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“One of the most significant effects of the transformations undergone by the different genres is 
the transformation of their transformation-time. The model of permanent revolution which was 
valid for poetry tends to extend to the novel and even the theatre […], so that these two genres 
are also structured by the fundamental opposition between the sub-field of “mass production” 
and the endlessly changing sub-field of restricted production. It follows that the opposition 
between the genres tends to decline, as there develops within each of them an “autonomous” sub-
field, springing from the opposition between a field of restricted production and a field of mass 
production.” 

  - Pierre Bourdieu, “The Field of Cultural Production” 
 
1. Introduction 

Although it is asserted more strongly that it is demonstrated in his writing, Pierre Bourdieu’s 
notion of a “transformation of transformation-time” fruitfully points to an understanding of 
cultural change that seems both commonsensical and highly elusive. In the field of comic books, 
it is almost intuitively logical to suggest that there are stylistic, narrative, and generic 
conventions that are more closely tied to historical periodization than to the particularities of 
individual creators, titles, or publishers. That is to say, certain comic books have the appearance 
of products from the 1940s or 1980s even where we might not be able to state with any precision 
what the normative characteristics of those eras might be. We can perhaps “feel” the fact of 
diachronic change better than we can precisely define it. Moreover, we may believe that rates of 
change within comics have accelerated over time without being able to define the parameters of 
that change. 

The What Were Comics? project is a large-scale data-driven study of comic books in the United 
States led by Bart Beaty, Nick Sousanis, and Benjamin Woo and underwritten primarily by the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, The University of Calgary, and the 
Ontario Work Study Program through Carleton University. The project seeks to come to terms 
with processes of change within the American comic book industry. In this chapter, we outline 
the foundational first step in our larger program of work that seeks to reorient the study of 
comics (comic books, comic strips, and graphic novels) through the use of data-driven research. 
What Were Comics? has three specific, interrelated goals: first, we have produced a sampling 
frame of comic books published in the United States between 1934 and 2014, as well as a 
randomly selected corpus of two per cent of that total, stratified by year; second, we have 
developed a coding protocol for translating those works into a series of sixty-one variables and 
created an open-access software tool for the study of comic books; and, third, we will draw upon 
the data produced by this tool to rewrite the history of the American comic book across the 
industry as a whole. By dramatically expanding our frame of reference from what has been 
normative in humanities-influenced studies of comic books, we have shifted the study of comics 
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away from the study of exceptional works and towards a focus on works that typified cultural 
production over time. This perspectival shift in method will produce new theories of the comic 
book as we facilitate a move from asking the abstract question of what are comics? to the 
empirically-grounded question of what were comics? throughout the entire history of the popular 
publishing format.  

Today, the comic book industry faces a period of profound institutional, technical, and aesthetic 
transformation. Both the “popular” and “literary” poles of the field are benefiting from increased 
public attention and esteem, attracting new audiences with tastes and expectations that differ 
from the long- established fan subcultures. Meanwhile, digital distribution of comics to 
computers and mobile devices promises to disrupt existing, print-centric business models even as 
cartoonists explore the affordances of new technologies (e.g., animation or scrolling along an 
“infinite canvas,” crowd-funding) to challenge many of our assumptions about what comics 
could be. It is our contention that the ability to properly understand and evaluate these rapid 
changes is hampered by the distorted picture of the American comic book that has been 
constructed over generations.  

In order to think about the future of comics, it is necessary that we first ask what comics were. 
For example, it is widely argued that the history of the American comic book can be periodized 
as a series of “ages” of comics production, that the introduction of the Comics Code (a regime of 
industrial self- censorship developed in the mid-1950s) resulted in a “dumbing down” of the 
aesthetically and politically progressive potential apparent in comics of the 1940s, and that 
contemporary comic books are radically different than their forebears in stylistic terms (for 
instance, offering fewer panels per page and less text per panel than they once did). It is 
important to note that each of these (and other) claims is merely impressionistic. To date scholars 
have had no way of testing and validating them empirically.  

