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[bookmark: _GoBack]Comics is believed to be a relatively new medium, about the same age as cinema. However, there is clear evidence that comics appeared much earlier. Comics is “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in the viewer” [McCloud: 9]. It follows from the definition that the visual component plays the dominating role, whereas all the other elements including speech play the subordinate role. Usually a comic book contains both visual and verbal means of expression. Words and pictures in comics are interdependent, contributing to a complex semiotic system, or, using a specific terminology – 'a creolized text'. Although a creolized text is structurally complex, the meaning of it can only be understood properly when all its components are seen as one whole.
Whether comics has its own ‘language’ is still a matter of heated scholarly debates. Scott McCloud, an American comics theorist and artist, strongly believes it does and freely uses the words ‘language’ and ‘vocabulary’ in relation to it. In this respect, McCloud evidently follows the structural-semiotic approach of Christian Metz, who in 1974 applied the semiotic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure to cinema and claimed that cinema has cinematographic language. Comics, as well as literature and cinema, is a communicative system, which, much like the latter, presents a synthesis of the verbal and the non-verbal. The task of the present paper is to try and see how comics communicates its meaning and which units it employs to codify its message.
To understand the process of meaning-formation in comics, one has to dwell at the signs it exploits and the nature of its semiosis. Generally, all the units of the language of comics are divided into 3 categories: 1) icons of the practical realm (icons of language, science, and communication); 2) symbols (they represent ideas, philosophies, and concepts); 3) pictures (images that actually resemble their subjects) [McCloud: 27]. As it follows from this classification, the signs used by comics are treated differently than signs used by other arts: comics’ visual iconography includes the image itself (pictures), speech, numbers, punctuation marks, etc. (icons of the practical realm), and symbols, such as, for example, swastika in Maus: A Survivor’s Tale (1980-1991), tarot playing cards in Arkham Asylum: A Serious House on Serious Earth (1989). It follows then that 'icons of the practical realm' will basically represent symbols (using the more conventional term), 'symbols' will represent symbols, and 'pictures' will be icons.
The minimal unit of meaning in comics is a panel. A panel is a single drawing, which can be of different shapes and sizes. Some panels are small (1/9 of a page, for example), some of them are big (a page), and some of them are gigantic (a double-page spread). A panel usually contains one or several speech bubbles with phrases in them. A panel has a meaning of its own, yet it must be observed in relation to other panels of the comic book to be understood accurately. Panel size is one of the most important artistic tools in comics. Some artists choose to use the same panel size throughout a comic book. For example, in Watchmen (1987) almost all pages contain 9 panels with few deviations. Yet, a lot of artists play upon the size of the panels. Thus, relevant events are portrayed on large panels and some insignificant ones are shown on small panels. Some comic books may not even have a standard size of a panel, with an artist using panels of non-standard size (for example, in Batman: Noël (2015)).
The aforementioned characteristics of the visuals of comics brings us naturally to the syntactic level of the semiosis: the principles of combinability of panels on the page and the specificity of its storytelling. The way consecutive images are linked together into a unified  narrative, as well as the process of its perception, is called 'closure' – a term which has not been used much outside the theory of comics, but which has quite a few equivalents in other art theories (the Kuleshov effect \ montage \ inferencing in cinema, perception and apperception in psychology). By closure the process of mental completion of what is not depicted on the panel is meant. Closure allows to combine juxtaposed images on a page into a narrative, allowing static images to tell a story, as well as use all kinds of artistic techniques, like metaphors and comparisons, by putting different scenes together.
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