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)ÎÔÒÏÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ 

3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ 

Comics, as most people think about them, have been around since the late 1700s.  They range 

from short political cartoons to super hero comic books to graphic novels. 

Comics is, however, a much more diverse medium.  Influential comic book writer and artist Will 

Eisner defined comics as ñsequential art.ò(Eisner, 1985)  Scott McCloud, a highly respected 

comic theorist, expands this with his own definition of ñjuxtaposed pictorial and other images in 

deliberate sequence.ò (McCloud, 1994)  Under these definitions, the word ñcomicsò can be 

applied to early cave paintings and medieval tapestries. 

The most recent format for comics is the webcomic.  Webcomics are, as the name implies, 

comics that are posted on the web.  While webcomics can be traced back to Usenet, they became 

popular in the late 1990s with the start of such comics as Penny Arcade and PVP. 

Until recently, comics were confined to the physical dimensions of the medium that the comic is 

created in. In 1999, McCloud introduced the concept of what is commonly known as the infinite 

canvas. (McCloud, 2000)  Computer screens could be thought of as windows that could be used 

to view a comic, allowing panels to be placed in any direction and made in any size, only limited 

by the creatorôs imagination.  Comics could be virtually limitless. 

Unfortunately, with the exception of a few experimental comics, the infinite canvas never took 

off.  McCloud attributes this to both technical and mental limitations.  At the time, screen sizes 

were limited, broadband access was rare and expensive, user mental models were still stuck in 

ñWeb 1.0ò where pages were static and literally used as pages, linking to other pages. 

Webcomics utilized this ñpage paradigmò and more or less remediated comic books and comic 

strips onto the web.  Aside from the few ñmad scientist experiments,ò web comics did not take 

advantage of their new medium and the infinite canvas was forgotten. 

Today, we are in the midst of Web 2.0.  Web 2.0 is defined by dynamic sites, social media, and 

rich Internet applications.  There is no reason that the infinite canvas cannot take advantage of 

these traits and become a rich, dynamic, social experience. It could be resurrected as an Infinite 

Canvas 2.0 (IC 2.0), if you will.  

0ÒÏÂÌÅÍ 3ÐÁÃÅ 

Webcomics have been around for about two decades now.  Most of these comics are simple 

remediations of physical comic books and newspaper comics.  They are drawn and written in the 

same format and posted onto a web page for readers to view.  It is rare that these comics take full 

advantage of their new medium ï the Internet.   

Scott McCloud is a leading comic theorist.  Since comics moved to the Web, he has heralded the 

computerôs potential as a new format, not just a new location, for comics.  In his 1999 book 

Reinventing Comics, he discussed various ways that comic creators and readers could take 



3 

 

advantage of this new medium.  One of the ideas he proposed was to become known as ñthe 

infinite canvas.ò   

The idea behind the infinite canvas was that the computer monitor could be viewed as a window 

to a much larger space.  Traditionally, comics were limited to the medium upon which they were 

drawn, be this newspaper, comic book pages, or cave walls.  Computers offer a virtually 

unlimited canvas for comic creators to take advantage of.  Creators would no longer be confined 

to the physical dimensions of a piece of paper.  The only limits are the power of the computer 

and the knowledge of the people who build and program them.   

Unfortunately, this idea never took hold for various reasons.  Probably the most important 

reasons for its initial failure were:  1) computers in early 2000 were not designed for such 

purposes and 2) many creators dismissed the idea as a gimmicky and did not develop their 

comics to fit such a revolutionary format. 

The most common critique of the whole infinite canvas mindsetðand of me, the dork who 

coined the termðis that it's nothing but a gimmick that's past its time, and that it doesn't 

fit with the culture, technology, and economy of the Web as it is. Browsers aren't built for 

this sort of thing, there's limited interest in long-form comics of any kind, readers want 

their formats simple, etc... 

 Scott McCloud (McCloud, 2009) 

It is now 10 years after McCloud introduced the idea in Reinventing Comics.  The state of the 

web is not as it was in early 2000.  The pre-2004 state of the World Wide Web is referred to as 

ñWeb 1.0ò.  It was static and content was uploaded by the Authors of sites.  The current state of 

the Web is referred to as ñWeb 2.0ò.  Web 2.0 is dynamic.  Content is changing all the time with 

the contributions of users. 

Just because the infinite canvas failed using Web 1.0, there is no reason not to try again with Web 

2.0.  This is the problem space.  I intend to reinvent the infinite canvas by applying Web 2.0 

techniques ï primarily by making it a social app, rather than a static creation dependant on a 

single creator.  

)ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÃÅ ÁÎÄ 5ÓÅÒ ÂÁÓÅ 

Wikipedia brought encyclopedic information into a new age by allowing anyone to contribute.  

There are billions of people in this world, each with differing knowledge that others could 

benefit from.  Wikipedia allows people to contribute their information into a larger pool of 

information.  Because this enormous vat of information is public, billions of people can learn 

from each other, unhindered by geography, age, language, or nationality.  This leads to a 

(debatably) better educated human race. 

While probably not as important as Wikipedia, the infinite canvas has the potential to bring 

comics into the same new age.  It is doubtful that the infinite canvas will change the world at 

large, but there is no reason to think that it could not change the world of comics.  If it succeeds, 

the infinite canvas could be the next stage in comic production, making a leap forward not unlike 

the move from carved walls to paper and from newspaper to comic books. 
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Thatôs not to say that the infinite canvas could not change the world.  Since sequential art was 

first painted on cave walls, it has had the potential to change the world.  Crude drawings 

eventually led to writing.  Political cartoons have instigated revolutions. Superhero comic books 

have created multi-million dollar movie franchises. 

Of course, the changes resulting from instituting the infinite canvas would likely be far less 

revolutionary to the human race.  More likely, the largest impact would be to teenagers, college 

students, and others who currently read normal webcomics.  To a lesser extent, the comic 

industry as a whole would be affected. The change would be akin to that of monthly comic books 

begetting graphic novels. 

A social app, as I am proposing, may have a farther reaching impact.  This type of social, 

creative collaboration may draw in other Internet users who are interested in, but not excited 

about, comics.  This has the potential of attracting a whole new reader base to comics as a whole.  

