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1. Introduc�on
In October 10th, 2019, it’s announced in various entertainment news websites the partnership between webcomics’ pla�orm Webtoons and The Jim Henson
Company to develop Rachel Smythe’s “Lore Olympus1” (Figure 1) as an animated series aimed at young adults. This news could be considered commonplace, if
not for two reasons: 1) This is a webcomics series exclusively digital, focused on the small screen devices reading; and 2) it has more than 15 million daily readers
(BOUCHER, 2019).

 

Fig.1 — Lore Olympus

Source: BOUCHER, 2019

 

ABSTRACT: Webcomics has a�racted increasing interest in academic
studies, which is driven by the demand for this type of content distributed
over the internet. This is poten�alized when considering its reading in
small screens, due to the populariza�on of this type of mobile devices.
However, there is some concern amongst comic ar�sts revolving the
design of their works, focusing on reading on these small screen devices,
with different visual characteris�cs. Thus, the present ar�cle seeks to
understand what differs mobile comics from classic comics, and in what
form these characteris�cs contribute to the reading experience. Ten
characteris�cs were iden�fied, based on an analysis of content pla�orms
for webcomics available on the Internet, ranging from the best use of
ver�cal screens, infinite screen reading and breathing areas, to small
groupings of frames, such as narra�ve units, allowing the iden�fica�on of
a possible new subgenre of comics.
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RESUMO: Os quadrinhos digitais vêm atraindo o interesse dos estudos
acadêmicos, influenciados pela crescente demanda deste �po de
conteúdo distribuído pela internet. Isso é potencializado quando se
considera a leitura em tela pequena, devido a popularização deste �po de
disposi�vo móvel. No entanto, existe uma preocupação entre os
quadrinistas a respeito do design de seus trabalhos para este fim, com
diferentes caracterís�cas visuais. Com isto, o presente estudo busca
entender o que difere os quadrinhos digitais destes chamados de Mobile
Comics, e de que forma estas caracterís�cas contribuem com a
experiência de leitura. Dez caracterís�cas foram iden�ficadas, baseadas
em uma análise de plataformas de quadrinhos digitais disponíveis na
internet, que vão desde o melhor uso da tela ver�cal, leitura em tela
infinita, áreas de respiro, até a agrupamentos de quadros como unidades
narra�vas, permi�ndo a iden�ficação de um possível novo gênero de
quadrinhos.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Design, Quadrinhos Digitais, Mobile Comics,
Disposi�vos de tela pequena.
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Lore Olympus, like the other webcomics series published on the Webtoons pla�orm, are what has been called “Mobile Comics”: a type of comics that is made for
an audience that reads their content on their smartphones (or other types of small portable devices). In countries such as Japan and South Korea, where comic
book magazines produc�on is massive, the transposi�on of printed comics into digital media, mainly mobile, is a lucra�ve market. The problem is that, unlike
websites - which can be worked with responsive design in an automated way – comics, being originally created for reading in paper of much larger sizes than the
small smartphone screens, are not as successful at resizing: the li�le texts inside the balloons, the reminders, the sound effects, and even details like the
expressions on the faces of the characters can end up being lost in the reduc�on, forcing readers to enlarge and navigate on the pages.

For the purpose of delimita�on, this ar�cle will consider as “small screen devices” the ones that present up to 7” sized screens, as it is shown on Figure 2. In this
category, we can include smartphones, phablets2, and some digital reading devices, and exclude tablets and notebooks.

 

Fig. 2 —Examples of small screen devices, with screen sizes up to 7”.

Source: From the authors.
 

Although the expression "mobile comics" is s�ll associated with academic studies that seek classic comic’s pages fragmenta�on for reading in small screen
devices, it is s�ll possible to find this expression in sites focused on the profession of comic crea�on. So, this ar�cle’s objec�ve is to answer the following research
ques�on: from the design perspec�ve, what differs classic comics and webcomics from mobile comics, and in what form these characteris�cs contribute to the
reading experience in small screen devices?

 

2. Webcomics Reading, Fragmenta�on and Adaptability
According to Pophal (2018), "People spend more �me consuming digital media on mobile devices than on a desktop and this trend will definitely con�nue."
Nowadays, any media that offers informa�on or entertainment already has digital versions that predicts for this type of reading. Concern over content
adaptability ranges from rearranging websites to making smartphone reading enjoyable, to, for example, descrip�ve cap�ons on videos that will be watched in
public places, and o�en with the audio op�ons turned off. So, it is understandable to no�ce a movement of researchers perceiving how to make all the content
of printed comics into digital, focusing on compa�bility with small screens reading, to take advantage of this market gap.

