
One: Hello, and thank you for joining me today. My name is Kelly 

Brajevich and I’ll be talking about how Matt Fraction and David Aja 

visualized deafness in Hawkeye #19.  

Two: So, here is a brief overview of what I will be covering. First, I will go 

over several conventions about the comic genre. Then, I will explain how 

Fraction and Aja’s Hawkeye use these elements to help make an invisible 

disability visible, namely through the way readers perceive time and 

sound through the types of text and image containers in comics. 

Unfortunately, there are a few problematic elements I would like to 

acknowledge and because I don’t want to end on a negative note, I will 

finish by explaining its impact and reception. 

Three: The first element of note is the speech balloon. On the left side, I 

have examples of different speech balloons. These not only act as a 

means of representing sound, but it is also a type of container that helps 

the reader understand the qualities of that sound. This is not an 

exhaustive list, but I include the standard balloon that represents 

conversation at an ‘indoor voice’ volume. Below it is a whisper balloon 

that does not have a solid outline so the sound has a softer quality. 

Following is the thought balloon, which represents our ‘inner voice’. 

Lastly is the shout balloon with jagged lines, representing sound that 

occurs at a jarring volume.  On the right, I have an excerpt poking fun at 

how readers perceive sound in speech bubbles. 

There are two quintessential texts in Comics Studies that investigate the 

formal elements of Comics. Those are Scott McCloud’s Understanding 

Comics and Will Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art. When talking about 

speech balloons, McCloud’s defines them as a type of ‘icon’, which is 

meant to represent a person, place, thing, or idea. However, Eisner 

describes the balloons by saying that they are ‘a desperation device. It 

attempts to capture and make visible an ethereal element: sound. The 



arrangement of balloons which surround speech - their position in relation 

to each other, or to the action, or to the position with respect to the 

speaker, contribute to the measurement of time.’ Both the “IDEA” of 

sound and balloons as a measurement of time are reflected greatly in 

Hawkeye 19. 

Four: While the speech balloon attempts to capture ‘sound’, the panel is 

a means of capturing movement and time. Eisner said that, ‘The act of 

paneling or boxing the action not only defines its perimeters but 

establishes the position of the reader in relation to the scene and indicates 

the duration of the event. The imposition of the imagery within the frame 

of the panels acts as a catalyst. ... The act of framing separates the scenes 

and acts as a punctuator. Once established and set in sequence the box or 

panel becomes the criterion by which to judge the illusion of time.’ 

Because the panel box acts as a “PUNCTUATOR”, a panel that is 

unboxed is harder for the reader to intuit the time it’s meant to 

encapsulate. I will discuss shortly how Fraction and Aja use both the 

closed panel box to impose time on the reader as well as open panels to 

leave the temporal measurement unanswered.  

Five: Because comics are a highly visual medium, we have to understand 

the importance of the images on the page. In Comic Release: Negotiating 

Identity For a New Generation, Ana Merino explains that these images do 

not supplement the text, nor does the text supplement the images. Eisner 

states that, “The manner in which these images are employed modifies and 

defines the intended meaning of the words. They can by their relevance to 

the reader's own experience invoke a nuance of emotion and give 

auditory inflection to the voice of the speaker.” Even the nonverbal 

elements of comics are described in terms of sound, which makes 

Hawkeye 19 even more unique in its employment of these forms to 

reinforce the deafness of a character. The final note I would like to make 

for this segment is McCloud speaking about the universality of the cartoon 

icon. He argues that the more ‘stripped down’ the detail is, the more 



relatable it is to a wider group of people. This concept helps combat comic 

panels and images functioning as a ‘freak show’ stage for characters with 

disabilities, as Daniel Preston argues in ‘Crippling the Bat’. This is an 

argument that holds true for many comics, but Hawkeye 19 uses 

iconography to combat allowing the panel to act as a ‘freak show’ stage 

for Clint Barton. I will elaborate on this point later in the presentation.  

Six: So I’m going to give a brief history of Clint Barton, AKA Hawkeye. 

The character was first created in the 1960’s as a regular-powered human 

with incredible ability using a bow and arrow. He first became deaf in the 

1980’s when he sacrificed his hearing while setting off a sonic arrow 

bomb to stop the villain, Crossfire. In the two decades that Hawkeye was 

deaf, his disability was rarely acknowledged partially because the 

character canonically did not want people to know he was deaf and 

because writers claimed that inventor, Tony Stark, was able to make 

hearing aids that were ‘practically invisible’. Unfortunately, the 

representation of his disability gets worse when Franklin Richards 

‘restores his hearing’ in the early 2000’s.  

