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This article in comics form looks at an under-investigated phenomenon
of nun characters appearing in contemporary comics as a unified trope.
Appearing with a strong degree of uniformity, these stock characters share
a unique costume, weaponry, repeated storylines, and most importantly, are
couched in medievalism. To explain the development of these character-
istics, which can seem wholly contemporary, the comic looks back at the
textual and visual representation of nun and religious female characters
—such as saints— from their early medieval origins, through their visual
recodification in the Victorian era, up to applications of the nun character
in the twentieth century. Examining this issue from different perspectives,
this article argues that despite the presence of nuns in the contemporary
world, the stock character in comics is dependent on some degree of medi-
evalization, and maps these characteristics as they evolved over time, find-
ing that, thanks to the medievalization itself, nun stock characters present
a unique model of superheroine in comics.

Keywords: comic books; medievalism; nun; religion; superheroes

Introduction

This article in comics form looks at an under-investigated phenomenon of nun char-
acters appearing in contemporary comics as a unified trope. Appearing with a strong
degree of uniformity, these stock characters share a unique costume, weaponry,
repeated storylines, and most importantly, are couched in medievalism. To explain
the development of these characteristics, which can seem wholly contemporary, the
comic looks back at the textual and visual representation of nun and religious female

characters —such as saints— from their early medieval origins, through their visual


https://doi.org/10.16995/cg.189
mailto:elizabethallyn.woock@upol.cz

Art. 10, page 2 of 20 Woock: Nuns in Action

recodification in the Victorian era, up to applications of the nun character in the
twentieth century. This issue is examined from different perspectives, including the
heroism of early Christian saints (McNamara 1996), the shift in attitudes towards
nuns in Victorian literature (Griffin 1996) and art (Pagliarini 2007; Moran 2004;
Casteras 1981), and how the nun fits into the world of comics (Madrid 2009), action
(Brown 1996) and medievalism (Bishop 2016; Bennett 1993). This article argues that
despite the presence of nuns in the contemporary world, the stock character in com-
ics is dependent on some degree of medievalization, and maps these characteristics
as they evolved over time, finding that, thanks to the medievalization itself, nun
stock characters present a unique model of superheroine in comics. Medievalism
informs the weaponry of the nun, her miraculous superpowers, her connection to a
community, and her character costume.

This topic is given a graphic treatment, rather than a traditional presenta-
tion. The spatial organization of the comic serves to structure the argumentation,
wherein the presence or lack of frames, the layout of the page, the repetition of
symbols or graphic references all serve the purpose of the academic presentation
of the subject. What would have appeared in footnotes or as parenthetical details
are better integrated as visual elements, and the ability to combine the written and
visualized leads to a greater economization of text and maximalization of graphic
descriptions. To present this research in comic form was to partly discuss it in its
own language. The visual language chosen for the illustrations in this comic are
intentionally referential to the visual language of the comics where nun characters
appear, while the Socratic dialogue between the subject of inquiry (manifested as
the Mini Nun), and the authorial voice (manifested as Arthur) attempts to utilize
the unique possibilities of the format. The choice of font, the finishing of the frames
and the inclusion of colloquial interjections throughout aim to replicate the nar-
rative ease and amiability often found in academic writing from North America, in
contrast to the more sombre, cerebral and strict realism of works like Unflattening

(Sousanis 2015).
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NUNS IN ACTION

This graphic inestigation looks at Hhe
presentotion of the nuwn stocks
thavacter i tive now- globhalized
comie ook industry. An attempt to-
address the phenomenon of nungy
i comie booky con doom Uiself to- A
become mived Ln a mesy of shocking, ;
Bolated examples. Henry A. Kelly
ng @ “There are loty of pitfalls
but religlows topics hove some

pecsliar dongers” QTR

Johun W.  Waterhouse’s
depiction of St Enlalia
1885

richv, nung v comics hove not been
addrressed. Thiy graphic article wll look at

e o the historic fowndations behind  the
vismalizotion  of nn  charactery v
contemporary comics, considering tHre rolesy
of gender, religion, and populor medio.

