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THE ENDURING
GENIUS OF SCOTT
MCCLOUD: WHY
UNDERSTANDING
COMICS REMAINS
ESSENTIAL

For  anyone  who  has
ever looked at a comic
strip and felt there was
more going on beneath
the surface, the name
Scott  McCloud  is  a
r e v e l a t i o n .  H i s
groundbreaking  work,
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics, is not merely
a book about comics; it
is  a  masterclass  in

visual  communication,
narrative  theory,  and
the very mechanics of
human  perception.
Since its publication in
1993, this seminal text
has  transcended  its
medium,  becoming
required  reading  for
a r t i s t s ,  w r i t e r s ,
d e s i g n e r s ,  a n d
educators alike. It is a
book that deconstructs
the  seemingly  simple
act of reading a comic
and reveals a complex,
elegant,  and  deeply
sophisticated language
that has been hiding in
plain  sight  for  over  a
century.
This  article  explores
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the profound impact of
S c o t t  M c C l o u d ' s
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics ,  breaking
down its core concepts,
examining  its  unique
format, and explaining
why  its  lessons  are
more  relevant  today
than  ever  before .
Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  comic  book
a r t i s t ,  a  g r a p h i c
designer,  a  filmmaker,
or  simply  a  curious
reader,  McCloud's
i n s i g h t s  w i l l
fundamentally  change
the  way  you  see  the
world.

Who is
Scott
McCloud?
Before  diving  into  the
c o n t e n t  o f
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics, it is helpful to

understand its creator.
Scott  McCloud  is  an
American  cartoonist
and  comic  theorist.
Born  in  1960,  he  first
gained  recognition  for
his  independently
published  superhero
comic, Zot!, which ran
in the 1980s. However,
his  most  significant
contribution  to  the
world of sequential art
is  his  trilogy  of  non-
fiction  comics:
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
C o m i c s  ( 1 9 9 3 ) ,
Reinventing  Comics
(2000),  and  Making
Comics  (2006).
McCloud’s  genius  lies
in his ability to explain
complex  theoretical
concepts  using  the
very  medium  he  is
a n a l y z i n g .
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  is  a  comic
book  about  comic
books.  Th is  meta-
textual approach is not
a  gimmick;  it  is  the
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core of his pedagogical
method. By drawing his
arguments,  McCloud
allows  the  reader  to
e x p e r i e n c e  t h e
principles  of  closure,
panel  transition,  and
t i m e  m o d u l a t i o n
firsthand  as  they  turn
the pages. His avatar,
a  simple,  energetic
cartoon  figure  with  a
perpetually  inquisitive
expression, guides the
reader  through  this
intellectual  journey,
m a k i n g  d e n s e
academic  theory  feel
accessible, playful, and
profoundly human.

Deconstr
ucting
the
"Invisible

Art"
T h e  s u b t i t l e  o f
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
C o m i c s  i s  " T h e
Invisible Art," a phrase
that perfectly captures
McCloud's  central
thesis.  He argues that
comics are a powerful
and legitimate art form
t h a t  h a s  b e e n
h i s t o r i c a l l y
unde rva lued  and
m i s u n d e r s t o o d
because its mechanics
are  so  seamless  that
they  become  invisible
to the reader. The book
systematically  pulls
back  the  curtain  on
these mechanics.

DEFINING COMICS:
A CONTROVERSIAL
TAKE

One  of  the  first  and
most  important  tasks
McCloud undertakes is
defining  what  a  comic
actually  is.  He  rejects
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narrow  definitions
based  on  sub jec t
m a t t e r  ( e . g . ,
superheroes) or format
(e.g.,  a  floppy
magazine).  After  a
fascinating  process  of
elimination,  he arrives
at  a  famously  broad
a n d  i n c l u s i v e
definition:
"Juxtaposed pictorial
and other images in
d e l i b e r a t e
sequence,  intended
t o  c o n v e y
information  and/or
t o  p r o d u c e  a n
aesthetic  response
in  the  viewer."  This
definition  is  powerful
because  it  includes
everything  f rom  a
p r e h i s t o r i c  c a v e
painting  to  a  modern
graphic novel, focusing
on  the  core  formal
property  of  sequential
art.