 

Casey Ratto writes about disability in comic books and uses the concept of 

‘stickiness’ to describe how difficult or easy it is to remove a disability 

from a character. She says ‘the stickiness of disability in superhero comic 

books is dependent on visible signs of disability and those without a 

visible sign are either "cured" of the disability or it is erased via a retcon.’ 

Thankfully, Fraction used the ‘retcon’ to bring back Barton’s deafness 

rather than to take it away. Clint and his brother, Barney, had been 

established by earlier cannon as children in an abusive household. 

Fraction decided that Hawkeye first became deaf as a child after being 

beaten by his father. 

 

In this panel, we see that Clint is experiencing hearing loss. The speech 



balloons contain something, but not any discernable words for Clint nor 

the reader to understand. 

Seven: The previous panel differs from this one, where Clint does not 

hear anything at all. In a fight against a villain, Clint Barton AKA Hawkeye 

is injured and now is completely deaf. Here, we see speech bubbles that 

signify to the reader that there is conversation, but neither the reader 

nor Clint can ‘hear’ it. In both excerpts, Clint is in a medical office as 

others discuss him. Clint is alienated from these two conversations and is 

visibly aware of it. Also, I am aware that Barney is in a wheelchair and he 

remains in a wheelchair until the end of the arc. However, he is in a 

wheelchair due to an injury and not a long-term disability. 

Eight: Although I am including excerpts of the comic, I highly encourage 

reading the issue because these excerpts do not do the story justice. 

Later in Hawkeye #19, Clint’s brother, Barney, attempts to connect with 

Clint as he begins to isolate himself. Clint ignores him when he tries to 

talk to him verbally and sign to him. Here, we see Barney shouting. We 

can ‘see’ the sound he’s producing without ’hearing’ the words he is 

saying and this is made possible by the outline of the speech bubble in 

the panel. The size and shape not only suggest the sonic nature of what’s 

going in, but also the duration of the shout. Because of the size, Barney 

most likely only exclaims one or two words at most.  

Nine: These panels, however, have a more ambiguous representation of 

time. In the first panel, both the image and the text are partially framed. 

Here, we are not seeing time as it passes but as Clint is trying to process 

through lip reading what Barney is saying. The text within the box is 

interrupted with parenthesis and ‘something’ to demonstrate Clint trying 

to parse together whole-sentence meanings from context clues. These 

interruptions disrupt the reader from being able to apprehend what’s 

being said, which not only queers ‘comic time’ but ‘real-life’ time.  
 



The panel all the way to the right, however, has a similar technique of 

showing the text interrupted with symbols. However, the text container 

is no longer wavy and unfinished. It is defined, suggesting either that Clint 

had a stronger command of lip reading in the past, or Barney was 

speaking in a clipped manner as a child versus as an adult.  

Ten: The ambiguity of the unframed panel continues in this sequence, 

where we see a faceless icon representing Barney signing to Clint, but the 

final panel shows that Barney was speaking as he signed. Each of the 

panels demonstrating sign language has a clear suggestion of the time 

that is encapsulated by that panel. However, the final panel remains 

open. It also makes it unclear whether Barney was actually signing or if he 

was simply speaking and we as the reader are seeing the signed 

‘translation’ of Clint making sense through lip reading. 

Eleven: The faceless, signing icon brings me back to an earlier point of 

this comic combating the function of the panel as a freak show stage. 

Although this particular excerpt shows Barney signing, Clint is only 

showed signing in this comic through similar iconography. Daniel Preston 

in ‘Crippling the Bat: Troubling Images of Batman’ argues that because 

the panel can be stared at for any length of time, the panel serves as a 

freak show where the character is displayed for the reader’s 

consumption. Too often in comics, the panel serves as a means of putting 

the character’s disability under a microscope to showcase body horror or 

to invoke pity on the fallen superhero. Hawkeye 19 removes the 

character and replaces them with iconography, which eliminates the 

readers’ ability to gather information on the character and instead, has to 

gather information on the meaning from the signed language. 

Twelve: Another thing of note is that Clint and Barney Barton are not 

fluent in sign language. They know it well enough to communicate with 

one another, but deaf comic readers have commented that the way Clint 



and Barney sign to each other is very disjointed and not completely 

fluent. 

Thirteen: In fact, later in the issue, Clint chooses to sign instead of speak 

to his neighbors so that he could practice. In previous issues, Clint Barton 

routinely distanced himself emotionally from his friends and this 

distancing was exacerbated by his loss of hearing in issue 19. However, 

rather than hiding his disability like earlier writers had done in the 80’s 

and 90’s, Fraction opted to have Hawkeye be open about his deafness. 