ldentifiable without introduction —

some regulonrity and standardiza~
Honw that comic book consmmers
expect of other flat; stock chavacters.
Nung camn also be easily adapted
nto- the form of variows arcihetypes
ay main characters. However, nung
and other religlows female dhorac~
tery must nawigote a unigue cudtr -
al tervadn of bothv inherited and
motlern ey, thwough o range of
comic book traditions, from tHee
Marvel wniverse to- manga and
bande dessinie.
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narrotive portrayal’
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Yowre going to- need
a lot more than that
Let’y get academic!

ln ovder to- broach o

And, wirile approaciving
wwwmdmm tme gaze,

A dowble gaze iy insufficient without comic
book Uteracy and contextnalization of Hhe
v character  within  her  graphic

Judgement of modern wolution. Lebs start with o historic lens
phenomena along ovr ands Lovk at the essentiol elements that define
Uived experience. religiowy women in comic booky and

wwestigate their possible origing




Woock: Nuns in Action Art. 10, page5 of 20

D/

Y.
=

el

historic character
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have been culled from o variety of
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Thoughv some charoctery are equipped witiv
Jung, most nun characters coarry traditional
weapons, especially swovds.

They possess supernatural powers,
and the ability to- create
explicitly explained asy “magic’’ I

They act un reference tor ), The motivation of nuwn
Wwvwwwnmzfyofw»{w% characters Uy dariven by
elther U opposition or q y thelr vows or religlons
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These traitsy are Hhen filtered into- what Nell Cotun calls a “visual language’’
(V)), the most common of which are
“Mainstream American VL (or “Kirbyon’") <G RDA TR
“Cartoony Americon VL (“Barksion?,
Soponsse Visual Lonvgose., <R
and Independent VL.
There are, of cowrse, an infinite variation created by artisty within a single
vuual lanunage. Below- are some examples for orientfation.

'_W_WT
LE-§-*

This graphic article will aim to- focns on Hhe visunal elements unigue to- nun
tharactery. The two primary componentsy are the habit, and the medieval
leonography which informs the weapons or ‘superpowers of nuun characters.

DRESS

Superieroes, wien engaged Un the
exhibit physical dhange. Friedvich
Weitzlen separates the wncostumed
secvet Wentity and  the costumed

superiero,

and Hre mascudine.

#9000

Nuwng are alwoys simudtoneonsly ‘L
costume’ ande ‘uncostumed’, creating
a space between genders and hetween
the superiero and secret ldentity.
Evenn more Hran Hre habit, the
oteupation of Un-between ypace Uy
tharacteristic of Hhe nun.

ATTRIBUTES

Colv  applies Charles Sanders
Peirce’s types of refevence to- comics,
but the form wonic = r {

Networks of saints are shown togetir-
er also- as o symbol. Not unlike the
viglante collective v The Justice
League, populor medieval combina-
tHony of herole virgn sainty lmagine
the promise of an nclmsive, s~

per-powered ollionc: <
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Nuwn choracters n certain visunal languages
of all female chavactery n Hat porticnlar
visunal language. This may be o shocking way to-
see nung for readery withv narrower comic book
Uteracy, but sunes surrounding warealistic
physicol povtrayal touch all female chavocters.
Move significant are the features Hhat cohesively
e all nuwn charvactery togetiver, differentiating
them from otiher stock characters.

i The first presentotion of religlows women, botiv n
; ~ mage and i fext; come Huroughv the haglography of
iﬁ”’;;m early Clhuristian martyrs. For example, v Hie story of
Perpetua, i ovder to- brave tire ordeals of tihve arena

“she systematically stripped herself of all that had
made her a woman’’, and the strengte wirich allowed

mascudine. McNawmara 1998, p. 31

Many martyry endurred torture and exiibited super-
huwman acty of resilience and grace.