4ÈÅ $ÅÓÉÇÎ 

 

Figure 1- The Infinite Canvas 2.0 Prototype Mock-up 

Long form comics, such as graphic novels, are generally created by a very small group of people 

ï perhaps just a writer, penciler, inker, and colorist.  The infinite canvas was originally intended 
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for long form storytelling.  In theory, it would allow the creators to utilize an unconstrained panel 

layout as an additional storytelling device.  

As stated previously, the infinite canvas never became popular because of technical limitations of 

Web 1.0 and the mental model of its users.  It was difficult for creators to utilize the infinite 

canvas and it was difficult for the users to read comics created on the infinite canvas.  

Additionally, creators were expected to create often and readers were expected to read only.  Any 

additional contribution by readers took the form of message boards and fan fiction. 

With the advent of Web 2.0, it became expected that users be able to participate and contribute 

content to web sites.  News stories and blog posts provided comment fields and social 

networking sites allowed users to post their own content and interact with other users, not just 

the creator.  With a new technology available to users with new mental models, there is no reason 

that the infinite canvas canôt be resurrected in this new environment. 

Infinite Canvas 2.0 allows users and readers to become the creators of an ever evolving story.  

Users can create new stories by branching off of the current story at any point in the comic.  Any 

user can participate as briefly or as deeply as they choose.  New users can participate quickly by 

anonymously adding a single panel using online drawing tools.  Returning users may choose to 

register for an account which would allow them to upload drawings created using external 

programs like Photoshop.  The important thing is that users are all contributing to an ever 

expanding story branching into an infinite number of directions ï both spatially and temporally. 

Readers could start at the very beginning or be dropped in at a random location in the vast pool 

of panels.  Because creators can branch off their stories at any point, readers are able to follow 

any branch they choose ï much like a óchoose your own adventureô book ï or follow a 

predetermined path that a creator or friend has shared.  As with other social networking sites, 

readers are also encouraged to provide feedback in the form of comments and a rating system 

which would help determine the default path proposed to them.  

Using this system, anyone ï readers and creators, both amateur and professional ï can take 

advantage of the infinite canvas.   
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!ÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ÁÎÄ -ÅÔÈÏÄÏÌÏÇÙ 

I have been reading comics since I was young.  As I got older, I began making my own comics.  I 

consistently tried to push myself and make each comic better than the one before.  Of course the 

art gets better with each installment, but what interested me more than the art itself was the story 

telling devices that the art provided. 

Iôve also been interested in computers and technology since I was young.  As I got older, I 

learned about the Internet.  At an early age I realized the creative potential that lied within the 

Internet, so I learned how to program and build websites. 

At some point it dawned on me that comics had a place on the web.  There were hundreds and 

hundreds of web comics out there.  Almost all of them used the web for nothing more than a self-

publishing platform.  No one really understood that besides the potential for a worldwide 

audience, the web offered so many new story telling devices. 

When I discovered Scott McCloudôs rantings about digital comic revolutions and the infinite 

canvas, I was blown away.  There was someone else out there who understood the potential that 

the web offers to comics.  It wasnôt only me that realized that comics could be made for the web 

rather than simply hosted on it. 

Of course, I didnôt discover any of this until years after Reinventing Comics was originally 

published.  By then, it was old news that had already been dismissed and forgotten.  Despite my 

heralding, the web comics of the day ignored the potential that the web offered.  Digital comics 

were not revolting. 

Given the chance to work on a human-computer interaction project for a year on any subject of 

my choosing, I chose to learn why people didnôt utilize the infinite canvas more often.  If at all 

possible, I also wanted to make something to pull the infinite canvas into the forefront of digital 

comics.  If I could build something that makes people understand and use the infinite canvas, 

then maybe my dream of properly marrying comics and the internet would come true. 

So, how do we make this happen? 

The first thing I need to do is understand why the infinite canvas is not used as much as it should 

be in the realm of digital comics.  To do this, I needed to do some research on the topic.  I read 

lots of stuff from McCloud, himself.  I went to one of his lectures.  The reasons behind its failure 

were fairly straight forward. 

Because current technological trends tend to put the end user in charge of content, rather than the 

editors and creators, I elected to go with a user centered approach.  I would build a platform that 

would accommodate users rather than strictly the creators.  Before I could design for users, 

however, I needed to know if users would even interact with such a concept. 

As a programmer, I initially concocted my user studies to provide quantitative feedback.  I 

wanted to know how many people would use the thing.  I created a survey for this purpose.  I 

also created my Post-It study. 
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I quickly realized that while quantitatively, the outlook was good, it was the huge amount of 

qualitative data that was most important.  It wasnôt simply enough to understand how many users 

were interested.  The reasons why people were interested mattered more.  Learning what it was 

that users were likely to respond positively to was key. 

This led directly to the exemplar research.  I looked at similar systems to the one I was designing 

in an effort to understand what about those systems worked and what parts failed.  By 

incorporating the positive points of other systems into my own, I could more easily build a 

successful system.   

During the design process, I needed to make sure I was including the right parts.  Features that 

were successful in other systems were not necessarily going to be successful in my own.  I 

constructed a prototype and test it extensively.  The majority of the design work was done 

through micro iterations of the prototype. 

It is these processes that inform my final design.  If I can understand what users need to take 

advantage of this forgotten technology, then I can build the bridge to that gap.  If users use the 

design then it will bring the infinite canvas back to life and my goal will be achieved. 
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,ÉÔÅÒÁÔÕÒÅ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

/ÖÅÒÖÉÅ× 

Because this topic is essentially an expansion of an idea proposed by Scott McCloud, the primary 

source of literature research is McCloudôs series of books.  Additionally, some online articles 

critiquing this idea were looked at.  Due to the social aspect of this project, time was spent 

researching articles regarding social networks and why they are successful.  Other articles about 

more specific aspects of the project were also looked at. 

5ÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ #ÏÍÉÃÓ 

Understanding Comics by Scott McCloud discusses how people perceive comics.  In the book, 

McCloud analyzes various parts of comics to understand what effect each part has on the reader.  

With a better understanding of the psychological effects that each element has on the human 

mind, a comic creator can create a more compelling experience for the reader. 