The rapid development of comics studies over the past two decades has taken place 
overwhelmingly in departments of languages and literature. As with other scholarly sub-fields 
that emerged within humanistic research traditions, comics studies has consistently struggled 
with the problem of the typical. Key studies in comic book aesthetics, narratology, history, and 
culture depend primarily or exclusively on the study of a canon of “exceptional” texts that are 
regularly enlisted to stand in for comics per se. To take but one obvious example, the Bonner 
Online-Bibliographie zur Comicforschung lists 243 scholarly contributions about Art 
Spiegelman’s autobiographical comics masterpiece Maus, but only two on the more than seventy 
years of comic books published by Archie Comics, a company that was at one time the top-
selling comic book publisher in the United States (Beaty and Woo 2016). While, of course, much 
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can be learned from close readings of the “best” comics, these atypical works provide an 
unreliable basis for generalizing about the form in any meaningful way.  

We have addressed this problem by constructing a randomly selected corpus of comic books 
published in the United States over a period of eight decades. By re-inserting what Margaret 
Cohen (1999) has termed “the great unread” – the forgotten and forgettable works that make up 
the vast bulk of cultural output – into the study of comic books, we will be able to more 
accurately mark the shifts in genre, composition, and materiality that have characterized this art 
form over time. As Woo (2008) has conclusively demonstrated, the historiographical system that 
comics studies has uncritically adopted from fan traditions is fundamentally flawed. What we 
propose is a genealogy of comics storytelling that will, for the first time, be augmented by 
substantial empirical data on the field of comics production as a whole. Taking a cue from 
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, What Were Comics? investigates the transformation of 
transformation-time in American comic books. 

 

2. Underlying Assumptions and Rationale 

One of the central thrusts of the first decades of research on comics was the definition of 
properties that would distinguish comics from literature, cinema, and the visual arts. The earliest 
book to address this topic (Sheridan 1942) defined comics exclusively as newspaper strips, but 
the rapid expansion of the American comic book industry over the course of the 1940s and into 
the early-1950s, avant-garde “underground comix” in the 1960s and 1970s, the development of 
the graphic novel format as trade standard in the 1990s, and webcomics in the 2000s have forced 
repeated reconsiderations of the form. Proposed definitions of comics, which rely upon some 
combination of image sequentiality, speech balloons, recurring characters, or mass reproduction 
(Waugh 1947; Kunzle 1973; Eisner 1985; Inge 1990; McCloud 1993; Blackbeard and Crain 
1995), are more normative than analytically descriptive. They are motivated rather than objective 
definitions, and they are based on highly selective corpora of examples. Indeed, efforts to define 
the essence of comics often rely on the formal operations of limit cases, such as wordless comics 
(Beronä 2008; Postema 2007) and abstract comics (Groensteen 2010; Molotiu 2009). The What 
Were Comics? project is not interested in understanding what comics could possibly be (can 
comics be sculpted in three dimensions? can they include aspects of live performance?), rather 
we are focused on the concrete analysis of what comics have historically been.  
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At its base level, our research questions have been inspired by Bordwell, Thompson and 
Staiger’s groundbreaking film studies work, The Classical Hollywood Cinema (1985), which 
traced the development of film style through shot-by-shot analyses of one hundred randomly 
selected American feature films produced between 1917 and 1960. Bordwell et al. demonstrated 
the persistence of certain narrative forms, the prevalence of continuity editing, and the 
development of a unified conception of space and time in Hollywood productions; that is, they 
were able to describe the typical or ordinary Hollywood film in terms of its formal and stylistic 
characteristics. The drive to demonstrate the continuity of traditional formal patterns in cinema 
located its antecedents in the work of Gombrich (1960), whose aphorism “making precedes 
matching” highlights the highly-schematized nature of artistic conventions, and Mukařovský’s 
(1978) conception of the way that aesthetic, technical, and practical norms undergird socio-
political norms.  

