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Introduction
• When it comes to comic books and graphic novels, 

most readers tend to innately adhere to the Z-
shaped reading pattern. (Cohn, 2013) This is 
mainly due to intrinsic reading habits established 
by respective cultural values.

• When the layout of the panels is compromised, 
readers will then resort to applying the Gestalt 
theory of proximity. (Cohn, 2013) Humans will 
often associate the closeness of two (or more) 
objects with familiarity or belonging.

• By removing the text from the panel layouts, the 
research explores the limitations of the Gestalt 
theory of proximity on image and text while 
observing how it affects comprehension. The 
investigators hypothesize that as the proximity 
between text and image increases, the level of 
comprehension decreases.

Method
• In order to examine the limitations of the Gestalt 

theory of proximity, this study tested its subjects by 
manipulating the traditional comic book panel 
layout. The subjects were tested with an eye 
tracking system (Gazepoint 3000) which was used 
to track the viewers' real-time eye movements, eye 
fixations, and fixation durations as they examined 
the content on the screen.

• Following the eye tracking procedure, a 
comprehension test was given to each participant. 
It consisted of 6 questions based on text, image, 
and narrative. This test was created by the study 
investigators. Subjects were instructed to progress 
through the slides and questionnaire at a self-
directed pace.

• Constants:
• Distance from screen (No less than 21 inches)
• Size of screen ( 1024 X 768 pixels )
• Black and White Comics: Saga, Snowpiercer, 

and Y: The Last Man
• No time limit

• Subjects:
• College students ranging in ages 18-25
• 4 Females; 3 Males
• Perfect or corrected vision (no glasses)
• Familiar with comic books

Slide 1
The color red signifies the highest

Area of Interest (AOI)

Comic: Saga
Image with Speech Bubbles

Slide 2
The fixation map indicates the 

subject’s viewing pattern.

Comic: Snowpiercer
Image without Speech Bubbles

Data AnalysisResults

1. The average test score of participants for the 
questionnaire was 50%: 

• Narrative-based questions: ≈ 3/7 subjects 
answered correctly 

• Image-based questions: ≈ 4/7 subjects 
answered correctly

• Text-based questions: ≈ 4/7 subjects 
• answered correctly

2. Reading Patterns:

• In Saga and Snowpiercer 5 out of 7 subjects 
examined the comic back and forth between 
image and text. 

• In Y: The Last at Man the subjects’ eye 
fixations showed a Z-shaped pattern.

• In Y: The Last Man 3 subjects followed the Z-
shaped pattern and 3 looked through the 
comic in a scattered pattern. 

3. Two of the participants’ results were 
inconclusive due to eye tracking data software 
error.

Conclusion
• The formatting of each excerpt seemed to have 

little to no bearing on comprehension levels, with 
each question category averaging 50% success. 
The only exception was found in the narrative-
based question (Slide 2), where only 2/7 
participants managed to answer correctly.

• While further research is necessary, there is 
evidence to support a lack of dependence between 
textual and visual content in situations where an 
objective is present (i.e. narrative, instructional, 
informational, etc).

• In regards to graphic novels, these findings may 
benefit content creators by allowing for the 
exploration of unique layouts without the fear of 
compromising delivery of plot. 
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The fixation map indicates the 

subject’s viewing pattern.

Comic Y: The Last Man
Image

Slide 4
The opacity map shows the gaze fixation by 

illuminating the AOI.

Comic Y: The Last Man
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