This book is written for comic creators and not for designers.  In general, the information 

contained in this book would be more useful for to users of my design, rather than the designer 

designing it.  The topics covered, however, deal with psychological elements that are true for all 

areas of creative thinking.   

That is not to say that some portions of this book are not directly relevant to this project.  I found 

chapters one and three particularly helpful. 

Chapter 1: Setting The Record Straight does exactly what it says.  It sets the record straight 

regarding comics.  It discusses what comics are and where they came from.  Its primary goal is to 

explain why comics should be looked at as a legitimate subject of study as opposed to super 

heroes wearing tights. 

Seeing where youôve been can often give a good idea as to where youôre headed, and comics is 

no different.  After defining comics as ñjuxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate 

sequenceò (McCloud, 1994), he goes on to give a brief history of comics that begins with ancient 

Egyptian paintings.  The painting he uses as an example was ñpainted over thirty-two centuries 

ago for the tomb of óMenna,ô an ancient Egyptian scribe.ò (McCloud, 1994) 

This painting tells a narrative by juxtaposing pictorial images in a zigzag pattern covering a large 

wall.  By McCloudôs definition, this is a comic.  This comic shows that comics need not be 

constrained to a book or newspaper strip.  Comics were drawn and took advantage of the canvas 

(in this case a tomb wall) that the creators were given.  This lends credibility to the theory 

McCloud introduces in his second book that he termed ñthe infinite canvas.ò  Given an infinite 

canvas, creators could, in theory, create an infinitely large comic, not confined to the physical 

dimensions of a wall, comic book, or newspaper strip. 

Later in Chapter 3: Blood in the Gutter, McCloud discusses what I would consider to be the most 

important element of comics: The Panel.  Panels are the images that are juxtaposed in deliberate 

sequence.  The gutter is the space between the panels.  The thing that fills in the gutter and ties 
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the panels together in our minds is called termed closure.  

Ideally, my project would require users to add single panels to the larger comic.  With dozens or 

hundreds of different users adding panels, it may be necessary to normalize the amount of 

closure required to follow the story.  In other words:  How do we make sure that two different 

juxtaposed images by two different creators can be tied together in the minds of readers?  This 

problem is solved in later iterations of my design by adapting a device introduced by McCloud in 

Reinventing Comics along with the infinite canvas itself. 

2ÅÉÎÖÅÎÔÉÎÇ #ÏÍÉÃÓ 

In Reinventing Comics Scott McCloud discusses several topics which could theoretically 

revolutionize the comics.  The first part of the book primarily discusses ways that the industry as 

a whole needs to change if comics is to become a true and respected art form.  He discusses 

issues like the current comic industry revenue stream and business model, creator rights, and 

diversity in character creation. Much of it comes across as snarky, making McCloud seem full of 

himself because of the success of his previous book. 

The second part of the book, while still somewhat arrogant, contains information more closely 

related to my topic of interest.  At the time of its writing, digital comics and web comics, in 

particular, were relatively new to the scene, not respected by the comic community, and nothing 

special.  Three whole chapters are devoted to comicsô digital revolutions.   

The more well known of these, and the one that has caused the most controversy and received 

the most criticism, is the chapter on Digital Delivery.  McCloud discusses ways to monetize 

digital comics.  He proposes the idea of micropayments.  The idea is that while people may not 

pay two or three dollars (the current price for a print comic) for an online comic, we now have 

means (like PayPal) to charge ten or twenty cents for an issue. 

The primary problem with this was that McCloud was suggesting that people charge for online 

comics in an age where news and information is virtually free to the end user.  Itôs not that his 

theories on monetization are inherently bad, itôs just that no one felt the need to trade money for 

bits, as he puts it.  Ultimately, by McCloudôs own admission, the idea of micropayments failed.  

Even thought micropayments failed, the importance of monetizing such endeavors should not be 

overlooked.  McCloudôs ideas focused on compensating the artists and creators.  In a situation 

where the comic is created by the users, the experience is the creatorsô compensation.   

The main costs would be accrued by the developers and owners of the system and site.  Any 

revenue (from registration fees to advertising) is dependent primarily on the users.  Therefore, 

strategies for eventually monetizing an online social media system without offending the users 

must be developed.  This is something outside of the immediate scope of this project, however. 

The section most relevant to this project is the chapter on Digital Comics. This is where 

McCloud proposes the idea of an infinite canvas.  He repeats some relevant highlights from his 

previous book, Understanding Comics, that are necessary in understanding why the infinite 

canvas is so revolutionary, including a short discussion of ñwhat is comics?ò   
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He discusses how comics have always been constrained by the physical dimensions of the media 

upon which they are created.  Even ancient Egyptian paintings, Greek columns, and Mayan 

deerskins have physical boundaries.  While computer monitors do have physical boundaries, web 

pages do not.  If the computer monitor is thought of as a window and a not the media itself, then 

a comic could be created without a physical boundary.   

This is the very idea that my project is founded upon.  Reinventing Comics was published ten 

years ago and was not yet aware of the infinite canvasôs ultimate failure.  He did, however, 

discuss several current limitations at the time.  A lot can happen in ten years, so many of these 

limitations have been overcome.  In those ten years, the usage of the web has changed, as well. 

My goal is to resurrect the failed infinite canvas into the new decade.  

!ÎÁÔÏÍÙ ÏÆ Á 3ÕÃÃÅÓÓÆÕÌ 3ÏÃÉÁÌ .ÅÔ×ÏÒË 

As I found my project moving toward a social app, rather than just a resurrection of the infinite 

canvas, I found it necessary to research social networks themselves and try to understand why 

successful social networks were successful.  Unfortunately, most searches on this topic resulted 

in advice on how to make your business successful on social networks and running successful 

advertising campaigns.  That is, until I stumbled upon a blog post by a leading Web 2.0 

professional. 

Anatomy of a Successful Social Network was written by Jawad Shuaib on his website.  As the 

title implies, it discusses what makes a social network successful.  It is important to understand 

these pieces so that they can be implemented into the final design.  With these principles in mind, 

the design will be more likely to build and retain a decent user base. 

Most of what Shuaib writes is related to the average userôs mental model.  What do people like 

about social networks?  Why do they come back to social networks?  What will drive them 

away?  While this article is just a basic overview of these features, observing social networks 

will prove most of Shuaibôs theories true.  

