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Premise 

This article is meant to present, analyze, and compare two Italian comics, Kobane Calling and 
Salvezza. What support this comparison, in my understanding, are their aesthetic differences 
along with their shared ethic of reframing.1 “Re-frame” comes from the prefix re (anew, again, 
once more) and from the verb frame, which besides its closeness to comics form, has the same 
root of the preposition from, conveying therefore a further sense of endless movement.2 

By ethic of reframing I mean that what Kobane Calling and Salvezza aim to foster is an 
ongoing displacement of thoughts. They both address indeed the so-called “humanitarian 
crises,” which news-media mainly represent through videos or photographs. In doing so by 
sequential-drawn art, these comics intervene in the dominant visual narration of these 
humanitarian emergencies. More precisely, they deviate from the modality by which the bodies 
of the sufferings are marked as different from the viewer by the “single, information-dense or 
evocative photograph”3 typical of photojournalism, enabling unusual emotional and thoughtful 
responses. 

My understanding of what the authors of these two comics accomplished is that they 
proposed a scrutinizing process able to reflect on itself and to stimulate rethinking. They lead 
their readers to a critical and inquiring gaze by displacing themselves (and the readers as well) 
in unfamiliar realities and distant sufferings. Then, since ethic in comics is strictly related to 
aesthetic choices, I offer a close reading of Kobane Calling’s and Salvezza’s aesthetic 
differences. By this comparison I aim to show how these different aesthetic traits, which lead 
to a similar ethic of reframing, are related to the specific role the authors play as characters in 
their stories. The authors’ presence in their stories as characters, far from being a peculiar trait 
of Salvezza and Kobane Calling, is one of the typical strategies of comic journalism, which 
allows them to appear reliable, non-fictional, and transparent. Salvezza and Kobane Calling 
surely share some of the features of comics journalism: primarily its inherent subjective and 
creative dimension, the presence of the authors as characters in the story, and the concern of 
being reliable and accountable. Nonetheless, I wish not to confine the analysis of these two 
works to a single label, since this operation seems to me to shrink the potentialities of their and 
of their interpretations and readings.4 
 

Presentation 

Kobane Calling (2015) is a work drawn and scripted by Zerocalcare (Michele Rech), a popular 
Italian cartoonist. He came from the centri sociali milieu and he is perceived as a proponent of 
comics and underground culture. Nonetheless, his last works were best-sellers and he became 
a very popular figure in the Italian comics landscape. He took part in prestigious and renowned 
festivals and prizes, MAXXI – National Museum of XXI century art – held an exhibition about 
his career in 2018-2019. Kobane Calling itself was firstly conceived as a reportage for 
Internazionale, an independent and widespread Italian magazine, and only later it was 
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published in book format by Bao Publishing, a prominent comics publishing house in Italy. 
Although these aspects are relevant to understand Zerocalcare's latter productions, I don’t want 
to suggest any contradiction in the dynamics by which his art unfolded and took shape. I think 
indeed that in such an artistic trajectory, the author plays a limited role, while other factors 
such as publishing needs, audience response, advertising methods, etc., have a high impact, 
and that they are also very hard to distinguish and disentangle. 

Kobane Calling reports the cartoonist’s journey with friends to Syrian Kurdistan in 
2014, and to the Turkey-Syria border in 2015. Both Middle-Eastern areas have been in a state 
of war in recent decades and have been heavily discussed and represented in the media, often 
framed by misleading stereotypes and oversimplified perspectives. 