Following Osherson and Smith (1997), we understand “typicality” as a function of classification 
that refers to the extent to which objects are “good examples” of concepts (Smith and Medin 
1981; Hampton 1993; Rosch 1978; Kamp and Partee 1995). To arrive at a more complete 
understanding of typicality – and, specifically, of a diachronic sense of typicality within the 
American comic book industry – we have followed the example most famously advanced by 
Moretti (2000) of extensive, rather than intensive, reading. Moretti has fundamentally shifted the 
field of literary studies by dismissing the method of “close reading” a small number of texts 
(whose cultural value or significance is generally assumed a priori) and advocating, in its place, 
the examination of extremely large textual corpora; the title of one of his essays, “Style, Inc.: 
Reflections on 7,000 Titles,” is suggestive of this approach (2009). On the cutting edge of trends 
in the humanities (digital humanities) and the social sciences (“big data”), this data-driven 
approach to the study of literature has flourished in areas, such as Victorian literature (Liddle 
2009; Mussell 2012; Nicholson 2011), that have been extensively digitized thanks to both lapsed 
copyrights and regularized printing formats.  

Today, comic studies is only beginning to benefit from developments in digital humanities and 
big data, as the visual nature of comics – like Medieval manuscripts – makes them more difficult 
to mark up (Bateman et al 2016; Pederson and Cohn 2016). Our project extends the insights 
developed by Moretti and his students to the field of comic books by creating a sampling frame 
and corpus, and by mining that corpus for insights into the historical evolution of the comic book 
as a publishing format. To this end, we are not interested in revealing an eternal essence of 
comics that characterized so much of the modernist project (Bazin 2003; Greenberg 1966; 
Lessing 1962), and, by extension, comics studies (Groensteen 1999; McCloud 1993). Rather, we 
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will examine the uneven historical emergence of a new media form in the twentieth-century, one 
that was put to different uses in different times for different audiences. The media genealogies 
undertaken by Gaudreault and Marion (2002; 2005) offer an example of the way that the formal 
operations of comics can be analyzed. The detailed explication of the origins and development of 
specific tropes within the field of cultural production forms the basis of this project.  

The What Were Comics? project seeks to challenge the hegemony of literary methods of analysis 
– in particular, the close reading of the exemplary text – at moment when comics studies is at a 
crossroads between expanding into a thoroughly trans-disciplinary field of study and remaining a 
marginal specialism within literature departments.  

Since our study depends upon a corpus that represents a randomly selected sample of two per 
cent of the comic books published in the United States between 1934 and 2014, several 
conceptual issues immediately arose: namely, how many comic books have been published in 
that time frame, and, as a corollary, what exactly is a comic book anyway? To create the 
unbiased study for their study of the classical Hollywood cinema, Bordwell et al. had largely 
outsourced the selection of films by adopting the list of films released in the United States found 
in Chester B. Bahn’s The 1961 Film Daily Yearbook of Motion Pictures. Unfortunately, within 
the comic book industry, no such definitive account yet exists and we were compelled to create 
our own sampling frame rather than borrowing an existing one.  

One of the earliest decisions that we faced in constructing our sampling frame was the definition 
of the term “comic book.” Somewhat surprisingly, our review of the relevant literature turned up 
very little in the way of analytic tools for the defining the limits of the “population.” Notably, 
even common reference works provided absolutely no use as a starting point. The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines “comic book” as “a magazine that presents a serialized story in the 
form of a comic strip, typically featuring the adventures of a superhero”. That definition 
foregrounds a number of elements in its definition, each of which we take to be insufficient or 
outright erroneous: publishing format, serialization, and generic content. Each of these is worth 
considering in turn: 
 
i) Publishing format. Presuming that comic books are magazines notably discounts a large 
number of works that might logically be included in the sampling frame, not the least of which 
are works commonly understood to be “graphic novels”. The most common publishing formats 
for comic books have shifted substantially over the history of the form, dropping from sixty-four 
pages to twenty-four pages, but with examples ranging into the hundreds of pages. Moreover, a 
focus on format would rule out magazine-sized comics from publishers as diverse as Warren and 
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Fantagraphics, as well as digest-sized comics from publishers like Archie. It is clear at a glance, 
that comic books have been published in the United States in an extremely wide variety of 
formats. For this reason, we ruled out this factor as defining. 
 