ñOnce a user has invested an hour of their life customizing their profile, they are not likely to 

leave the site anytime soon.ò (Shuaib, 2008)  In fact, many of the most active users of some 

social networks are those who spend a great deal of time customizing their profiles.  The more 

options that a user is given to play with, the more time a user will spend playing with them.  

There must be a balance, however.  Too many options will cause users to be overwhelmed and be 

turned off. 

This potential to be overwhelmed also comes in the form of advertising.  Putting too many ads 

will make the site become cluttered and scare away users.  The users that do stay around will 

ignore the ads anyway, so itôs not really a smart move to put ads everywhere. ñDonôt reward their 

loyalty with spam.ò (Shuaib, 2008) 

While basic these theories may be, they served as a jumping off point.  I was able to take these in 

to consideration as I observed popular social networks and online communities.  They were able 

to help me hone my observations to pick out what was working and what was not.  
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3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ 

The two main pieces of literature relevant to my understanding of the subject are by Scott 

McCloud.  They set up an understanding of what comics truly are and presented the original idea 

of the infinite canvas.  These books serve as the basis for my project. 

A third main part took the form of an article on a website.  It discussed why some social 

networks are successful.  This article gave me insight with which I was able to critically observe 

particular social networks to produce further insight to inform my design. 
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2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

%ØÅÍÐÌÁÒ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

Ȱ)ÎÆÉÎÉÔÅ #ÁÎÖÁÓ %ÎÇÉÎÅÓȱ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÔ ÉÓ 

An engine is like a framework that takes care of the ñinfiniteò part of the infinite canvas.  

Creators can use an engine to take care of the coding aspects.  If they donôt need to code 

anything special, they can focus on just the creative parts of the creative process.  They can focus 

primarily on art and writing.   

This is one of the biggest problems with the infinite canvas as it is.  Many creators are simply not 

coders or programmers and cannot be bothered with the specific needs that are required to lay 

out the comics.  The use of an engine can reduce the barrier of entry, thus improving the 

possibility that artists will use the medium. 

These exemplars are relevant to this topic of study because my design is essentially a multi-user 

engine.  By looking at current engines, the insights gained will inform my final design.  I can 

look to see what theyôre doing right and what can be improved and add these things to my design 

where necessary.  

The following sections briefly discuss several infinite canvas engines which are currently in use. 

-ÉÃÒÏÓÏÆÔȭÓ )ÎÆÉÎÉÔÅ #ÁÎÖÁÓ

 

Figure 2- Brad's Somber Mood by Scott McCloud made using Infinite Canvas 

(http://infinitecanvas.appjet.net/view?name=Brad%27s%20Somber%20Mood) 
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http://infinitecanvas.appjet.net/ 

Infinite Canvas is a side project by Ian Gilman from Microsoftôs Live Labs.  It allows anyone to 

create or edit a comic, for free, in a virtual environment based around an infinite canvas.  

Because the app is still in the Alpha phase of production, there is no user registration and no 

security, so itôs possible for anyone to edit anyone elseôs comic.  On the one hand, this can be 

great for collaborative comic building.  On the other hand, people can easily vandalize and 

destroy content that other users have spent long hours working on. 

The only barrier of entry is that of comic making in general.  If a user is able to make a comic, he 

can use the system to take advantage of the infinite canvas.  The system has no registration and 

no cost associated with it, so anyone can jump in and create a comic.  The only technological 

limitation with this system is that the images are not hosted by the system.  All images must be 

hot linked from other sites, thus requiring some other hosting cost to the user. 

The interface is a wonderful exemplar for a comic viewer.  The interactions make the comics 

easy to read and eliminate the ñscrolling problem.ò  In the past, comics on the infinite canvas 

require a great deal of scrolling, both vertically and horizontally.  This made navigation difficult 

and annoying for readers.  Infinite Canvasôs interface offers several features which make 

navigation easy. 

Instead of using scroll bars, Infinite Canvas uses a ñgrab and dragò interface, much like Google 

Maps or Adobe Reader.  A user ñgrabsò the background by clicking on it and can drag it around 

the screen to expose different parts of the screen.  This interaction could be improved by using a 

ñhandò cursor icon instead of a pointer.  The open/closed grabbing hand cursor icon seems to be 

a standard visual cue when representing this type of interaction. 

A zoomable interface is implemented to allow readers to view as much or as little of the comic as 

the reader wishes.  The entire comic can be viewed at once by zooming all the way out.  To read 

text or view smaller details, the user can zoom into each panel closely.  This allows the user to 

move around the comic very quickly, requiring virtually no scrolling, or grabbing, at all.  The 

only drawback is that zooming is only done via the scroll wheel, so users without a scroll wheel 

are out of luck. 

The reader can also click a specific panel to put that specific panel into focus.  By bringing a 

specific panel into focus, the system will automatically zoom into that panel and bring it into the 

center of the screen.  Additionally, if the panel in focus is clicked, the system will bring the next 

panel in the sequence into focus.  This all makes it very easy and quick to navigate and read a 

comic, as it only requires a single click to move from one panel to the next.  

Visually, the design is very simple which reinforces the infinite canvasôs purpose of keeping the 

reader in the story by reducing the number of breaks and distractions.  The background is black, 

which gives the impression that the comic is floating in the dark vacuum of space.  Apart from 

the logo in the top left, the only buttons on the interface are small, semi-transparent buttons 

which are easily ignored and do not detract from the reading experience.  Menus are completely 

unnecessary for the reading process and are only used for editing and creating the comics. 

In short, the Infinite Canvas system is the perfect environment for the creation of comics on the 

http://infinitecanvas.appjet.net/
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infinite canvas.  If the system was released in a final version with more security and the ability to 

host images, it could become a space for legitimate comic artists to experiment and produce 

professional works. 

4ÈÅ 4ÁÒÑÕÉÎ %ÎÇÉÎÅ

 

Figure 3 - Externality by Daniel Merlin Goodbrey made using The Tarquin Engine (http://e-

merl.com/ex/) 

http://www.webcomicsnation.com/tarquin/ 

The Tarquin Engine is an engine created using Adobe Flash.  It costs $19.95 for a template FLA 

file and detailed instructions.  While the engine offers more customization and options, there is a 

larger barrier for entry.  Many people on the Internet prefer not to purchase software without 

being able to test drive it first.  Additionally, this sort of purchase cannot be used without an 

existing knowledge of Flash. 