Salvezza (2018), instead, is drawn by the cartoonist Lelio Bonaccorso and scripted by 
the journalist Marco Rizzo. Bonaccorso is definitely less popular than Zerocalcare and 
published with national newspapers such as Il corriere della Sera, L’Unità, La Gazzetta dello 
Sport, and Weird. He took part in several comics festivals, and he teaches at Scuola del Fumetto 
in Sicily. Before Feltrinelli in 2018 opened a branch dedicated to comics (Feltrinelli Comics), 
which published Salvezza and also his later work Cronaca da Riace, he published mainly with 
BeccoGiallo and Rizzoli.5 Salvezza details three weeks the authors spent on Aquarius, a rescue-
vessel operating to aid migrants adrift in the Mediterranean that was run by the NGOs SOS 
Méditerranée and Doctors without Borders. The authors embarked on Aquarius in November 
2017, a year before the vessel stopped its operations. Indeed, in December 2018 Doctors 
without Borders and SOS Méditerranée announced the end of their operations. This standstill 
was due to the repeated accusations of trafficking in waste and criminal activity, culminated 
with a sequestration act ordered by the procura di Catania. 

Thanks to their direct experiences on board, the authors aim to, “tell the moment of the 
first contact between those who travel in despair (migrants) and their rescuers,” as the back 
cover states. By this way Salvezza entered the debate about the transparency and the worthiness 
of NGOs operations in the Mediterranean: a debate that was pervasive and often 
misrepresented in the media. Images (and primarily photos) of migrants and asylum seekers 
are ubiquitous and standardized on television, the internet, and the press. These images are also 
surrounded by approximation and oversimplification in the same ways Middle-Eastern war 
reports are. They are highly stereotyped, and media journalism plays a major role in 
establishing this predominant representation. First and foremost, Kobane Calling and Salvezza 
portray realities other sources disregard; that is, they reframe information unfiltered by other 
media. One aspect of this reframing is due to the material tools required by comics art and 
photo/video reportage. While the former doesn’t need much more than paper and pencils, the 
latter involves the intrusive presence of a camera, which sometimes can become an obstacle, 
can prevent the journalist from reaching certain places, and can push the people who are 
recorded and framed to assume a “camera pose.” In fact, in one of the panels of Kobane 
Calling, Zero has to leave all of his technologies before crossing Semelka checkpoint to enter 
in Rojava,6 while during an interview Bonaccorso stated that his drawing, as a way to approach 
people, was able to break the initial mistrust and allowed Rizzo's interviews to be held in a 
more spontaneous and comfortable way.7 

Moreover, as Sontag wrote in Regarding the Pain of Others, “a narrative seems likely 
to be more effective than an image. Partly it is a question of the length of time one is obliged 
to look, to feel. […] Narratives can make us understand. Photographs do something else: they 
haunt us”.8 Therefore comics, as sequential art that combines images and texts, seem to have 
the capacity not only to stick to their audience’s imagination – as photos do: they also foster 
complex understanding of the viewed images. This layered thinking is strictly connected to the 
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narrative component of comics, which as Hillary Chute notes, “unlike documentary 
photographs, is always calling attention to the relationship of part to whole, to the self-
conscious buildup of information”. By doing so, and also thanks to “the interruption provided 
by the ambiguous spaces of the gutter,”9 the comics medium strongly encourages interpretation 
and critical thinking in its readership. I argue that it is precisely an awakening of the readers’ 
civil consciousness that is at stake in both Kobane Calling and Salvezza. 

Before undertaking a close reading of these two comics to illustrate the link between 
their aesthetic strategies and their ethic stances, I would like to underline their main similarities. 
What Kobane Calling and Salvezza mainly share is: 

• the combination of creativity and fictionality with the report of current events and direct 
experiences;10 

• the presence of the authors as characters, which extends to first-hand engagement with 
the situations the authors experienced personally, and the ones they heard from the 
people they met; 

• the commitment to contemporary political and social emergencies; 

• the will to question the information provided by traditional journalism and other mass 
media press, along with the effort of breaking their silence on the topic. 

 

Close Reading 

I start from the edges of the books, which are their more exposed parts: the front and the back 
covers. They are the first venue of encounter between authors and readers. They are transitional 
spaces where quick gazes and deeper commitment are negotiated. Therefore, thanks to their 
exposure, they embody and summarize the prominent characteristics of the whole book. 
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Kobane Calling. Front cover (2015). 