ii) Seriality. The presumption that comic books are serial is countered by the history of the 
industry where publishing strategies that have shifted over time within and between differing 
publishers. Comic books have frequently been published on a monthly schedule, but are also 
commonly bi-monthly, quarterly, and, more rarely, weekly or bi-weekly. Of course, many comic 
books are not serialized at all, but are stand-alone works. There is nothing specific about seriality 
that seems relevant to the definition of the comic book, and, consequently, we also eliminated 
this from our deliberations.  
 
iii) Genre and content. One of the explicit goals of this project is to determine what has been the 
content of comic books over time, so any attempt to define that a priori could not work. 
Additionally, as we note in section five, our corpus fundamentally undermines the common 
equation of comic books with superheroes. Finally, definitions of genre are as vexed, or even 
more so, than are definitions of comic books. A reliance on this category seemed to be trading 
one set of problems for a different one. 
 
iv) Distribution network. The possibility of defining comic books through their distribution 
network appears to have some merit on its face, but immediately runs into a number of historical 
issues. First, comic books from the 1930s through the 1980s were predominantly distributed by 
magazine distributors, which necessitates the return of some way of distinguishing between 
magazines and comic books and returning us to the already dismissed issue of format. Second, 
since the 1980s comic books have been predominantly, but not exclusively, distributed to the 
direct market of comic book stores, but focusing on this retail channel would exclude certain 
works, including many comic books circulated to book stores. Finally, at the practical level, it 
seemed that, absent publicly-accessible records, it was unlikely that we could generate lists of 
comic books circulating through newsstand distribution networks even had we wished to do so. 
 
v) Publisher. Finally, we briefly considered a definition of comic books as those artifacts 
published by comic book publishers. That is to say, that works released by Marvel Comics, DC 
Comics, Archie Comics, and so on would be considered comic books. This had the effect of 
being overly complicated and analytically circular. Again, we would simply be shifting one 
definitional problem for another, namely: what is a comic book publisher?  
 
Ultimately, we recognized that, in definitional terms, comic books are best understood through 
institutional theories of art. Drawing upon the example provided by Arthur Danto (1970) and 
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George Dickie (1974), Beaty’s conception of the “comics world” (2012) suggests that “comic 
books” are artefacts regarded as “comic books” by participants in the comics world, however 
circular that definition might be. To this end, and in contradistinction to Bordwell and his 
colleagues who were able to draw upon a definitive list of American films, we opted to develop 
our sampling frame by triangulating data sources representing three distinct subsections of 
comics fandom: fan historians and archivists, comic book collectors, and comic book retailers. 
Thus, we define a “comic book” as “any artefact listed in each of the Grand Comics Database, 
The Overstreet Comic Book Price Guide, and in the database of the retailer 
MyComicShop.com”. The logic undergirding our selections is: 
 
i) The Grand Comics Database (GCD). The GCD is simply the largest and most comprehensive 
public database attempting to catalogue comics production from around the globe. While the 
GCD has inclusion criteria that seemed to be at odds with some of our understandings, we were 
confident that its highly inclusive nature would give us the largest possible starting framework 
and that the other sources would serve to curtail the expansive impulse demonstrated by their 
volunteers. 
 
ii) The Overstreet Comic Book Price Guide. This has been the standard reference work for comic 
book collectors for well over forty years and is arguably the most venerable and authoritative 
institution within comic book fandom. Considerably more selective than the GCD, the influence 
of Overstreet on the shaping of the historiography of the American comic book is difficult to 
overstate. 
 
iii) MyComicShop.com. It seemed important to cross reference the other sources with a large 
retail site on the assumption that comic books might be those items that are sold by comic book 
stores. MyComicShop.com has one of the most extensive databases that we encountered, and it 
was clear that their database was not derived from the GCD and, therefore, would not replicate 
any errors or biases that might be found in that site. 
 