As Schade (2017) states, "Mobile designs need to do more than shrink a desktop experience to a smaller screen". In the case of webcomics, a mere reduc�on of
pages that were originally created to be read on sheets of average 17x26cm sized paper might not get the visual impact intended by the comic author. However,
what is found so far in academic studies concerning comics for small screen devices with readability seeks the path of page fragmenta�on, as explained
in Figure 3, where algorithms automa�cally iden�fy isolated frames of the narra�ve and display them separately on the reader’s device (QIU; ZHANG; HUANG,
2004; CHAN; LEUNG; KOMURA, 2007; HAN et al, 2009; PONSARD; FRIES, 2009; ARAI; TOLLE, 2010; TOBITA, 2010; TOBITA, 2011).

 

Fig. 3 — Comics pages fragmenta�on for reading on small screen devices

Source: Adapted from ARAI; TOLLE, 2010, p. 2.

 

However, it is not uncommon to find different solu�ons for this same problem. One of them, for example, is presented by Google3: in the comics sold on the
GooglePlay content store, the automa�c magnifica�on of the speech bubbles of the pages is offered for be�er reading on small screen devices (PRADO, 2016),
as showed in Figure 4.

 

Fig. 4 — Speech bubbles magnifica�on at GooglePlay Content Store
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Source: PRADO, 2016.
 

This concern in conver�ng printed comic pages on digital content for reading on mobile devices - including small screen ones - nevertheless presents weaknesses,
as the proposal of Figure 3’s authors, Arai and Tolle (2010) suggest, when they state that their algorithm presents a 92% success rate of frame detec�on in
performed tests, and admit that when there are contents extrapola�ng the frames, besides being more difficult to iden�fy, they can be lost. At the same �me,
the algorithm is based on the speech bubbles detec�on to be able to iden�fy the frames, and may not work when the comic does not use this graphic feature.
Resembling conclusions occur in other studies with similar proposals, such as those men�oned above. On the other hand, the solu�on presented
in Figure 4 makes it possible to read the texts of the balloons, but fails to display the page’s art richness of details, which virtually disappear in the reduc�on.

Contrary to this reasoning, webcomics created with a focus on reading for small screen devices are found on the internet, avoiding the need for the reader to
enlarge or navigate the pages for readability. They are very popular on social media sites, like Facebook, Twi�er, Instagram, Pinterest and Tumblr, reaching
impressive engaging numbers, like the example on Figure 5.

 

Fig. 5 — Sarah Andersen's popular autobiographic comics, on twi�er

Source: h�ps://twi�er.com/SarahCAndersen/status/1127219479954509826, accessed on 14/October/2019.
 

Those numbers showed on Figure 5 are very posi�ve for creators but publishing in social media sites can be a difficult experience. Some of the difficul�es are:

— Most social media sites tend to aggressively make use of image compress algorithms to reduce file size, which can lower quality so much that it can be difficult
to read small texts or iden�fy small details;

— As such, most of them also use arbitrary crop of the images for preview, which in comics can ruin the reading experience by spoiling the narra�ve;

— Depending on which social media site the comic is published, there could be a limita�on to how many images can be uploaded, or its size. In case of the comic
needing more images to tell the story, the author may need to fragment it on sequenced posts, increasing the chance of compromising reading experience.

— Social media sites are pla�orms that aim for social interac�ons and photos/images sharing, so using hypermedia elements, or even infinite screen, aiming for
a narra�ve that makes a be�er use of digital environments, can be una�ainable – except, maybe for the use of animated gifs.

— Because of a social media sites’ striking characteris�c, images can be redistributed from different user accounts, loosing track of the original creators. To
avoid missing authorship, ar�sts have to iden�fy their images by virtually signing it with a name, e-mail or username, so people who receive their crea�ons from
indirect sources can iden�fy its authors, as can be seen on Figure 5.

Even with all of those nega�ve points, social media sites are s�ll considered as great ally for digital comic ar�sts, exactly by its organic content distribu�on
nature.
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Although, if the comic author is looking for a more professional way of distribu�ng their crea�ons, with more display quality and clear ways of mone�zing, social
media sites may be a good way to publicize their work, but the webcomics pla�orms are the best place to actually publish it.

