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Introduction to “Transitus: Illustration as Material Crossing Ground”:  the stake in the physical trace

When my colleague Laurence North and I embarked on planning the 12th Annual Illustration Research Symposium to take place in July 2022 at Falmouth University, Cornwall, we were invited by Desdemona McCannon, editor of The Journal of Illustration, to come up with an organising theme having to do with ‘crossing over’, a perhaps constitutive mode of illustration the consideration of which would invite diverse proposals for papers and workshops. We aimed to push open the performative possibilities of the trans- prefix in contexts of illustration and illustration research. Our chosen title, Transitus, a Latin word meaning ‘crossing’ or ‘passage’, was broad enough to attract new interpretations, and specific enough to carry with it particular referents, such as, for example, the ecclesiastical Latin transitus referring to the passage from life to death; or, the botanical Latin usage of the term, referring to a physical change from one state to another, or from one season to another. In this first JoI issue of ‘Transitus’, we look at illustration as material crossing ground, opening up the stakes of retaining a physical, tangible element in illustrative acts of ‘crossing over’.  If illustration by definition always comprises relational dynamics, what does the investment in materiality offer to the acts of ‘crossing over’? How does illustration as a mode of communication negotiate the psychic, social, and aesthetic dynamics of a referentiality that holds on to material authenticity, especially in the face of transitory stories and identities?
The selected essays, most, but not all, of which were presented at the Falmouth University ‘Transitus’ online symposium July 14-15, 2022, all engage with material pathways of the trans-, particularly pathways of photography, physical trace, and touch.  Hilde Kramer’s article, ‘The Transposing Illustrator,’ presents the musical practice of transposing a piece of music into a harmonious corresponding key as the role of the illustrator whose practice is tasked with the communication of horrific stories, such as those of the Holocaust. For Kramer, an illustrator’s transpositional practices allow for an affirmative ethics within a changing world.  The illustrator’s skills of ‘transposition’ into a new perspective are manifested, she offers, in the post-memory graphic novels conveying Holocaust narratives into contemporary settings.  Kramer’s own affirmative transpositional illustration works with the graphic scrapbooks from the Litzmannstadt ghetto, which were put together for the Nazis’ use by Arie ben-Menachem of the ghetto Graphics Office, for the purpose of assuring the Nazis that the ghetto was productive and prosperous. One particular Jewish photographer in the ghetto, Mendel Grossman, himself acted ‘transpositionally,’ including not only what the Nazis wanted to see in terms of propagandistic imagery, but also the more horrific images of ghetto life, photographs taken clandestinely and then included in his scrapbook as an internal critique. The authenticating photographs used in the montages of these graphic notebooks ground the illustrative practices of Grossman, archiving the ‘real’ life of the ghetto through transposition into another key, that of critique. Kramer’s own illustration consists of embossed fragments of Mendel Grossman’s and Arie ben-Menaham’s graphic scrapbook collages, exquisitely collaged, carrying over the material connecting points to the real life of the ghetto.  She titles her illustration Transposition: Like Stones in the Water.
Vincent Larkin’s essay and speculative historical timeline of live, illustrated transcription, entitled ‘Joseph Beuys and live scribing: A speculative timeline,’ looks to the mid-20th century German artist and educator Beuys’ practices of live scribing using blackboards and chalk that are fundamental to the process of making his social sculptures.  As Larkin relates, Beuys considered these chalk drawings artefactual evidence of the journey of the practice, and they are placed by Larkin within a speculative chronological lineage which includes previous examples of live scribing, including moralistic educational ‘chalk talk’ from the late 19th century; drawings to become the first animated film, Gertie the dinosaur; as well as the ‘graphic facilitation’ or ‘graphic recording’ used in management science more recently to create conversation in the corporate setting and to produce material notation of the working-through of ideas.  In this sense, Larkin suggests, the physicality of the chalk trace marks the acts of facilitation, a specifically graphic act that retains the touch and presence of the recording hand. As in the transpositional graphic notebooks considered by Kramer, the trace of a real moment in time and space is carried over into a contemporary visual register, effecting a permanent marking of the respective live processes. 