Originally, we had thought that we would include in our sampling frame any work found in two 
of these three data sets, but upon reflection we realized that there were few practical methods of 
cross-referencing Overstreet (which is a printed book) and MyComicShop.com data (which is 
proprietary and not easily exported). Because of this, we changed the requirement to an 
appearance in all three sources.  
 
Finally, we recognized that our study relied on a fairly unrefined understanding of what was 
meant by the geographical locator in “American comic books.” Notably, for instance, comic 
books published by the Montreal-based publisher Drawn and Quarterly circulate in comic book 
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networks within the United States, but these are not “American” comic books in any meaningful 
sense. Including them would necessitate the inclusion of all foreign-produced comic books that 
enter American circulation, even to the point of including regional distribution of Mexican comic 
books in border towns, or the circulation of Franco-Belgian bandes dessinées in French-language 
bookstores. We have restricted our understanding of “American comic books” to those that are 
edited, published, and circulated within the United States. It is our hope that future comparative 
studies of Canadian, Mexican, Franco-Belgian, or other national tendencies, comic books can be 
undertaken in the future using our research tools and methodology.  
 
3. Method 

 
The processes involved in creating the What Were Comics? sampling frame have been labor-
intensive due to the vagaries of our sources. The first step in our process was to download the 
MySql file from the Grand Comics Database, current as of 29 April 2015. Data was extracted for 
series published in the United States with queries for series_name, number, volume, 
publication_date, key_date, and publisher_name. The resulting data was compiled in an Excel 
database and comprised 293,282 entries beginning in 1867. After eliminating works that fell 
outside of  our historical range (1934-2014), we immediately noticed several issues in the 
database that needed immediate attention, including the duplication of certain records and, more 
pressingly, incomplete entries. The most significant issue with the data, from the point of view of 
our project, was the fact that 78,073 entries lacked either a publication date, a key date, or both. 
This fact added a substantial, unexpected roadblock to the project.  
 
Having obtained the GCD data and discovered that almost twenty-seven per cent of the entries 
lacked key information, we set out to rectify the situation. Entries that did have associated dates 
were sorted into spreadsheets by year and research assistants were tasked with the job of 
associating dates with the undated entries by comparing the entries (title, number, and publisher) 
with our other sources. By hand-coding the data in this way, the research assistants were able to 
confirm dates for greater than ninety-eight per cent of the undated entries, and these were added 
to the spreadsheets in the appropriate year. The next step in hand-curating our data was to 
eliminate obvious duplicates. The GCD counts comic books with different covers (variant 
editions) as separate publications but, for our purposes, these are the same comic books. Thus, to 
take an example at random, the 2014 publication of Star Trek/The Planet of the Apes: The 
Primate Directive #1 by IDW appeared in our initial spreadsheet eight times because it has eight 
different covers, but seven of these were deleted prior to the sampling. During the peak years of 
the speculator boom (1990-1994, and the 2010s) we found that duplication due to variant covers 
amounted to as much as seventy per cent of individual entries in a given year. 
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Having sorted the GCD data set to individual years and eliminated duplicate issues, research 
assistants were then employed to compare our data to our other two sources. Once again, this job 
was performed by hand and proved time-consuming. Comics were first cross-referenced against 
MyComicShop.com and marked as present or absent from that data set. They were then re-
checked against the 46th edition of The Overstreet Comic Book Price Guide (2016-2017), which 
exists only in a print edition. Comic books that did not appear in all three of these sources were 
marked for deletion from the sampling frame and review by the principal investigator and then 
removed. All of the resulting spreadsheets were read by the principal investigator and reviewed 
for accuracy. 
 
With the sampling frame completed, we turned our attention to identifying our corpus. For each 
year, we calculated two per cent of the sampling frame (rounded up) and used the Random 
Integer Set Generator on random.org to produce our results. The Random Integer Set Generator 
allowed us to produce, for each year, one set of integers arranged sequentially in ascending order. 
This list of integers was then cross-referenced against our spreadsheet and the corresponding row 
defined the comic book that became part of our corpus. While not germane to this chapter, our 
next step will be to acquire copies of every comic book in the corpus for coding purposes. It is 
our intention that this collection will be housed by Special Collections at the University of 
Calgary when the What Were Comics? project has been completed. 

