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Ceramics, Polity, and Comics
Visually Re-Presenting Formal  
Archaeological Publication

John G. Swogger

ABSTRACT

Formal archaeological publication is unimaginative in its use of images, and often the images used do not best serve the text. The 
result is that text and image poorly relate. But graphic formats that establish an interrelationship between text and image can be used 
to create new layers of richness. One such example is the use of comics. In order to illustrate how the visualization principles of comics 
can be used to re-shape formal archaeological publication, the author presents an adaptation of the first three pages of “Ceramics 
and Polity” by Michael Whalen and Paul Minnis, originally published in American Antiquity. The use of similar visualization principles 
opens up the possibility of new kinds of professional, interdisciplinary, and peer-to-peer narratives. The article is in the form of a 10-
page comic.

La publicación profesional en arqueología es poco creativa en el uso de imágenes y con frecuencia las imágenes no van de la 
mano del texto. El resultado es una publicación en la que el texto y la imagen no se correlacionan. Pero existen formatos gráficos 
que pueden utilizarse para enriquecer la correlación entre el texto y la imagen. Uno de ellos es el de las historietas. Como ejemplo 
de la forma en la que los principios de visualización de las historietas pueden utilizarse para mejorar la publicación profesional 
en arqueología, el autor presenta una adaptación de las tres primeras páginas de “Cerámics and Polítics”, por Michael Whalen y 
Paul Minnis, publicado originalmente en American Antiquity. De forma similar, el uso de estos principios de visualización crean la 
posibilidad de establecer nuevas narraciones interdisciplinares, profesionales y entre pares. El artículo se presenta en forma de una 
historieta de 10 páginas.
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NOTES
1.	 Artwork by the author from Archaeology on Carriacou (Shakespeare Mas) 

(Swogger 2014a).

2.	 See McCloud (1993) for a comprehensive discussion.

3.	 Artwork by the author from Middleport Pottery (Swogger 2014b).

4.	 See Atalay (2012).

5.	 See Hosler and Boomer (2011).

6.	 Artwork by the author from Archaeology on Carriacou (Swogger 2014a).

7.	 See Quetta  et al. (2010).

8.	 See Quetta  et al. (2014).

9.	 Artwork by the author from 1983 (Swogger 2014c).

10.	 I selected Whalen and Minnis (2012) as an example of how a comics 
adaptation might work because its principal subject matter—a 
re-evaluation of ceramics decoration—seemed highly visual in nature, 
whereas the traditional presentation in American Antiquity lacked visual 
interest. I was predisposed towards selection of this article because, as 
an illustrator, I work with ceramics and am interested in the way they are 
presented visually. But, in truth, I could have selected any article within 
the volume for this exercise. My adaptation was not a collaborative 
project, as the object of the exercise was to work with a text that had 
not specifically been designed with this kind of visual treatment in mind. 
Nevertheless, my thanks to both Michael Whalen and Paul Minnis for 
their consent in its publication. For reasons of time and publication 
space, my adaptation covers only the first three pages of the article as 
originally published in American Antiquity. It would be interesting both 
to continue the adaptation of the remaining pages and to do so with its 
original authors. All references in this adaptation refer to citations within 
the original article.

11.	 See Crumb and Poplaski (2005).

12.	 Artwork by the author (Swogger, ed. 2014a).

13.	 Artwork by the author (Swogger 2012).

14.	 See McCloud (1993).

15.	 Hand in hand with creating these new forms of expression will need to 
be detailed discussions about the nature of forms and conventions used 
within the medium. Those adopted for this article, for instance, are in no 
way fixed. Those who chose to write, illustrate, edit, publish, and review 
comics in archaeology will need to do so at the same time as constructing 
the rules by which the medium functions as archaeological text.

16.	 Artwork by the author from One Girl Goes Hunting (Sackett and Swogger 
2014)

17.	 Artwork by the author from The Man Who Saved The Past (Swogger, ed. 
2014a)

18.	 In particular, since 2010, “graphic medicine” has developed as a distinct 
genre. See al-Jawad (2012) for podcasts, blog, and bibliography.

19.	 See Sacco (2007).

20.	 See Williams (2014).

21.	 This summer I created a daily comics journal for a local Tourism Office in 
the Caribbean to document the day-to-day work of an excavation project. 
This is comics as “process”—a distinctive application of visualization 
practice, where a documentary record is constructed incrementally, 
panel-by-panel, through the course of a season. Posting panels every day 
meant that the evolution of that record was on view at all times, giving 
our audiences an opportunity to observe the creation of archaeological 
knowledge as it happened. Comics utilized in this way have the potential 
to create opportunities for “real time” interaction and feedback, as well 
as to reveal the “process” of archaeology itself.

22.	 See Maleev and Furlong (2011).

23.	 See al-Jawad (2012).

24.	 See Swogger (ed. 2014b)

25.	 The long-running archaeological fanzine Shovel Bum (DeBoer 2004) was 
an early and inventive exponent of the use of comics as a storytelling 
medium for field experience. The ‘zine gathered together a number of 
archaeological cartoonists—but, as of writing, I am uncertain how many of 
them continue to use comics in their archaeological work. Alta Mira Press 
is one of the few archaeological publishers—another being the SAA—
which has ever published comics created by archaeologists. 

26.	 See Allen et al. (2005).
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