Pat Wong’s ‘Barter Archive: Hybrid Illustration and the preservation of authenticity in Billingsgate Fish Market,’ written to accompany her website, https://www.barter-archive.com, offers a new expression of crossing over: the trans-action of bartering 3-dimensional personal objects, which generate each fishmonger’s stories and memories, in exchange for observational drawings done by Wong herself and recorded in a specially designed website that serves as an ongoing community archive.  Wong approaches the fishmongers’ stories as a grassroots project that captures authentic life stories. Each fishmonger chooses their own 3-dimensional object, which Wong scans, using the tactility of the object as a connection to ‘real’ daily practices. Enhancing this effect of the ‘realness’ of the stories is the liveness of Wong’s on-site sketching and the fishnmongers’ observation of Wong as she is drawing. She characterizes the bartered archiving of her subjects’ stories as ‘transparent negotiations.’
Serpil Karaoglu, Defne Akalin and Ilgim Veryeri Alaca’s essay ‘Transitive Materialities and Exchanges in Picturebooks, My Grandma’s Photos [Özge Bahar Sunar, author; Senta Urgan, illustrator,2019]: Towards Fostering Constructive Intergenerational Relationships’ looks to the inclusion of material culture woven into narrative in picturebooks with the effect of transgenerational reading through cognitive generators: photographs inserted into the illustrative composition of a picturebook serve as visual and textual instruments which construct and support exchanges between generations as they read together. Signifiers of material existence in Grandma’s past, the photographs act to trigger memories and serve as archives of a particular time and place.  For example, the inclusion by illustrator Urgan of ephemera such as the Turkish jeton, an obsolete payment method, marks both an archival function as well as a point of cognition and sharing of stories between intergenerational readers.  Karaoglu, Akalin and Veryeri note that “photos are strong vehicles which have the ability to exist in the past and at the moment,” giving authenticity and assurance to the child through the connection to a ‘real’ material existence through the appearance of ‘tactility on the page surface.’  In the spread of My Grandma’s Photos, the photographs are hand-drawn in the depicted scene, completing what Hilde Kramer has put forth as the affirmative transpositional capacity of the illustrator.  As with both Pat Wong’s illustrative practice and Hilde Kramer’s, the photograph serves as a site of crossing over, as a material link which enables affirming stories to be told. 
In my own essay, ‘Andrew Humphreys’ and Olivier Kugler’s The Great Fish & Chips: Indexical Pathways in Illustration Research,’ I focused on Humphreys’ and Kugler’s identification of the British fisherman as an index to questions of British national identity that have emerged through Brexit. Like Humphreys and Kugler, I too am interested in the deconstruction of ‘national’ expression.  I found their illustration research and the graphic reportage that came out of it to be a rich matrix of ‘indexical’ practices that bring forth philosophical enquiries into the operative modes of illustration itself. I explore the art historical and psychoanalytical contexts which consider Charles S. Peirce’s semiotic category of the Index in all its elements, elements which seem particularly resonant with illustration as a mode of communication. Not coincidentally, Kugler’s practice of using on-site photographs as his foundation for drawing is another example, like those above, of the particular material crossing ground of photography in illustrative practice that lends the stories of the Chippy owners and fishermen authenticity and grounding within real, materialized moments of time and space.  Humphreys’ interviews and transcriptions of the words of his diverse subjects are conveyed through typical illustrative techniques such as sound bubbles, anchoring a national form, the plate of Fish and Chips, prone to abstracting myths of national identity, to real historicizable referents.  The play between real and abstract here speaks to the larger philosophical and aesthetic tensions at play in referentiality itself, including reference to who and what are ‘British’.  I look to previous theorizations of the Index by art historian Rosalind Krauss and film theorist Mary Ann Doane which respond to the loss of the real with the onset of photography and digital film to tap into the psychic dynamics of what it feels like to lose the anchor of the ‘real.’