 
 

4. Results 
 
The results generated by this project to date are both very straightforward: first, we have 
generated a completed sampling frame, and, second, we have randomly selected two per cent of 
the comic books per year from the sampling frame (rounded up) to create our corpus of comic 
books for future study. Again, our sampling frame consists of comic books published in the 
United States from 1934 to 2014 that are indexed in The Grand Comics Database, The Overstreet 
Comic Book Price Guide, and on MyComicShop.com. Works that are excluded from any one of 
these three indices are not included in our sampling frame (the implications of these exclusions is 
discussed in the next section). Significantly, our sampling frame contains 203,747 comic books 
published during the eighty-one year period with the range within years stretching from seventy-
nine (1934) to 6,174 (2013). Figure 1 demonstrates the number of comic books in the sampling 
frame per year. 
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Figure 1. 
 

The resulting corpus of works tracks the sampling frame almost exactly. After rounding upward 
(the seventy-nine comics in 1934 produces two works in the corpus rather than 1.6), the total 
number of works in our corpus is 4,092.  
 
Both the sampling frame and the corpus are housed in the “Tools” section of the What Were 
Comics? project webpage at: http://www.whatwerecomics.com/tools/, and are freely available 
for use by other scholars. The corpus links to online versions of the comic books where they are 
in the public domain for reference, and we are working to compile a collection of every comic 
book in our corpus to be housed at the University of Calgary. 
 
 
5. Discussion 

 
When we claim that 203,747 comic books have been published in the United States between 
1934 and 2014 what we are averring is that this is the number of comic books that meet our 
definition of “American comic books” because they can be found in all three of our indices. In 
other words, this is the smallest possible number of comic books that could be included in our 
sampling frame. Had we required that a work only appear in any two of the three data sets, our 
number would have increased substantially. Indeed, our initial download of the data included 
293,282 comic books, although some of these were published before 1934 and were quickly 
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excluded. Nonetheless, what is clear is that a sampling frame with a different working definition 
of “American comic book” will produce a result of a different size. 203,747 comic books is the 
number of works produced for our purposes, but a change in emphasis will present a different 
result. 
 
It is clear that all three of our data sources have different biases. The GCD, for instance, is, by 
far, the most expansive of the three. The GCD defines success in its project as containing “data 
for every comic book ever published in every country around the planet” (GCD FAQ). Further, 
they define comic books as works containing at least fifty per cent comics content, although they 
permit works with less comics content if they are flagged as such. One consequence of this 
vision is that the dataset includes works that only very few people might define as “comic 
books”, including, for example, Playboy Magazine (tagged as less than fifty per cent comics). On 
the other hand, The Overstreet Comic Book Price Guide is the most restrictive of the three 
datasets. There is a practical reason for this. As a print guide, Overstreet is theoretically limited 
in size (the 2016-2017 edition is 1,216 pages long). Yet the Overstreet Guide also makes 
ideological decisions that they foreground. In the 1989 edition, for example, the Guide indicated 
“Just because someone puts out a black and white comic out of their basement does not mean we 
should acknowledge its existence in this book” (Overstreet 1989: A9). Similarly, 
MyComicShop.com is limited by choices of what is appropriate to sell made by the company’s 
owners. Significantly, the GCD data was reduced by almost 90,000 comic books during the 
course of assembling the sampling frame. Among the most important consequences of that 
process we eliminated: 
 
i) Multiple and variant covers. It has been a commonplace since the 1970s for certain publisher 
to publish comic books with minor distinctions on their covers. These include split-run pricing 
(for Canada and for the United Kingdom) and differing distribution systems (a direct market 
edition and a newsstand edition). For our purposes these are not different comic books, although 
the GCD counts them twice (or sometimes more). Beginning in the 1990s, and continuing to this 
day, the practice of creating variant covers (often limited-edition) has been a widespread 
publishing practice among comic book publishers. Again, for our purposes these are the same 
comic book, and so comics that the GCD may list dozens of times were reduced to one instance. 
Duplication was certainly the largest category of comic books eliminated from the sampling 
frame. 
 
