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Fig. 5: Panels 42 and 43

She says they were
destroyed in the
Cultural Revolution.

Yov shovld come back
another day and talk to
Xin Ming. He knows all
+he history.

Fig. 6: Panel 44, with the thought bubble lead

Focalization

In “The Duck Pond E """, Thiessen is a first-person narrator, which allows her

to move between external (extradiegetic) and internal (diegetic) levels. She uses a
combination of affordances to maintain or easily switch between these levels. Right
angle boxes in white at the top or bottom of certain panels tell the story from her
first-person narrator perspective (as in panels 22 and 23 above).?° Throughout the

29 Narratologist Wolf Schmid’s sub-chapter on ‘Types of diegetic tellers /narrators’ (2008: 95-97) can
be particularly helpful for navigating narrator positions. A diagram shows how the teller can exist
on a spectrum between internal and external positionalities. Schmid grounds each point along the
spectrum with an example. And while these examples derive from fictional texts, they are concrete
illustrations of the impact and importance of explicit reflection concerning teller and, by extension,
focalizer positions.
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115 too hot
lets go back

They want the space to
expand the universify

Fig. 7: Panels 58-60

narrative, she introduces other protagonists like her mother, Saku, or the elders in
her grandfather’s village (shown above) and uses speech bubbles to let them speak
for themselves. Diverse representations of other character subjectivities play less of
arole in this work, which follows the conventions of first-person narration and auto-
ethnographic narratives. We can see, however, how she visually portrays them in
facial expressions, in postures and movements, or by showing her father’s migration
to Malaysia. She also tapsinto her own embodied thoughts through strategic pictorial
thought bubbles without text, which gives the reader the effect of knowing what was
going on inside her head at that moment (Fig. 7).

Nuance and complexity in sequential graphics

I want to return briefly to what Chatman referred to as the ‘what’ of the narrative
(story), namely its events, setting, and characters. Thiessen’s example in dialogue
with the foundational information concerning the narrative elements of time and
narrative world-making highlighted many intricacies of the sequential graphic. I
worked to point out medium-specific affordances that enabled or supported added
nuance and complexity through these ‘what” elements and why they function that
way. In addition, to reiterate Fludernik, it is the experience of the protagonists of a
narrative which allow readers to immerse themselves in a different world (2009: 6) -
and Thiessen, through her auto-ethnography, and as protagonist, was able to achieve
this in a theoretically complex but insightful manner.
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The importance of temporal ordering and the ability to seamlessly integrate the
three facets I discussed concerning focalization added to ‘the way’ she produced
her narrative (Chatman’s narrative discourse). In doing so, she could simultaneously
show her experiences while imagining a distant past (migration story/Chinese Cul-
tural Revolution) and, through illustrations (of posture, facial expressions, etc.),
brought us closer to others’ subjectivities despite the first-person narration charac-
teristic of an auto-ethnographic narrative. The combination of these elements, the
‘what’ and ‘way’ of the narrative, and a deeper understanding of the narrative theory
contained within them allowed for her ethnographic insights to take prominence. As
a reader, I was not distracted by the medium or the narrative style, but rather text,
illustration, and the medium-specific organization of both together created a layered
and complex presentation of her results.

Communicating ethnographic insights

Consistent with the theme of this special issue, I focused here on the potentials
of sequential graphics for ethnographic storytelling and transmission of knowledge
through a conscious and deliberate understanding (and use) of formal narratological
concepts.*® Theodossopoulos and Bonanno (2025: 15) end their contribution stating
that “anthropological drawing is now conceived not just as an alternative form of
communicating, but as with all types of ethnography making, ‘a form of analysis that
opens up new venues for thinking’” (quoting anthropologist van Wolputte 2022). It is
not lost on me that trans-disciplinary knowledge application is difficult, and formal
narratological elements can seem far removed from the conversation surrounding
ethnographic insights and sequential graphics. Yet, I hope I have shown otherwise:
They are indeed intricately linked. Utilizing narratological knowledge, both classical
and postclassical, can help those of us using ethnographic methods to arrange visual
and textual elements to add nuance, complexity, new voices, coherence, embodi-
ment, distance, chaos, or whatever is needed to best communicate the ethnographic
insights we are trying to share. In this process, Westmoreland’s words remain with
me: “it is imperative to provide some guidelines” (2021: 78), and in this instance, I
believe these in narratology-grounded considerations are a good place to continue
this interdisciplinary discussion; an answer to Theodossopoulos and Bonanno's in-
vitation “for serious analytical work, constructive critical thinking, and forward-
looking innovation” (2025: 15) at the intersection of illustration, prose, and ethno-

30 There are without a doubt also limitations to its use - most notably the ability to draw or work
with illustrators, see Eisner Will 1985: 122-23 for some ideas and warnings about author-illustrator
collaborations; and the works in the ethnoGRAPHIC series or Illustrating Anthropology exhibit
for examples where the collaborations resulted in amazing artistic pieces communicating complex
ethnographic insights.
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graphic research. For those of us working with just text, this discussion, aided by the
visual sequential graphic example, can make visible the power of understanding nar-
ratological concepts and skilfully applying them. Naturally, they are just as valuable
in increasing nuance and complexity in vivid, scenic representations of fieldwork
experiences as in other forms of textual, narrative-led ethnographic storytelling.
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