THE POWER OF

CLOSURE AND THE
"GUTTER"
Perhaps  the  single
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
c o n c e p t  i n
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  is the idea of
"closure."  McCloud
explains that a comic is
n o t  d r a w n ;  i t  i s
inferred.  The  action
does  not  happen  on
the  page  but  in  the
mind of the reader.
The key to this process
lies  in  what  McCloud
calls  the  "gutter"—the
blank  space  between
two  panels.  When  a
reader’s  eye  moves
from Panel A to Panel
B ,  t h e  b r a i n
automatically  fills  in
the  missing  action.
McCloud  famously
illustrates  this  with  a
simple  sequence:  a
man wielding an axe in
one panel, followed by
a  scream  and  a  city
skyline  in  the  next.
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Logically,  the  reader
understands  that  the
man  has  thrown  the
axe,  but  the  act  of
throwing  i s  never
shown.  It  happens  in
the  "gutter,"  a  sacred
s p a c e  w h e r e  t h e
reader  becomes  a
collaborator  in  the
creation  of  the  story.
This concept of closure
is  the  fundamental
magic trick of  comics,
and  McCloud  explains
its  mechanics  with
breathtaking clarity.

TIME AND SPACE ON
THE PAGE

Another  revolutionary
i n s i g h t  f r o m
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics is how time is
represented  spatially.
In  film,  time  is
measured  in  seconds
and  frames;  in  prose,
i n  w o r d s  a n d
sentences .  But  in
c o m i c s ,  t i m e  i s
mapped  onto  space.

The length and shape
o f  a  p a n e l  c a n
represent the duration
of  an  event.  A  long,
w ide  pane l  m igh t
s u g g e s t  a  s l o w ,
panoramic  moment,
while a series of  thin,
narrow  panels  can
accelerate  the  pace,
creating  a  sense  of
urgency. McCloud also
explores  the  use  of
"bleeds" (art that runs
off  the  edge  of  the
page)  to  c rea te  a
timeless,  boundless
feeling, and the role of
word  bal loons  and
sound  effects  as  visual
elements  that  also
measure  t ime.  He
famously  argues  that
sound  in  comics  is  a
visual  phenomenon,
and he uses it as part
of  his  vocabulary  of
time.
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The
Vocabular
y of
Comics:
Icons and
the
Picture

Plane
McCloud does not stop
at narrative mechanics.
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics also provides a
powerful framework for
understanding  the
visual  language  of
drawing  i tse l f .  He
introduces the concept
of the "Picture Plane,"
a  triangle  with  three
corners :  Rea l i t y ,
Language,  and  the

Picture Plane itself.

Reality:
Drawings that
strive for
photorealism,
attempting to
capture the
world as it is.
Language:
Drawings that
are purely
symbolic, like the
characters in a
Japanese manga
or a stick figure.
These are not
attempts at
realism but are
efficient symbols
for conveying
ideas.
The Picture
Plane: Drawings
that focus on the
formal properties
of the
medium—lines,
shapes,
color—without
representing
anything specific.
This is the realm
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of abstract art.

McCloud then uses this
tr iangle  to  make  a
stunning  point  about
t h e  p o w e r  o f  t h e
cartoon.  He  argues
that when we look at a
photorealistic face, we
see  "someone  else."
But when we look at a
simple,  iconic  cartoon
face—l ike  h is  own
a v a t a r — w e  s e e
ourselves. By stripping
a w a y  d e t a i l ,  t h e
cartoon  becomes  a
"vacuum"  into  which
the  reader's  identity
can be poured. This is
why  characters  like
M i c k e y  M o u s e  o r
Charlie  Brown  are  so
universally  appealing;
t h e y  a r e  s i m p l e
enough  for  anyone  to
pro ject  onto.  This
s e c t i o n  o f
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  is  a  profound
m e d i t a t i o n  o n
p e r c e p t i o n  a n d
identification.

The Six
Steps of
Visual
Storytelli
ng
W h i l e  m u c h  o f
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  is  theoretical,
i t  is  also  intensely
practical. McCloud lays
out  a  clear,  six-step
framework  for  how
comic  artists  create
meaning.  These  six
steps  are:

Idea/Purpose:1.
The initial spark,
the story you
want to tell.
Form: Choosing2.
the medium
(comics, film,
prose).
Idiom: The3.
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genre or school
of art (manga,
superhero,
alternative).
Structure: The4.
arrangement of
panels and
pages.
Craft: The5.
technical skill of
drawing, writing,
and lettering.
Surface: The6.
final production
values, printing,
and distribution.

This framework,  which
h e  p r e s e n t s  a s  a
pyramid,  is  invaluable
for creators. It reminds
them  that  a  flashy
surface (Step 6) cannot
compensate for a weak
i d e a  ( S t e p  1 ) .  I t
provides  a  common
language for critiquing
and  analyzing  work,
breaking  down  the
creative  process  into
m a n a g e a b l e ,
u n d e r s t a n d a b l e
components .  Th is

section  alone  makes
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  a  powerful
textbook for any visual
artist.