Unlike the Infinite Canvas system described above, The Tarquin Engine requires a great deal 

more technical knowledge.  The purchase includes a template Flash file which can be edited by 

the creator.  To edit it, the user must own and be familiar with Adobe Flash.  Therefore, in 

addition to his creative skills (writing and art), the creator must have technical ability.  Focus has 

shifted away from the comic creation, to the engine modification.  This is not an entirely bad 

thing, however.  Because access has been given to the engine itself, users can build upon it and 

create different interactions from it.   

Even without modifying the engine, it supports some features which Infinite Canvas lacks.  

Specifically, it allows comics to branch off into many directions.  Branching offers creators an 

additional story telling device.  It can offer alternate endings or have the story focus on several 

events occurring concurrently.  

http://www.webcomicsnation.com/tarquin/
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Besides the technical knowledge required to create the comic, it must be hosted on the creatorôs 

website.  Because comics made with the Tarquin Engine result in a Flash file, the creatorôs site 

must support embedding Flash files.  While the Infinite Canvas system requires images to be 

hosted externally, creators can use sites like Photobucket to host images. The Flash files cannot 

be hosted on most image uploading sites, and must be hosted on specialty sites like Newgrounds, 

or a website controlled by the creator himself. 

If a creator has the technical prowess needed to work with it, the Tarquin Engine provides many 

possibilities.  In general, however, itôs not practical for widespread use.  It requires too much 

effort which could otherwise be used for more creative and traditional pursuits. 

#ÏÌÌÁÂÏÒÁÔÉÖÅ !ÒÔ 3ÙÓÔÅÍÓ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÉÔȩ 

Collaborative Art systems are websites that feature large canvases on which many users can draw 

at the same time.  These systems show that users are capable of collaborating on massive artistic 

works. 

These systems are not intended to exemplify story telling on an infinite canvas.  Instead, these 

systems address one of the main issues for my project ï the social aspect.  Both of the systems 

support many users, yet only allow users to work on a small portion of the whole work.  Users 

will often have to work together to make any intelligible work when viewed from a smaller 

zoom.  Because there are many instances of intelligible works, it proves that many users are 

capable of collaborating in such a manner. 
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Figure 4- Screenshot of Webcanvas.com 

 http://webcanvas.com 

Web Canvas is a massive collaborative art site.  Its slogan is ñThe Worldôs Largest Collaborative 

Painting.ò   While there may be larger paintings on the web, I certainly donôt know of any.  It 

was started as early as February 2008.  Currently, there are 100 registered users.  The total 

number of users cannot be counted so easily, however.  Besides the registered users, the system 

supports anonymous contribution.   

The interactions featured in Web Canvas are all very interesting and contribute a great deal to the 

idea of a social infinite canvas. 

The main feature is, in fact, an infinite canvas.  The canvas is so large, in fact, that areas of the 

canvas are given X, Y and latitude/longitude coordinates so that users are able to bookmark and 

quickly find previous works and continue or contribute to them.  A community has grown around 

this system and various projects are undertaken by participants.  Because the canvas is so large, it 

would be impossible for multiple users to contribute to a specific project without the coordinate 

system. 

For example, a project highlighted in the siteôs news section called Harlem City.  It is located at 

400W, 50N.  The web address for this location is http://webcanvas.com/#-152000,-15000,2.  This 

implies that the project is located 152,000 pixels to the left and 15,000 pixels to the top of the 

origin (the origin being the spot that the site loads be default at 0, 0).  Without the ability to 

bookmark a location, there would be very little chance for people to find this location and 

collaborate on it.   

http://webcanvas.com/
http://webcanvas.com/#-152000,-15000,2
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Another important feature is the registration ability.  Users are allowed to use the system 

anonymously.  This lowers the barrier of entry significantly.  If a user enjoys playing with the 

system and participating in the community, he may register and log in.  Registration gives the 

user other options.  For example, registered users can actually upload their own images in 

addition to using the simple drawing tools that are provided.  Users are also able to take 

advantage of the message boards to coordinate projects and discuss the system as a whole. 

An interesting insight gained by looking at Web Canvas is that the vast majority of drawings 

occur relatively close to the center of the canvas.  I would imagine this is because some people 

who stumble upon the application are curious and take advantage of the anonymous contribution 

before fully exploring the infinite canvas provided.  By loading the site, the default location is in 

the middle and casual users have little incentive to explore before participating.   

The only thing that Web Canvas lacks in respect to my topic of study is the story telling element.  

While it is, theoretically, possible to create a comic that would take advantage of the systemôs 

infinite canvas, there is nothing built in.  The purpose of the system is as a collaborative painting, 

not a collaborative story telling device.  It does well what it is supposed to do, and there are 

many elements and interactions that can be very useful in my final design. 

$ÒÁ×ÂÁÌÌ

 

Figure 5- screenshot from Drawball Two 

http://www.drawball.com/ 

Drawball is similar to Web Canvas in that it is also a giant collaborative painting system.  There 

are many differences, though, including the purpose, the scale, and the user base. 

Drawballôs purpose is much different than Web Canvas.  While Web Canvas is purposed for 

http://www.drawball.com/
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unlimited artistic collaboration, Drawball is more of a game.  Users must zoom in as much as 

possible before being allowed to draw.  When zoomed in, there is a very limited space upon 

which to draw.  Furthermore, users have a limited amount of digital ink with which to draw.   

Because there is a limited area to draw, users 

will often be drawing on top of each other.  In 

order to draw anything intelligible on a large 

scale, users must collaborate in a relatively 

short time span so that the project will not be 

overwritten.  

The most significant difference is that the 

canvas is not unlimited as with Web Canvas.  

The canvas takes the form of two unrelated 

circular canvases named Drawball One and 

Drawball Two.  