 
 Kobane Calling's front cover portrays Zerocalcare, author and protagonist, in an upper-
body framing, which allows a focus on his facial expression and on his personal feelings. The 
protagonist is Zero, and it is his personal way of feeling and responding to Kobane’s call that 
will shape the whole reading experience. This is made clear by Zero's posture and by the 
direction of his gaze. He is portrayed in one of his usual clumsy postures, the same he has in 
all his former books, and he is looking to his right, toward the content of the book according to 
the Western reading directions. This way, the reader is able to recognize Zero’s peculiar 
aesthetic, and will be invested in the story and in his ethic stance. 

In the image, Zero is on a boat, leaving behind a place where a YPG's flag is waving. 
This boat (see image 1)11 is the same one that will lead Zero and his friends, by crossing the 
Tigris to Rojava, to a place where, as the author says, "men and women, oppressed by Isis’ 
attacks, Turkey’s repression, and Iraq’s hostility, try to experiment a just society” (116). To 
confirm this graphic correspondence is the fact that what Zero first sees upon his arrival in 
Rojava are a YPG flag and a shed (image 2): and both elements are present behind him on the 
front cover. Thanks to the comparison between these two images, we can infer that the front 
cover portrays Zero coming back from Rojava. He is moving back where he will draw his 
journey, thus transforming his witnessing into something his audience will in turn observe. He 
holds in his sight the images, along with their intertwined emotions, which he will propose to 
his readers. He makes them witnesses as he himself was, sharing with them the ethical 
responsibility of bearing witness. Yet, there are some differences between these two images, 
which will be relevant to detect some of the primary aesthetic strategies of Kobane Calling. 

The facial expression Zero has on the front cover differs from the one he has when 
arriving in Rojava (image 3), and moreover in this latter panel the shed is full of people, while 
it is empty on the front cover. What could this mean? I think this question could be answered 
by looking at similarities with other images in the comic. The expression of tense worry Zero 
has on the front cover resembles the drawings of his face in two other panels. 

The first similar panel portrays Zero at the end of his stay in Quandil (PKK’s resistance 
base) where he met Cemîl Bayik (hevàl Cuma)12 the founder of PKK, and where he learned 
about the lives of several women who fight and take care of the casa dell’accoglienza (house 
of hospitality), a shelter located between the civilian villages and the guerillas’ grounds. On a 
black background Zero's face and his inner thoughts stand out: he is upset by the future these 
people may have to face (image 4). The use of the black background takes on a specific 
meaning in this context. Since it is mostly used for the life stories of the people Zero met, it 
graphically alerts the reader of a telling less filtered by the author/protagonist’s perspective. 
The black background, thus, stands for a decrease of subjectivity and fictionality (images 5, 6, 
7). 

This correlation between the black background and a decrease of Zero’s subjectivity is 
confirmed by the total lack of visual metaphors, irony, and intertextuality in the three life stories 
told on black backgrounds. On the other hand, these rhetorical devices are highly present in the 
rest of the comic book, which is a travelogue, as Zero said and as the back cover reports. 
According to this genre, Kobane Calling is permeated by the subjectivity of the 
author/protagonist, which is precisely rendered by visual metaphors, irony, and intertextuality. 
This non-fictional status related to the black background is also confirmed by the fact that 
Zero’s worry turns out to be more than validated. In the appendix, we are informed that, shortly 
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after his return to Italy, Turkey undertook a war against PKK and against all forms of Kurdish 
democratic opposition. The village where Zero stayed was bombarded, and lots of people died, 
in the indifference of the media. Therefore, even if the front cover has a strong focus on the 
person of the author/protagonist, thus indicating an autobiographical approach, through this 
intra-textual correspondence, we can say that it also unfolds the non-fictional or documentary 
side of the comics. 