ii) Give-away comics. Comic books produced to be given away by corporations, civic 
organizations, or industry groups were not always indexed by Overstreet despite the fact that the 
Guide has a substantial section for “Promotional Comics”. Among the comic books found in the 
other two datasets by not in Overstreet were comics about power mower safety, facts about milk 
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protection, and instructions for the proper processing and handling of magazines. This was an 
extremely small number of exclusions. 
 
iii) Underground comix. One of the most contentious omissions from the sampling frame are so-
called “underground comix” produced in the 1960s and 1970s. Despite their collectability, 
Overstreet has deliberately excluded these works since its origins in 1970 and even the best-
known works in the genre (such as Zap Comix) do appear in its pages. At the beginning of this 
project we considered using an additional data source (either Jay Kennedy’s The Official 
Underground and Newave Comix Price Guide (1982) or Dan Fogel’s Fogel’s Underground Price 
and Grading Guide 2015-2016) but ultimately opted not to complicate our initial assumptions. 
We do not see this as a limitation of our sampling frame. Rather, we acknowledge that the 
sampling frame represents a certain conception of “mainstream” American comic books as it has 
evolved over time and which regards the undergrounds, with their separate modes of distribution 
as a distinct publishing phenomenon. It is highly likely that a future project will create a new 
sampling frame for underground comix that will allow us to conduct a comparative study. 
Notably, Fogel’s guide includes more than 9,600 listings (counting multiple printings), which 
means that a substantial comparative analysis would be likely to generate significant results. 
 
iv) Erotic comics. It should be noted that, to the extent that they are considered related to 
underground comix, Overstreet does not generally index erotic comic books of the type 
published by Eros Comics and similar publishers and, also, many of them are not retailed by 
MyComicShop.com. This is another interesting avenue for future research, although there is no 
standard reference work comparable to Fogel’s guide. 
 
v) Manga. While our project does include Japanese comics as they appear in English-language 
translation, it does so only selectively. Overstreet is highly selective about the inclusion of 
manga. For instance, the serialization of Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira in thirty-eight issues by 
Marvel Comics (1988-1995) is found in Overstreet (and MyComicShop.com) but versions 
published by Epic (1990-1993), Dark Horse (2000-2002), and Kodansha Edition (2009-2011) do 
not. This means that the manga that do appear in the sampling frame are most frequently those 
that were published in the prototypical American comic book format rather than as graphic 
novels or approximations of Japanese tankōbon. Again, the correction for this omission would 
produce an interesting case study. 
 
vi) Graphic novels. In the 1991 edition of the Overstreet guide it is noted that long-form comic 
books like Art Spiegelman’s Maus (1986) are “a real dilemma for the collector in our hobby” 
because they “generally do not appreciate in value” (Overstreet 1991: A26). What, it is implied, 
is the use of cataloguing works that don’t change their prices in a price guide? To this end, while 
Overstreet does, in fact, include Maus (in its many editions) it does not include most other well-
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known graphic novels. This significantly skews our sampling frame, once again placing an 
emphasis on a kind of normatively understood “comic book”. 
 
The vast majority of exclusions from the sampling frame fall into one (or more) of the categories 
above, and these are the necessary caveats for understanding its limitations. Centrally, our project 
is concerned to determine what American comic books have been throughout their history. As a 
result, it was impossible to assume a definition of the comic book a priori without fundamentally 
predetermining our findings. To this end, we outsourced the definition of the “comic book” to 
institutions within the comics world that are concerned with data collection, collecting, and 
retailing. The resulting sampling frame was compiled without any bias on our part, and we 
believe that the corpus represents the fairest accounting of the “typical” comic book compiled to 
date. The limitations that arise from the biases introduced by our source datasets do not, for us, 
represent errors in the sample so much as they present opportunities for future research. We look 
forward to collaborating with scholars who would seek to fill these gaps. 
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