The primary difference between the two 

Drawballs is that Drawball One requires users 

to request drawing access.  This difference has 

an interesting effect that echoes the sentiment 

that anonymous usage lowers the barrier to entry.  While Drawball Two is much more cluttered, 

it tends to have larger, high quality drawings.  I believe this is because many anonymous users 

can descend upon the canvas at once, without wasting time for approval. 

The user base of Drawball is much different than Web Canvas, as well.  Web Canvas has fostered 

its own community which has evolved around the app.  Drawballôs primary user base is the 

Internet group referred to as Anonymous.   

Anonymous is interesting in that it is a completely virtual organization.  It has an amazing ability 

to self organize with no defined hierarchy, membership, or leadership.  Anonymous can choose a 

goal, organize, and act upon that goal very quickly.  Because of this, Drawball is a prime target 

for Anonymous.  They can jump in, create their project and leave within a very short period of 

time. 

A major insight gained from Drawball is that despite the large risk resulting from the anonymous 

participation, there is relatively little vandalism.  In fact, it is the low barrier of entry resulting 

from the lack of registration that allows the larger works of art to be created. 

3ÏÃÉÁÌ !ÒÔ 3ÙÓÔÅÍÓ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÉÔȩ 

Social Art Systems is a term I use for online art systems that let users share their work, but do not 

directly support any kind of real time collaboration.  These systems typically take advantage of 

pre existing social media outlets and extends them to support artwork.  As with the collaborative 

art systems discussed above, these systems are not purposed for comics.  Some enterprising 

users, however, could easily utilize the systems to create sequential art. 

Figure 6- Examples of Drawball drawings 

from http://best.drawball.com/ 
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These systems are great examples of online art programs being used in a social setting.  They 

show the amount of detail that some users are willing to put into their creation using what is 

available.  They also show that some non-artistic people are willing to use these systems.  This is 

an important factor in my design.  Regular people and comic people can both use the systems 

and contribute great things with relative ease. 

They also exemplify rich internet art apps.  It is possible to create robust drawing and painting 

programs in a purely online setting.  I have more examples of these in a following section.   

'ÒÁÆÆÉÔÉ ÏÎ &ÁÃÅÂÏÏË

 

Figure 7- Screenshot from Graffiti's Facebook page. 

http://apps.facebook.com/graffitiwall/ 

Since its inception, Facebook has provided a ñwallò for users to post short notices to each other.  

Initially, only text messages were able to be posted.  As time went on, users were able to post 

other content to wall, including images, videos and URLs.   

Another early addition to Facebook was the inclusion of Apps.  Facebook Apps allowed third 

party developers to build fun or useful applications on top of Facebookôs social networking 

foundation.  Many apps were simple games or extensions to already available features like 

ñpoke.ò 

The Graffiti Wall application allows users to create small drawings via a Flash interface and post 

these drawings on someoneôs wall.  Many people use the app to create simple drawings like stick 

figures or penises.  As users became more familiar with the interface and capabilities of the 

application, they were able to create artistically superior works. 

http://apps.facebook.com/graffitiwall/
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This application is directly relevant to my topic.  Instead of allowing users to draw on each 

othersô profiles, the drawings would be attached to other drawings, forming a sequence of artistic 

works.  With time, users would hopefully be able to create fantastic comics with fantastic art. 

Graffitiôs actual art application is relatively simple.  It offers a limited canvas on which to draw.  

It features a single round brush with adjustable width and opacity settings.  Users can select from 

about 171 colors.  Users are also allowed to undo their last strokes and cancel the drawing 

entirely. 

Using this simple art application, users can create wonderful artistic works with great detail.  

This tells me that any art applications I install into my design can be simple but will still be used, 

by capable artists, to great effect.  There would be little need to put a great deal of technical 

effort into an art program if it is unnecessary. 

ψÃÈÁÎȭÓ /ÅËÁËÉ ÂÏÁÒÄ

 

Figure 8- Screenshot from 4chan's Oekaki board 

http://boards.4chan.org/i/ 

4chan is one of the largest and most used internet forums.  The majority of the site is composed 

of images boards where users can upload images.  One of the boards called ñ/i/ - Oekakiò 

provides users with an online art application so that they can create original drawings online in 

addition to uploading images from their computers. 

Like Facebookôs Graffiti app, the Oekaki board can produce both crudely drawn penises and 

masterful works of art.  Thanks to 4chanôs user base, however, most of the drawings, good and 

bad, are of indecent material. 

http://boards.4chan.org/i/
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The application that Oekaki uses, Shi-Painter is much more 

robust than Graffiti.  It is written in Java and, therefore, 

requires the Java plug-in for web browsers.  This does, 

however, allow it to support advanced features like layers 

and Bezier curves that are usually found in desktop 

applications.  These features provide users with more options 

in their creativity, but thanks to the more complex interface, 

few users use these features and tend to draw more simplistic 

pictures. 

One important feature is the ability to change the size of the 

canvas.  Users are able to make their canvases fairly large.  

With a larger canvas, it is easier to draw comics in a single 

image file.  As such, a minority of the images posted do 

feature multiple panels. 

Additionally, because of the image board format, the whole 

community is able to easily see all new contributions.  With 

Graffiti, users are usually only capable of seeing art drawn 

by friends, on friendsô walls, or featured on Graffitiôs 

homepage.  Since everyone can see everyoneôs drawings on 

Oekaki, anyone is able to reply to anyoneôs thread.  This lets 

a user start a thread with a suggested theme with the 

understanding that others will contribute images to the thread 

in a similar theme. 

While non-existent, this would theoretically allow users to 

easily create ñcomic jams.ò  Comic jams are events in which 

multiple artists are able to contribute to a single comic.  

Comic jams are discussed further in a different section.   

/ÎÌÉÎÅ !ÒÔ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍÓ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÉÔȩ 

Online art programs are simply rich internet applications that allow users to create drawings 

online.  Often, these applications resemble simple paint programs such as Microsoft Paint.  

Sometimes, however, the apps are much more complex offering more advanced features like 

those found in Photoshop. 

The social and collaborative art systems described above all use some sort of online art program.  

The following examples are of stand-alone art programs not directly associated with any 

particular system.  They were researched in order to prove the technical feasibility of possible 

designs. 