 

3. Webcomics pla�orms
In order to be�er understand both webcomics publishing pla�orms, as webcomics itself, this ar�cle will analyze the major pla�orms of this style found on the
internet so far.

The items to be looked for in these pla�orms are: 1) The availability, or lack thereof, of applica�ons for reading on mobile devices; 2) The comic formats it
provides; and 3) The possibility and use of hypermedia elements.

The comic formats men�oned in the second item, to be searched on the pla�orms, will be iden�fied by their visual composi�on characteris�cs, and will be
defined by means of the following nomenclatures (Figure 6):

— Classic Strips (CS): when presen�ng comic strips that follow the same classic model of printed comic strips, with the horizontal frame’s layout;

— Ver�cal Strips (VS): when there are short narra�ves, similar to classic comic strips, but arranged ver�cally, providing be�er visualiza�on on mobile devices
screens;

— Paged (PG): When the digital comics follow the same pa�ern of classic printed comics, with pages separa�on, without using the possibility of the infinite
screen;

— Infinite Screen (IS): when the comics make use of the infinite screen possibility;

— Digi�zed (DI): When comics are originally made for print media, scanned/digitalized and made available online.

— Small Screen (SS): When the comics are presented with composi�on and design concerns that allows reading on small screen devices without the use of
features such as zooming, enlarging or fragmen�ng frames.

 

Fig. 6 — Webcomics formats 

Source: The Authors

 

In Table 1, only webcomics pla�orms that legally distribute their content are included. The several pla�orms that distribute digi�zed comics without permission
of the authors or publishers are not considered for this research.
 

Table 1 — Comparison of webcomics pla�orms
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Source: From the authors, according to informa�on collected in April of 2019.

 

Table 1 shows that 8 of the 14 digital comic distribu�on pla�orms offer applica�ons for the major mobile devices, indica�ng a concern with this poten�al
audience. However, of these 8 pla�orms, only 4 feature comics that were developed for comfortable reading on small screen devices; the others offer comics
that visually work be�er in larger formats, whether on large screens or printed.

As can be seen in Figure 7, the most frequent webcomic formats found on the pla�orms are Paged (PG) and Digi�zed (DI), that is, presen�ng the classic way of
reading and developing printed comics, followed by other styles, all with equivalent amounts. Of the 14 pla�orms, 7 present comics can be read in small screen
devices, which is half of the pla�orms researched.

 

Fig. 7 — Quan��es of Comic formats found on pla�orms

Source: From the authors
 

Finally, regarding hypermedia elements, five pla�orms that present their use were found, most with anima�ons, made possible by the use of Animated Gifs, and
some with the possibility of soundtrack inser�on.

 

4. Main Characteris�cs of Mobile Comics
With the analysis of the webcomics offered in the previous sec�on selected pla�orms, this study iden�fied ten design features that facilitate small screen
reading, which characterize the Mobile Comics and differ them from other types of webcomics, as presented in two main formats, as follows.

Fig. 8 — Screen captures of the Ver�cal Strips “Blue Chair” and "Sarah's Scribbles", and Infinite Screen Narra�ves "Something About us" and "Roommate
Assassin”.



02/03/2020 Revista Convergências

convergencias.esart.ipcb.pt/?p=article&id=355 6/8

Source: Assembled from the authors, from pla�orms Webtoon and Lezhin.

As illustrated in Figure 8, the two main webcomic formats iden�fied that allow reading on small screen devices without the use of features such as magnifica�on
and fragmenta�on, are the Ver�cal Strips and Infinite Screen Narra�ves.

Ver�cal Strips are short narra�ves, which usually fit en�rely on a small screen or require li�le scrolling. They work in the same way as the classic comic strips
published in printed newspapers, but with a layout free of publica�on size restric�ons and with ver�cally stacked frames, to enable reading on devices in ver�cal
posi�on, which is how they are usually held by users.

For this format, the present study iden�fied four striking design features:

— Simplicity: fewer colors and simpler strokes are used, which avoid a great loss of quality in the image files, in case the comic is redistributed on social
networking sites that use more severe compression algorithms.

— Breath Areas: Generous blanks spaces are used, which makes the design cleaner and the reading easier, taking advantage of the layout freedom of a media
that is not physically limited as one that is printed.

— Larger le�ering: Despite following the well-known norms of using typefaces that imitate manual handwri�ng, the le�ering is applied in propor�onally larger
sizes, seeking a comfortable readability in small screens, without the need of enlarging the frames. It is also quite common to find genuinely handwri�en
le�ering, made possible by short narra�ves that require li�le text.