A parallel meditation of the ‘loss’ of the real, related to the loss of our connection to the natural world and to ancient craft tradition in the advent of industrial life, is considered by Hermione May in her essay, ‘Where the Human and Non-Human Meet in Environmentalist Animations: Hayao Miyazaki’s Transformational Enchantment.’  Through close readings of  the ‘drawn-world’ of the stills, May highlights Miyazaki’s meticulousness of the crafts of water colour, celluloid film, and animated line. For Miyazaki, this aesthetic commitment to high craft is a physical expression of lost tradition in a modern world. May’s introduction of the notion of enchantment into the context of Studio Ghibli scholarship refers to Miyazaki’s craft-based magical transmission of the spiritual side of animation, and the animated side of spirituality, a transmission which is, at the same time, an eco-critical perspective. 
.  We are fortunate to share the work of the Instagram illustrator from the United Arab Emirates, Mouza Al Hamrani, known online as @Buuuuzu, presented by Sarah Nesti Willard. Willard notes the boldness of the illustration: an Emirati woman provocatively smokes: we see the smoke twirling in the GIF.  In the chat alongside the illustration, we read, ‘Let’s get this gluten-free bread!’ Women are not meant to smoke in the UAE, but the cigarette here indexes a reality, notes Willard: that women in the UAE do in fact smoke. Nesti also considers the ‘gluten-free bread’ as sign, reading its divergence from standard bread as a proxy for the UAE feminist challenge to the patriarchal order. This ironic humour on the part of @Buuuuzu taps into real physical indicators and emplaces them into an online world, motivating social transition. 
The image-scape generated by social media is vast, expanding exponentially. Catrin Morgan’s important introduction of the critical term ‘nomadic illustration’ names the stock images that circulate freely online to be repurposed and recontextualized by anyone who wants to use them. Stock illustration is one of Morgan’s examples of ‘nomadic illustration’, as cited by Ksenia Kopalova and Masha Krasnova-Shabaeva. In their workshop at the Transitus Symposium in 2022, Kopalova and Krasnova-Shabaeva adopted Morgan’s definition of stock illustration: ‘any image that participates in a complex text presented as a communicating artefact.’ (2015) Their Symposium workshop, ‘YOUR FLIGHT HAS BEEN CANCELLED: stock landscape as a digital non-place,’ has been documented in their submission to this journal. Kopalova and Krasnova-Shabaeva invited online illustrators from all over the world, including the UAE, Norway, Armenia, Mexico, the UK, Russia, Germany, the Netherlands, and Turkey. The illustrators were asked to work with the same stock illustration of a generic city, re-working it to make it their ‘own’ view from their window—a pandemic gaze that negotiated the hard boundaries of the ‘window frame’ and the ‘artefactual’ stock image to make the illustration their own. Exemplifying the ‘Shifter’ term that I explored in my own essay about the national form ‘Fish & Chips’, a term totally generic and that is made totally particular when it is used by a specific individual in a specific time and space, the stock illustration acquires a structural materiality that functions as a node or hypertext that links the international participants together. Approached by Kopalova and Krasnova-Shabaeva as a port or airport gate, the stock illustration operates as a gathering hub. Each illustrator works upon the stock illustration, physically manipulating it to through authorial strategies to express private and public space. As artefact, the stock illustration affords material expression through which illustrative practice passes. 
Whether our contributors are characterising ‘transitus’ as transition, as transposition, as transmission, as transcription, or as transgenerational communication, each of these thoughtful considerations looks to the physical link that does not simply accompany the produced illustration but that anchors the illustration constitutively to effect the trans-. Illustration as material crossing ground taps into critical frameworks of indexicality and hybridity,  and explores the trans- function of illustration in relation to archiving memory through thematic and literal inclusions of material signifiers. What seems to come up as a common theme of illustration as material crossing ground is illustration’s role anchoring the ever-evanescent through a crossing-over between what is perceived to be ‘real’ and vexed issue of its transmission. 
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