Figure 9- a bowl of fruit from 

Oekaki 

Figure 10- a crudely drawn 

penis from Oekaki 
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Figure 11- The <InputDraw/> Homepage. 

http://www.mainada.net/inputdraw 

<InputDraw/> is an Adobe Flash based art app.  It uses a small bit of javaScript to replace 

specific tags in a webpage with the application.  It is can be used free of charge in a non-

commercial environment.  For commercial use, it costs 29 Euros. 

The app features a simple paintbrush tool as its primary drawing tool.  The size, opacity, and 

color of the paintbrush can be changed with the palette provided.  Users can also undo their 

previous actions or clear the image. 

When the user draws in the app, the XML used to generate an SVG file is added to a hidden text 

field.  That text can be saved as an SVG file and used as an image.  Unfortunately, SVG files are 

not a widely used file type, so the generated image would need to be converted into a JPG, GIF, 

or PNG file if it were to be used online.  

http://www.mainada.net/inputdraw
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&ÌÁÓÈ 0ÁÉÎÔ !ÐÐ 

 

Figure 12- A robust paint app created in Adobe Flash. 

http://animation.about.com/library/tutorials/bloekakiv1.1.htm 

This example demonstrates just how robust an online drawing app can be.  It features layers, 

fully customizable brush tool, shape tools, a gradient fill, text, and a fancy color picker.  It was 

created in response to an ActionScripting challenge.  The only thing that this does not feature is 

the ability to save what is drawn.  More work would be needed to make this suitable for my use. 

http://animation.about.com/library/tutorials/bloekakiv1.1.htm
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&ÌÁÓÈ 0ÁÉÎÔÉÎÇ 0ÒÏÇÒÁÍ

 

Figure 13-A website featuring a short tutorial on Flash Paint apps. 

http://www.pixelhivedesign.com/tutorials/Flash+Painting+Program/ 

This is a short tutorial about making paint applications in Flash.  Itôs rather short and explains in 

detail the process of making a simple paint application using Adobe Flash.  This demonstrates 

just how easy it is to make one of these apps.  Of course, more work and effort would need to 

take place in order to create something that can be used for this project. 

#ÏÍÉÃ *ÁÍÓ 

7ÈÁÔ ÉÓ ÉÔȩ 

Jessica Abel and Matt Madden call them Jam Comics in Drawing Words and Writing Pictures.  

ñA jam comic is an improvised collaborative comic wherein one person draws a single panel and 

then passes it on to the next person, whose job it is to draw a new panel that continues the story.ò 

(Abel, et al., 2008) 

Comic Jams are social events in which a group of artists gather in a single location and 

collaborate on a single comic.  Most often, these comic jams occur in a bar or lounge and take 

http://www.pixelhivedesign.com/tutorials/Flash+Painting+Program/
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place over several hours.  There are always multiple artists as a comic by a single person would 

not be considered a jam. 

Comic jams are typically organized online, through websites or blogs.  The organizer will find a 

suitable location and announce the time and place.  Comic jams are usually open to all but 

RSVPs are often required to participate.  They almost exclusively take place in person so that a 

single piece of paper is passed around or so that participants can collaborate in real time. 

These events are prime examples of social storytelling.  While technology is not usually used to 

produce the actual comics, it is required to organize the events.  Few instances of online comic 

jams can be found and these are not usually as high quality as the results of the live events. Still, 

the theory that artists are capable of collaborating in large groups is sound. 

Below are examples of comic jams that are currently being organized. 

6ÁÎÃÏÕÖÅÒ #ÏÍÉÃ *ÁÍ 

http://community.livejournal.com/vcj 

As the name implies, VCJ takes place in Vancouver, BC in Canada.  It has been held (usually) 

monthly since 2005.  It is currently held at The Wallflower Modern Diner and requires that 

participants be of legal drinking age.  Anyone of age is allowed to join.  The products of the jams 

are posted on their Live Journal blog.  There were approximately 17 participants in April. 

(ÏÕÓÅ ÏÆ 4×ÅÌÖÅ #ÏÍÉÃ *ÁÍ 

http://www.houseoftwelve.com/jam/ 

The House of Twelve Comic Jam is held in New York City.  It has been held monthly since 2001.  

All are invited, though it is held at a pub and drinking is encouraged. 

4ÏÒÏÎÔÏ #ÏÍÉÃ *ÁÍ 

http://daltonsharp.com/Torontocomicjam.aspx 

The Toronto Comic Jam was founded in November 1996.  It is held monthly.  From their 

website:  

Artists meet once a month in a bar to socialize and draw collaborative comics. Books of 

the work are provided free the following month. This Toronto Star article explains it best. 

Check out the Resources for other jams, especially the [awesome] Monthly Montreal 

Comix Jam site. 

http://community.livejournal.com/vcj
http://www.houseoftwelve.com/jam/
http://daltonsharp.com/Torontocomicjam.aspx
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5ÓÅÒ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

0ÏÓÔ-ÉÔ 3ÔÕÄÙ 

3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ 

In order to gauge interest in a social comic creation app, I created a very low fidelity study in the 

basement of the Informatics East building on the IU Bloomington campus.  The study was fairly 

straight forward in relation to the subject of study.  It required participants to use Post-It notes as 

panels and add drawings to an ever growing comic. 

0ÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ 

 

Figure 14- The humble beginnings of the Post-It study. 

The study was set up in the basement of the Informatics East building.  This location was chosen 

because it was relatively exclusive, positioned away from random flows of traffic, thus reducing 

the chance of vandalism.  In addition, the traffic that passed by included HCI design students 

who would respect the study and be more likely, though not certain, to participate in the study.  I 

felt that this potential test user base would reflect the actual user base of the application as they 

are more creative by nature.   
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A small hallway in a high-visibility area was commissioned for the study.  Potential participants 

were greeted with a poster with a set of instructions (see Appendix A).  A small tray was set up 

below the poster filled with pens, crayons, pencils and Post-It notes.  The poster instructed users 

to use the provided tools to add panels to the comic on the adjoining wall.  Several panels 

(created by me) were provided as a starting point.  This helped to illustrate the instructions in a 

more concrete manner. 

The installation was left relatively unattended for one week.  I would check in sporadically to 

photographically document the progress and interview participants who may be working at the 

time. 

/ÕÔÃÏÍÅ 

 

Figure 15- The results of the Post-It study. 