Panel
Transition
s: The
Grammar
of Comics
Another  incredibly
influential  section  of
the book is  McCloud's
categor i zat ion  o f
p a n e l - t o - p a n e l
t r a n s i t i o n s .  H e
identifies  six  distinct
types,  which form the
grammar of sequential
art:

Moment-to-
Moment: A
single action
over several
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panels (e.g., a
person blinking).
Action-to-
Action: A single
subject
performing a
series of actions
(e.g., a pitcher
winding up and
throwing a ball).
Subject-to-
Subject:
Different
subjects within a
single scene
(e.g., a close-up
of a character,
then a shot of
what they are
looking at).
Scene-to-
Scene: A shift in
time and space,
requiring
significant reader
inference.
Aspect-to-
Aspect: Moving
between
different aspects
of a place, mood,
or idea without

forward time
movement.
Non-Sequitur:
A completely
illogical jump
between panels,
offering no
narrative
connection.

McCloud then analyzes
t h e  u s e  o f  t h e s e
transitions  in  different
cultures.  He  famously
notes  that  Japanese
manga  relies  heavily
on  Aspect-to-Aspect
transitions to establish
atmosphere  and  a
"world of ideas," while
Western  comics  have
historically  favored
Action-to-Action  and
S c e n e - t o - S c e n e
transitions  for  a  more
linear,  goal-oriented
narrative.  This  cross-
cu l tu ra l  ana lys i s
b r o a d e n e d  t h e
horizons  of  Western
creators  and  readers
alike.
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Why
Understa
nding
Comics
Matters
Today
Over  three  decades
after its initial release,
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  has lost  none
of its relevance. In fact,
its  principles  have
become  more  critical
than ever. We live in a
world  dominated  by
visual  communication.
We  are  constant ly
p r o c e s s i n g  t h e
sequence of images in
social  media  stories,
i n f o g r a p h i c s ,
instructional  diagrams,
and  user  interfaces.
The  p r i nc ip l es  o f

closure, the use of the
g u t t e r ,  a n d  t h e
efficient  use  of
i conography  that
McCloud  dissects  are
the very foundations of
modern visual design.
For  the  modern
c r e a t o r ,
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
C o m i c s  i s  a
masterclass  in  user
experience.  A  UX
designer  uses  closure
when  they  rely  on  a
user  to  understand
that a three-dot menu
icon  ("hamburger"
menu)  holds  a  list  of
options.  A  filmmaker
u s e s  t h e  g u t t e r
implicitly  when  they
cut  from  a  character
looking  off-screen  to
thei r  react ion.  An
instructional  designer
uses  the  principles  of
sequence  and  closure
to create a clear, easy-
t o - f o l l o w  g u i d e .
McCloud  gave  us  the
vocabulary  to  name
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these phenomena, and
in doing so, he gave us
the tools to use them
more effectively.
Fur thermore ,  the
book's  message about
the  l eg i t imacy  o f
comics  as  a  medium
has  been  thoroughly
vindicated. The rise of
the graphic novel as a
l i t e r a r y  f o r c e ,
c e l e b r a t e d  b y
institutions  like  the
Pulitzer  Prize  (Maus)
and  the  Man  Booker
International Prize (The
Complete  Persepolis),
is a direct result of the
critical foundation that
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  he lped  to
build. McCloud did not
just  analyze  the  art
form; he legitimized it
i n  t h e  e y e s  o f
academics, critics, and
the general public.

A Deep
Dive into
McCloud'
s Later
Work
While  Understanding
C o m i c s  i s  t h e
foundational  text,  it  is
part of a larger body of
work.  In  Reinventing
Comics ,  McC loud
turned  his  analytical
eye to the future of the
industry,  predicting
digital  distribution,
micropayments,  and
the rise of  webcomics
with startling accuracy.
In  Making  Comics,  he
translated his  theories
into a practical how-to
guide,  teaching  the
specific  tools  of  bodily
expression,  facial
communication,  and
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page  composit ion.
These  two  sequels,
while less revolutionary
than the original, serve
a s  e s s e n t i a l
companions for anyone
serious about applying
McCloud's principles.
H o w e v e r ,  i t  i s
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  that  remains
his  masterpiece.  It  is
the  key  that  unlocks
the door.  It  is  a  book
t h a t  r e w a r d s  r e -
reading, revealing new
layers  of  insight  with
e a c h  p a s s .  I t s
a r g u m e n t s  a r e
p r e s e n t e d  w i t h
infectious  enthusiasm
and  a  re l en t l ess ,
logical curiosity that is
both  inspir ing  and
humbling.

Conclusio
n: The
Ultimate
Guide to
a Hidden
Language
S c o t t  M c C l o u d ' s
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
Comics  is  far  more
than a book for comic
b o o k  f a n s .  I t  i s  a
brilliant,  human,  and
deep ly  ins ight fu l
exploration of how we
make  sense  of  the
world through images.
By making the invisible
art  of  comics  visible,
McCloud has