({,' \\lss'
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(=

Virging (botiv men and
women) enjoyeds o ypecial
V’OW within the McNowmaro 1
Clwristions commumnity,

ro{»e/y

For

e

But, popwlar conceptiony of sexmality
see gender ay binary, virginity or no

998, p: 146

“Monastic theoristy
tended to- conceptualize a
thivd gender, apart from the two-
sexmnally active genders, harkening

back to- e old view- that,; without
active sexummal ond reprodunetive
activity, gender did not exist”

Virging were copobple of miracles and greoter spivitual connection.
lewwypw,a/browywvﬁwmby Churistion community were manifold.

proyer roles

"

Are yow cnions about wihat biblical non-virging
were we to? Allow me to- recommend checking owt
Chester Browwy Mary Wept Over the Feet of Jesus:
Prostitution and religious obedience in the Bible
(2016), wirich offers a graphic novel treatment
nterpreting select stovies:
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In clawstration, the commumnity
became  nseporable from Hhe
Uentity of o mun. The visual
sgnifiery of o spiritual vocation
were formalized.

lost Uy tramsformative power wiren virging S’W:&WMM Wrdawwwmwiw
were Hu reduced to-

liegorical. rides”

This re~feminized. role opened the door to-
the  sexualization  and  consequent
demonizotion of womanhood. Women tooks
more restricted, cloistered roles:

In Hhe twelftiv century cura monialium requived: male houses to- provide material
and pastoral core for female houses of the same order. This led to- the transfer of
wealtiv from nwnneries, added to- resistance towords the exporsion of female
communities, and in some cases erased female houses from Hie order’s history, as
Constance Hoffmaoun Berman demonstrotey un Hhe Cisterciomn ovoer.

Undeterred, Huwoughowt the High
Middle Agesy nung (and Beguines!)

Jackson 2007, p. 43

That remindy me of superpowers!
Let me get owt my comics studiey visor!
Romzi Fawoaz argues thot The X-Men
shifted foeus from “the messianic hero’s
suffering male body” to-“the vital body of
the female superhero aundacionsly

graphics that linked female acty of

superhuwman energy projection, telepathy,

and, telekinesis to- sumptuons displays of
feminist empowerment:”’

Fawaz 2015, p: 188
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w)%juﬁ, bridge this to- modernity through the nineteentiv century, sihall we?

Francesy Dolan notes that wihile the nun “of fire popular imagination can fell ws very Litte?
Wtwhmmaofwmg g, "W{&MMWWMW@W#WWWM
[ s opout attitudes toward women's sexuolity, agency, ands authority” Dolan 2007, p: 512

Lote Middte: Ages, R resiariv 2007227
weak spivitual g seemn o oo .. e

ewmrm Hweat and. burden e“”"""“‘* ey
women helpless un

owwn sexumnality

and romanticism. They
became the subject of
fantasy, Uiterature
oands oxt:

"For Huis symbolic Uy of
virgnity and spiritnali-~
1y, much Uike her secin-
| Lo sister Un real Uife,

was ensfurined U ain at—

of
Convents, Like “The Awfrb
Pisclosures of Maria Monk' 4N In contrast-fo-Victorian fominine
%&W'%m dealy, some nwn characters n
Monkly sfory M“",'W: Comare Gothic literature manifest mas-
Keted, ag pornography o reli- mew,aymﬁwwk/of
Bw&ﬁw_%wmm,“ Chorlotte Dacre. Loter n tie
both censored. and, yet Loter || twentietiv century, the portrayal

repringed with ilustrations; of religions women again recallsy

Awful Diselosures of Maria [y \ \ )l W#QW K VW)

Mowdk (2471): @ . wivile placing nungy n decioedly

T covtr iy “Ont o S N non~monastic adventures. This
cover claimy “One f [ :

ths mast vowerfut acomniy BB & ‘ ’ was fMH/wr complicated by tHhe

et b AR st roveront <IN
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Uberated single gl and Hie
loving and  lovable domestic
goddess, nungy were o third
option that fired wp dreamy of

In her study on postwor cinema, Rebecco
Sullivan finds a link between male militory
service ande religlons Ufe, where nung conld
stand parallel to- wowr heroes, wihile also-
complying to- gender expectotions of the
tme, as Un the character Siter Angela v

feminine
the flamey might spread out of

)
control . TR

the film Heaven Knows, Mr Allison (1957).
X/ ¢

e

o) 1980 LY

Ay female equivalents of popular action
Ihevoes begon to- appear v comics, some
even appeared oy heroiney of Hhelr own
series. I the context of early feminist
disgeussion, tHwse drew accwsationsy of
“cross~dressing”’: male roles acted: owt by
fomale  charactery  for the sake of
entertninment: EEERTIES

meddia. Monks do- not represent o

Now- UF'y time to- put
awny the historical

Nuww chavactery were employed to- grapple witiv thve
gender politics of He time. Anti-Cotirvolicism was
vented Hurough caricoatures of nuwng: Undergrovuno
comicy like Tales of the Leather Nun
ndudged i open ferishism of nuny.