The study was far more successful than I anticipated.  I began with 7 panels as an example for 

users to follow.  By the end of the week, the comic had ballooned to more than 70 panels.  

Considering the relatively low amount of traffic, a 1000% increase in panel number is quite 

impressive.   

The poster instructed users to print their name and time of participation on the back of the poster 
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and on the back of their individual panels.  Almost no users did this.  In fact, very few users read 

the instructions at all.  Most users simply looked at the current usage, deduced the instructions 

from the current state of the comic and the tools provided, and preceded accordingly.  Thus, most 

users contributed anonymously.  

It became apparent, as the comic grew in size, that users were spending more time devising 

stories and drawing their panels.  Through observation, I learned that many users contributed 

frequently and it was these users who usually spent more time with the installation.   

During impromptu interviews, I learned that these users found the project entertaining.  They 

enjoyed using the installation because it allowed them to easily and quickly contribute to the 

comic.  They enjoyed the ability to create stories and artwork that would be seen by other users 

and returned frequently to see how other users responded to their panels. 

While the number of panels provided a quantitative metric for determining success, I feel that the 

qualitative results of the interviews proved far more useful information.  The enjoyment of the 

users, and not the number of panels, is the true goal of the project.  Because the users did enjoy 

participating in the study, this proves that the final design should be a success if measured by the 

same metrics. 



29 

 

+ÅÙ )ÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ 

 

Figure 16- Users contributing to the Post-It study. 

Besides the high level results, the study has contributed several specific insights that will inform 

the final design. 

The most important insight is the anonymous contribution.  The tools were provided and no 

registration was required to participate in the study.  I believe that this significantly low barrier of 

entry is a major factor in the studyôs success.  Had users been required to provide their own tools, 

they would not have been bothered with the study at all.  Likewise, if the study required 

participants to go through me before participating, they would probably not have bothered.   

Providing this type of anonymous contribution online is a risky endeavor.  This would make the 

system a prime target for internet vandals.  My study, however, showed absolutely no vandalism 

or unsavory activity.  Users were more interested in experimenting with new options rather than 

destroying what was there.  I feel that this demonstrates that anonymous usage would be far less 

likely to be used inappropriately than one would think.  Had this type of thing been an issue, I 

feel that anonymous self regulation would have taken place as well (for instance, random users 

would remove any offensive material from display). 
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Simply providing anonymous contribution is not enough.  There would be a need to provide 

these users with the tools necessary to contribute.  A key factor was the short amount of time that 

was required to participate.  As said previously, looking for oneôs own tools would take too much 

time and so the user would not bother with the system at all.  Even if anonymous usage was 

unavailable, the ability to quickly add new panels is important.  Creating panels with external 

tools and then uploading these images would take too much time and effort for the casual user. 

That said, a very small minority of participants did, in fact, take some Post-It notes home and 

develop a whole series of panels which would be added to the project en masse.  This tells me 

that limiting users to the provided tools would be a mistake.  Users should be given an 

opportunity, if desired, to add panels created with external tools.  I feel that frequent users may 

get tired of using the provided tools in situ.  They may be dissuaded from frequent and future 

participation if they feel too constrained by the system. 

A somewhat unrelated insight is that participants did not read, nor were they constrained by, the 

instructions.  Users are smart.  They were able to deduce the procedures based on the current 

state of the comic and the tool box provided.  Little actual explanation was needed for users to 

understand the concept and participate.   

Additionally, more creative participants often found ways to push the envelope.  Besides 

branching the stories out into various different directions (a task encouraged by the instructions 

and the examples), users often experimented with the placement of panels.  Notably, one user 

brought his panels out onto the ceiling.  Another created a ñworm holeò in the story, causing his 

character to reappear in a completely different location on the wall and connected his story into 

another, unrelated story.   

This tells me that regardless of what tools and what rules are provided, there are users who will 

experiment and find new and exciting ways to work inside the parameters while thinking outside 

the box.  One can attempt to design for all these options, but ultimately, it will be the user base 

that decides what the system will become.   

The design should start simply and provide several commonly used tools.  Eventually the system 

will become what the users want it to become regardless of how it was intended.  The systemôs 

design should evolve continuously based on the usersô growing and evolving needs.  The idea 

here is to design a ñbase caseò and let the users decide what additional features are needed as the 

system expands. 

3ÕÒÖÅÙ 

3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ 

I conducted a survey which was intended to gauge interest and potential usage by my target user 

group ï current readers of webcomics. The survey returned no significant results.  

0ÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅÓ 

The survey was created using the Forms feature in Google Docsô spreadsheet application.  The 

survey consisted of 25 questions (see Appendix B).  It included questions about comic usage, 



31 

 

social network usage, and general internet usage.   

I advertised the survey on several forums attached to popular webcomics, as well as certain other 

forums which are popular amongst my target user group. 

/ÕÔÃÏÍÅ 

Only 13 participants responded.  The results were statistically insignificant.  This was most likely 

due to ineffective advertising tactics. 

+ÅÙ ÉÎÓÉÇÈÔÓ 

Of the 13 respondents, most read both print and online comics, yet none have read a comic that 

uses the infinite canvas.  Very few read comics from their mobile devices.  Many have attempted 

to create their own web comics and most of them have been collaborative efforts.  Most users 

used social networking sites at least once every day.  Half of them would rather register than post 

anonymously.   

While statistically insignificant, these results confirm some of my assumptions.  I feel that a 

design promoting social comic creation would be successful among webcomic readers. 

$ÅÓÉÇÎ 2ÅÓÅÁÒÃÈ 

3ËÅÔÃÈÉÎÇ 

3ÕÍÍÁÒÙ 

Sketching was done at each step of the design process.  The sketching allowed me to figure out 

the basic layout and logical structure needed to produce the prototype and final design. 

0ÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅ 

I primarily used simple drawing tools to produce my sketches.  Tools included a Pentel P205 

0.mm mechanical pencil with Pentel HB Hi Polymer Super 0.5mm lead, blue retractable Sharpie 

Pen, a box of Crayola washable crayons, and ImagePlus premium multipurpose computer paper. 
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Figure 17- Initial sketching defining the layers metaphor 

 

Figure 18- Potential icon designs 






































































