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Comics is a medium founded on constraints. Our very sense
of what a comic is—whether a newspaper strip, Sunday
page, comic book or web comic—is to a large extent
determined by formal characteristics or constraints.

Below: a palindrome strip by François
Ayeroles, from Oupus 3: Les Vacances

de l’Oubapo. An example of a
generative constraint.

(cont. on p. 4)
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Above: anticipatory plagiarist Gustave Verbeek’s “Upside-Downs,” as reprinted in Oupus 1.
Below: an episode of “Hector”  by Tom Motley. This strip’s  story consists of several nested narratives.
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Above: a page from Matt Madden’s Exercises in Style. This

variation expands the story from eight panels to thirty.
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Strip length, page size and layout, panel borders, word balloons,
decisions about drawing style: these and many other formal
considerations are the building blocks from which we create all kinds of
comics.

The purpose of Oubapo (Workshop for Potential Comics) is to
identify those constraints and structures that already exist as well as to
propose and implement new constraints with the goal of creating new
comics. These new works might be manipulations of existing comics
(through the use of transformative constraints) or they might be wholly
original works (through the application of generative constraints). 

Oubapo's work is necessarily preliminary, there's a whole medium out
there waiting to be mined and explored. The emphasis of these projects
is on play and experimentation, with a belief in the back of our heads
that once in a while we might create something truly great.

Below: a page from Jason Little’s “Man
Shy”; an example of iconographic
substitution (a transformative constraint).

Left: a page from Tom Hart’s “Archipelago!”,
from Triple Dare no. 2. This story conforms to
various  constraints invented by Hart as well as
James Kochalka and Jon Lewis.
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Right: Sarah Varon’s solution to the
Alphabet City challenge posed at

www.oubapo-america.com.

Oubapo is not a movement that you join or follow. Oubapo is an
approach to thinking about and creating comics using constraints as a
creative principle.

A brief history

Oubapo, the OUvroir de BAnde dessinée POtentielle (workshop for
potential comics) was inspired by Oulipo, the OUvroir de LItterature
POtentielle (workshop for potential literature), a formalist writers’ group
founded in 1960, and including among its members Raymond Queneau,
Italo Calvino, and Georges Perec. Oulipo’s members took pleasure in
inventing formal constraints applied to writing, an example of which is,
famously, George Perec’s novel written entirely without the letter “e”: La
Disparation.
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A group of French cartoonists
(Jean-Christophe Menu, Killoffer,
Lewis Trondheim, et al), finding
that comics could be constrained
in a fashion similar to that of the
work of Oulipo, founded Oubapo
in 1992.

Inspired by the French Oubapo
group, Matt Madden, Tom Hart,
Jason Little, and Tom Motley
formed their new world branch of
Oubapo in 2001.

Above: a page from Matt Madden’s solution to the Silent
Running challenge posed at www.oubapo-america.com;

an example of iconographic repetition. 
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Above: a reduction of Herge’s Cigars of the Pharoh to six panels by
Gilles Ciment. An example of a transformative constraint. From Oupus 1.

Left: a solution to anticipatory plagiarist
Scott McCloud’s invention, the
cooperative card game Five Card Nancy.
Players take turns placing panels until the
resultant strip is considered finished. An
example of a transformative constraint.
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Above: anticipatory plagiarist Ed Subitzky’s “Eight Comics in One!”,
an acrostic comic from National Lampoon Magazine, c. 1977.