— Iden�fica�on: The comics usually earn a signature of the author, with the address of their main site, email, or username of some social media site, so readers
can trace it back to its author in case the image is redistributed without the link of the original publica�on.

Thus, Infinite Screen Narra�ves, which are longer narra�ves, and requires the readers to scroll to con�nue the story, present other five iden�fied
characteris�cs:

— Silence Areas: the use of large empty spaces in the gu�ers, between one frame and another, that aim to isolate certain scenes to modify the reading pacing,
as well as to isolate scenes of greater impact in the narra�ve.

— Drama�c Units in Frames or Clusters: As stated by Kneece (2015), each comic page must be considered a narra�ve development drama�c unit, with cause
and effect, that will be part of a whole. In the case of mobile comics, the use of the Silence Areas men�oned above contributes to the drama of the narra�ve,
bringing this func�on of drama�c unity to the frames, alone or clustered in small groups.

— Screen Width Usage: Horizontally aligned frames appear infrequently, and only when less important situa�ons are being narrated. In order to make the most
of the small space, the frames make use of the whole width of the screen to give more space to the relevant details and expressions of the characters. 

— Ver�cal Route Reading: Complementarily, the zig-zag reading route, proposed by Eisner (1999) in Figure 9 is usually replaced by a ver�cal reading, aided by
scrolling the infinite screen.
 

Fig. 9 —Common Reading route for printed comics

Source: EISNER, 1999, p. 41

 

— Hypermedia: anima�ons, when used, are small and looping, to emphasize some event of the narra�ve and, generally, to increase the comic factor.
Soundtracks, which can be ac�vated in certain chapters or scenes according to the drama�c construc�on of the narra�ve, also seek to immerse the reader in
the story.

— Varying Length Narra�ves: Although not a significant feature, it’s no�ceable that Infinite Screen Narra�ves, freed from imposed limita�ons by printed pages
count, usually present serial chapters with varia�ons of length.
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From these ten listed characteris�cs, Table 2 presents an organized comparison with main points of divergence between classic and mobile comics.
 

Table 2 — Summary of classic and mobile comics characteris�cs compared

Source: From the authors.

 

5. Conclusions
In order to understand what differs digital classic from mobile comics, and in what way these characteris�cs contribute to the reading experience in small screen
devices from the design perspec�ve, the present ar�cle carried out an analysis of publica�ons in several online pla�orms of Comics content distribu�on, in
rela�on to its main design features.

The analysis gave rise to a list of ten design features that dis�nguish them into two dis�nct formats - Ver�cal Strips and Infinite Screen Narra�ves -, both in
their development and for reading, which are: simplicity, breath areas, larger le�ering, iden�fica�on, silence areas, drama�c units in frames or clusters, screen
width usage, ver�cal route reading, hypermedia, and varying length narra�ves.

Comic books are, by nature, guided by the crea�vity and daring of their authors, who are always looking for new ways to surprise readers through this medium
(PRESSER; BRAVIANO; FIALHO, 2017). Thus, iden�fying significant changes in visual language and design imply a phase of great relevance in the development of
this form of visual expression, so popular and widespread among diverse cultures around the world. The matura�on of this recent way of making comics may be
considered, perhaps, a new subgenre, such as comic strips, cartoons and mangas, within the hyper genre Comics, as stated by Ramos (2012); or, on the other
hand, be considered as an en�rely new media, unrelated to its origin. A more precise understanding of its nomenclature, however, is not the purpose of this
ar�cle, and can be addressed in future studies.

This analysis in mobile comics and its pla�orms was finalized in April 2019. Some of the characteris�cs pointed out were iden�fied only recently in digital
publica�ons, which reinforces the idea of   a changing media. In this sense, the possibility is also opened for more in-depth studies on the characteris�cs iden�fied,
pointed out and interpreted in this ar�cle, as well as quan�ta�ve or qualita�ve research with professionals and comic readers on their percep�ons in this regard.

 

Notes
[1] Available at h�ps://www.webtoons.com/en/romance/lore-olympus/list?�tle_no=1320, access in 11/oct/2019.

[2] The name comes from the junc�on of “phone” and “tablets”, used for devices that presents an in-between size of those two types: a li�le bigger than a
smartphone, a li�le smaller than a classic tablet.

[3] Available at h�ps://play.google.com/store, accessed in 31/10/2017.
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