Fourteen: This choice led to his hearing neighbors learning at least one 

signed word, ‘We’. This moment in the comic positions Clint amongst 

others as they learn how he communicates instead of the earlier pages 

that shows an alienated Clint in the doctors’ offices. 

Fifteen: Before I move on to the next portion of this presentation, I 

would like to return to the topic of temporality in comics. Earlier, I 

mentioned how the open panel and speech balloons caused an 

ambiguous temporality. Here, I will show how the comic panels positions 

the reader to experience sign language in real time. I don’t know what is 

actually being said in the empty balloon, but it’s not that big. I’m going to 

assume it’s Barney saying Clint’s name. So you have... ‘Clint’ ... followed 

by ‘Hawkeye?’ …. followed by ‘C-L-I-N-T'.  

Sixteen: This panel, however, is a bit harder to have the speech balloon 

filled in. It’s got two bubbles’ worth of text, which suggests a longer time 

passing than the example on the previous slide. Similarly, you have an 

example of sign language followed by fingerspelling. ‘Uncle’ …. B-A-R-N-E-

Y. Just like if someone was signing in front of the reader, the comic panels 

introduce the finger-spelled words piece by piece to make the reader 

have to parse together each image to understand its larger meaning. 

Seventeen: As fantastic of a job this comic does at visualizing deafness, it 

does play into the unfortunate trope of abusing a character with 

disabilities. Shannon Walters in her essay, ‘Graphic Violence in Word and 



Image’ explains that people with disabilities experience abuse at twice 

the rate of nondisabled people and ‘serious violence’ such as sexual 

abuse and assault account for 50 percent of the abuse people with 

disabilities experience.  

Eighteen: Clint was abused by his father before he was deaf and it was 

that abuse which made him deaf. It’s shown through the narrative that 

this abuse continues, causing the brothers to run away from home and 

join a circus, which poses some problematic elements for the character 

with disabilities due to their ties with freak shows. However, Clint’s part 

in the circus was as a sharp shooter and acrobat, so his disability wasn’t 

exploited in ways that it could have been if he had a more visible 

disability. 

Nineteen: As the brothers grow up, Barney continues to mentor Clint 

through violent lessons … and while these lessons are intended to make 

Clint stand up for himself, unlike the violent beatings by his father, Clint is 

still enduring physical abuse by his family. 

Twenty: Fraction and Aja’s Hawkeye had a lasting impact on Clint Barton 

as a character. Other writers made Hawkeye’s deafness explicit, thus 

giving more legitimacy to the canon of Clint now being deaf. In the 2015 

Hawkeye vs. Deadpool, Clint has several conversations about his deafness 

or by communicating in sign language. Deadpool also spends the majority 

of the issue with his facemask up so Hawkeye can read his lips. In Comic 

Book Fandom and Cultural Capitol, Jeffery Brown explains that fan 

cultural capital exists on the collection and knowledge of ‘canonical texts’ 

either ‘by plot or creator significance’. He also explains that a large part 

of fan culture is the creation of text and art featuring pre-existing 

characters. Through the continued acknowledgement of Fraction’s run of 

Hawkeye by other Marvel writers, the fan-made texts also gain legitimacy 

by featuring a canonical version of Hawkeye instead of something that is 

deemed a ‘one-off’ run or a fan-made fantasy. 



Twenty-One: This particular piece features a combination of the 

Avengers characters and the Spongebob Squarepants theme song as a 

means of making a joke about Clint losing his hearing aids.  

Twenty-Two: In ‘The Politics of (in)visibility of comic book culture’, 

Suzanne Scott expresses how fans – particuarly women-identifying fans – 

produce transformative texts and fanwork to account for 

underrepresented voices in comic books as well as to critique the comic 

industry. Here, we have an example of an artist drawing Clint with a 

visible hearing aid, thus adding to the ‘stickiness’ of the character’s 

disability. 

Twenty-Three: Suzanne Scott also explains the different ways that fans 

have attempted intervention with varying degrees of success to make 

creators in the industry more aware of the values they uphold in their 

narratives. Here, we have a passive-aggressive image edit of the ‘I can’t 

Believe it’s not butter’ logo that says ‘I can’t believe they didn’t make 

Clint Barton deaf in the MCU’. MCU stands for the Marvel Cinematic 

Universe. Of course, Avengers 1 came out two years prior to Hawkeye 19, 

but who knows what the upcoming Endgame will bring. Disney also 

announced on April 10th that Hawkeye will be getting a limited series on 

their Disney+ channel, so I still hold out hope for some signs of change. 