The sexmmolization and aestretic
g| treatment of violence, particndarly
appearing v medieval , and movreover
Gothhvic, contexts hay been explored by
Elisabetiv Bronfen (2006); umages of
super -eroinesy un bondage are S0
common, as Edward Avery-Natale Wwé‘f Y=
for Wonder Woman in particudar. (@l

The Magdalena, The Darkinesy #18,

November 1498, The Darkiesy

Compendiwm Vot 1, 2008, p: 456.
S

Johun W Waterhowse,
Avery-Natol 2013, p: 32 EEESSLIVE OOV IIVINS:3- 24
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Before we addresy the typical storylines
wsed, withe nun chavacters, lLet’s lay aside

all possible confusion with erotica.

Of cowrse, the (inappropriateness of
certain images b subjective, and may vary
between comic boolk consmumers. An image
of a muscdar, maseuline nun may offend,
one and delight anotiher. On Hre otiver
hand, Mainstream  Amevican  Visual
Language may seem particndarly salaciows
fo- readery  accstomed,  to tomer
Wstrations:  Beyond that, there arve
Wstrationsy wreated withe a  specific
andience i mind, intending to- bnspire
st The bntentions of some comics are not
entirely cear, i wirich case, one can
only employ He “Blush~factor’ to- judge.

o porticwdar artist’s feelingy about mung,
women, or other fantosies. That problem
would be the subject of an entirely different study.

The “escape nunl’ plot iy o populor storyline, witiv roots

i the nineteentiv century n tests suche ay Maria Monk.

Ay part of He anti-Catholic movement; and spurired on by PVOWWW
of Catholic practices un Antehbellum America, the escape story was wseod to- vilify
monastic nstitutions withv fabricated and exaggerated detaily of girly escaping
conwent life, demonizing the conwent ag a brotirel or prisow overseen by crooked
priestse Medieval sources were held up as examples of tie trutiv about the
corruption of Cotrholic nung The escape ploty of modern comic books trade
heavily v these features, wherein the woman s victimized by tHie conwent
enwvironment; or abused by the clergy. One series, A Certain Magical Index, presents
attempty by agents of the Anglican chunrc to- resene oo Cativolic nun.

| Otrer storylines focns on e i acting asy an agent for her
monastic community, or the Churdn. Comicy founded on
this basic plot include The Magdalena, Suore Ninja, and
Claymore. In a variation of His dynamic, some comics pit
H/ww WWMWmewumdy, or W fersion withv
U sueh ay n Sister Claive, or A Certain Magical Index. In
yowmix/y, Hie nng represent andagonists, ande un ofirvers,
such as Thérese d’Avila, thve plot references historic events:
Finally, Japanese comicsy often paiv vampire themes
withv storylines revolving arouwnd nung or members of
the clergy. Elements of Hhis appear Unthe Helsing MwL
Trinity Blood series: Rebecca Swher terms the
#WWMMWMWJWM mango ay
“ereative misreadingy’ and notes tHhat “Hie treatment
of history Mwbgmotw v mainstream shojo manga’’

remaing a lacvna n comics seholovsinip:
Suter 2009, p: 242
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At the core of b all, the primary element of
medievalism.

today, nun charactery ore
re~imagined in stylized medieval enni-~
ronments. One such medievalist simumda~
crum U o hwybridl buidding, wiiche con
be seen in The Leather Nun and. Hie Lips
Tullian series: The nexplicably located
ands even attempted rape, the act left
wnilustrated; in that “[Hhe gutter/crypt

con also- be the site of spatial exclusion,
for example of eventy too- grapivic to- be

