be an extra element: a central continuing character’ (Sabin, 2001, p.15), showing that without a central character it would be difficult to tell a story that would not only attract the readers but act as entertainment instead of looking at the news every day. One of the more famous example of a continuing character would be ‘Ally Sloper’s Half Holiday. This was a cheap, black-and-white tabloid weekly that mixed strips, cartoons and prose stories’ (Sabin, 2001, p.15). This first comic inspired a range of different central character stories of which is the same format used today, difference is however the changing of styles started more into the 20th century.
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Fig 2, ‘Ally Sloper’s Half Holiday’
Before the 20th century there wasn’t much differentiation in comic books and graphic novels in terms of style. One of the first big influences to break this tradition of having a standardised style was Roy Lichtenstein who
 ‘is probably responsible for promulgating through his Pop art paintings the misconception that all American comic books and so all comics, are drawn in the same standardised style, crudely coloured and poorly printed.’ (Gravett, 2013, p.104). 
This shows that having the standardised style of comics at the time was becoming less interesting and not capturing the attention of new readers. At this time in DC comics there had been hardly any change in the style of their comics ‘the industry leader insisted on a ‘house’ style for their genres’ (Gravett, 2013, p.107). Having this house style meant that there was hardly any difference in the style of artworks that would be featured in a graphic novel or comic book.

[image: ]
Fig 3, ‘WHAAT?’
Semiotics I find plays a significant role in comic books and works hand in hand with the style of which the comics and novels are produced. TOŞU (2020) states that
 ‘The study case is conducted on a Japanese comic book (manga), analysed in terms of pragmatic sense conveyed through a multimodal text – various semiotic systems (verbal, images, layout, etc.) that interact and produce a coherent meaning’.
[bookmark: _Int_JTuItKp8] This framework helps then when contributing towards a characters appearance and visual identity when being shown in comic books and graphic novels. However, characters are depicted depending on the style the artist has drawn the character in, for example in Frank Miller depicts ‘Batman’ as this massive and masculine character similar to a bodybuilder physique. Showing as this big physique for this character shows how he is more aggressive and is depicted as having more power compared to other characters. In Dave McKean ‘arkham asylum’ Batman was depicted as more of a shadow-like creature due to semiotic cues like distortion and the use of heavy tonal value, which depicted the character as instilling fear through the graphic novel turning into more of a horror like graphic novel. These uses of styles for the comics can easily change the semiotics of a character like Batman from being a grounded physical hero to being shown as that symbolic presence.
[image: ]
Fig 4, arkham asylum
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Fig 5, Batman: The Dark Knight Returns
By understanding semiotics, it helps to understand the choices made by artists showing the meaning is primarily shaped through design. Frank Miller’s version of Batman in ‘The Dark Knight Returns’ relies on the usage of heavy linework, sharp silhouettes and the exaggerated use of anatomy when creating a character that is rooted, more brutal and being a dominating figure. In contrast, with Dave McKean's version in arkham asylum it doesn’t focus of the anatomical realism of its characters instead it focuses on the use of mixed media, fragmented images and that painter type of look to it showing Batman as an unstable and haunting figure. Also, with the Joker his style portrays him as being this waking nightmare, always looking over peoples' shoulders, and with McKean's style it puts emphasis on this with exaggerated elements in the eyes and with the use of lighting in his appearance. At this time there was also the ‘Watchmen’ which at the time it was one of the peaks in comics, this is where Dave Gibbons employs the classic nine-panel grid, he uses as well strong linework and recurring objects throughout. In the Watchmen as well, the colouring is in my opinion what makes it memorable, John Higgins (colourist) uses flat colours to break up the foreground and background. Also, the use of solid colour to create shadows and highlights make the overall graphic novel more readable. These distinct styles in graphic novels are what helps people make connections with characters and how others interpret the storytelling in the iconic illustrations shown.
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Fig 6, Watchmen

In this digital era now in the 21st century where there are comics like the ‘The Last Ronin’ and ‘Absolute Batman’ which are currently at the top of the lists. There is still the reliance on the use of line and shapes for the style of the comics, but with the use of digital as a medium what changes most is how these comics are now coloured rather than focusing how they are drawn compared to early comics. Absolute Batman and the last ronin uses more textured styled brushes in the colouring with the use of traditional heavy inks which are modified, all done through Photoshop. With this change, stories are now more immersive as readers become engaged not only in the storytelling but in style of the illustrations.
[image: ]
Fig 7, Absolute Batman Vol 1 The Zoo cover
The evolution of graphic novels and comics shows how visual storytelling has adapted over time with new artistic approaches and technologies. As Paul Gravett stated
‘It is a medium open to covering almost every subject using visual and often verbal language. The comics artform is not sub-literature, kitsch or Pop art, nor simply a collection of storyboards for a film on paper, but an autonomous art’ (Gravett, 2013, p.9). 
A statement demonstrating the changing styles – from Miller and McKean's gritty style to more refined works like Absolute Batman and The Last Ronin. The shifts in styles show artistic choices in terms of semiotics, shape tone and general reader immersion. Going forward the styles may yet change again with the use of AI, possibly being used as a tool or for it to take over. Comics will always stay though as it provides that break away from reality and become immersed into the illustrations of these narratives.
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