Mainstream
Vuunal
Language

‘Mmrwvw, modern comicy act ay o sort of
alternative hWistory where nung can engage in
o physical way previowsly only available for
men, n a diveet and radical rejection of
This validates and: moreover necessitotes the
medlevolist  froming of nungy and  their
storylines i comic books, furtiver requiring
j wy to- indrab it Movan’y douple tme.
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If we accept the nwun choaracter un
comic booky this way, what does U
mean for the reader? Egpecially,
the cmvent debate  about role
movtwyamwbﬁ»bmmmwhrwww

Jjust one female chharacter, like April bn The Teenage
Mutant Ninja Turtles, Gamora n Guardians of the

Galaxy, or Black Widow n The Avengers, wiro-
showlder the entire burden of representing women.
Often the token female serves ay a love bnterest:

Meanmirnile, the Bechdel-Wallace test iy not o perfect
measuwe of feminism but a rotiver low standard on
which to- orient: For a work to- pass, U must:

“strong female chavactery’? Theve
are two- casmal measares regarding
female chovacters n comics: The

Smusfette  Principley, and  the

Bechoel-Wallace Test:

Bechdel 1986, p: 22

1) inclunde at least two- women,
2) who have at least one conversation,
3) about sometiving other than a man or men.

Nung are generally not wsed,

comics such asy 1602: Witch
Hunter Angela, the convent
becomes a logical environ-
ment to- apandon heteronor-
mativity U the protagonist’s
love story. In the Suore Ninja
series, romance Uy altogetiver
left out; because tHe sisters
Toare  too bwsy  fighting
zombies.

SWWWWWwW
filwmw v the 1950y as wvyz‘-ama‘-tg
MMWMWMW
assureddy non-confrontotional.”’

Sullivan 2005, p: 19

Nows nun charractery un series suche as The
Magdalena and Warrior Nun Areala are
confrontational, Sister Clare o(ww{-by

charactery ave portrayed ay aggressive and
threatening i comics such ay Marvely
Ghost Riders: Heaven's on Fire series, wihich
features the Gun Nung.

RMWWWWWMWW
Hllary Chute proposes “embodiment” as
a messure of feminist wgagmuv{— n
comics, hinging on visibility, or “making
the hidden visible’. Nung are on tie page <R
and present un modern comics.
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Pugnacions sistery - sisters in armg spivitually and literally - channel not only
Victorion romance but also medieval paradigms of martyrdom and sacred
Iherotsm Hhat the nung of Hhose Lolealized tiumes Hhemselves embraced.

“[A] male concept of female
spirituality serves very effec-
tvely to anchor women to- a
traditional gender role, but
women Hremselwes rovely n-
dudge i Uy implicit eroticism
w thelr writings: More often,
they lentify witihv the Virgin
Mary wn her woternal or
queendy aspects or model them—
selves on the herole virgn
sainty, Cotherine, Mavgaret,
Thecla, and Ursnla.”’

McNamara 1998, p: i

Thoughy v charactery represent o
heritage of medieval Leonography and
tradition, they can be adapted to-
modern almg ay they howve beew over
the centuries. They grapple witiv their

J— M“”mﬂ' P NWW\/WWyww{ww-hr
am deeply gra e insig
and suggestions graciowsly offered. by appear v comic book series, so- U will
the reviewers for this grapihic article. b’@ WW\Q ‘f‘D‘ see l’WW 'H’\’&H
are
relnvented and reimagined.
This researciv project was financed. by
| Hhe Student Grant Competition (IGA) '?
at Palackdg University, Olomone, -

Czech  Republic. IGAFF2019.037
Literature for young adults in Englishs

and American culbwre: criteria, forms
| and genres.
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Author’s Note

I am deeply grateful for the insight and suggestions graciously offered by the
reviewers. This article is an output from a research project funded by the Student
Grant Competition (IGA) at Palacky University, Olomouc, Czech Republic; IGA_
FF_2019_037 Literature for young adults in English and American culture: criteria,

forms and genres.

Editorial Note

This article is a piece of research that underwent double blind peer review by two
external reviewers, and it is part of the Graphic Science Special Collection edited by
Nicolas Labarre and Ernesto Priego. Our gratitude to the peer reviewers. Parts of the
medieval history overview on pages 6 and 8, and the escape stories on page 10 of the

comic appeared with a different treatment in Woock 2015: 159-170.
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