The second similar panel image, located towards the end of the book, portrays Zero’s 
dialogue with a mammoth – a subjective projection of the author’s afterthoughts (images 8a, 
8b)13. The mammoth asks Zero if, at the end of the day, he would like to live in Rojava, forcing 
him to deeply question the meaning of his whole experience. In this drawing, surely more 
fictional, stylized, and cartoonish than the ones previously examined, Zero says that the 
“tension toward enhancement” he witnessed in Rojava “cannot be the answer to everything 
and for everyone.” Rather “it is a longing for rights and justice that everyone should attune to 
within themselves and in their context […] The work must start from, and within ourselves” 
(245). 

Finally, there is another element that connects these last panels portraying the dialogue 
between Zero and the mammoth with the front cover. If we look at the latter, we will notice 
that the light is coming from behind Zero’s back; it is coming from Rojava, which in the ending 
panels is called and drawn as a lighthouse for humanity, spreading a cone of light exactly from 
behind Zero’s shoulders. All of these correspondences lead me to argue that the gaze in the 
front cover stems from the combination of a sympathetic gaze with Rojava’s 
people/project/struggle and of a gaze of critical (self) analysis. 

Therefore, the front cover portrays a character who has witnessed, in the middle of a 
terrifying and ongoing war, the attempt to resist and to maintain humanity and justice. His 
expression conveys the tautness of someone who is trying to understand how this historical and 
political revolution (symbolized by the YPG’s flag, and by the choice of the lights), can be 
transformed into a personal and human revolution, and how the method observed in Rojava 
can be transferred home, “where every death is exploited and where spaces for collaboration 
are closed instead of being opened” (246). In order to denounce the silence around Rojava and 
Kurdish resistance in the western media, there is also the fact that the people in the shed he met 
in Rojava don’t appear on the front cover. According to the story they are fighting or already 
dead, while in a metaphorical perspective, they are travelling back with Zero. They are moving 
within him to the West, to be exposed to our sight and to move us to reframe our knowledge, 
perspectives, and prejudices. 

 Thanks to this detailed reading of the front cover image and a reframing of its elements 
in the visual landscape of the whole comics, we have been able to highlight the main aesthetic 
strategies of Kobane Calling, which are: 

• the autobiographical account and Zero’s self-representation; 

• the use of visual metaphor, irony, and intertextuality in order to express the 
author/protagonist’s subjectivity along with its inaccuracies, so as to invite a critical 
reading experience; 

• the use of color to heighten or decrease the panels’ fictionality. 
I argue that these aesthetic choices, which put in the foreground the subjectivity of the 

author/protagonist, lead to an ethic of reframing because what Zero mostly does, or rather 
performs, is a reconfiguration of his beliefs and expectations which enables the reader to 
rework their expectations and beliefs in similar ways. 
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It is not by chance that one of the narrative themes is a question which reoccurs in 
different framing and by different voices. At the beginning we hear Zero’s inner voice asking 
himself “how I ended up here?” (6), while, later on, as we previously noticed, the mammoth 
poses a similar question: “would you live in Rojava?” (243) (image 9). This same question 
reappears in the form of a published interview (image 10), and finally towards the end of the 
book it is asked once again by the mammoth (image 8b). According to an ethic of reframing, 
these questions continuously occur and challenge both the protagonist and the reader. 
Consistent with this perspective, they don’t receive conclusive answers but only lead to further 
questioning, to further reframing. 

 

 

Salvezza. Front cover (2018). 

 
On Salvezza’s front cover instead of highlighting the authors, who also will appear as 

characters in the story, a gesture is the focus, with a rescue worker who stretches his arm toward 
a drowning migrant, who is reaching out to his hand.14 Between the two men, and in the middle 
of the page, there is the title, Salvezza, which means safety. Since both of these figures don’t 
appear as characters in the comics, they reasonably stand for all the Aquarius’s rescue workers 
and the almost three hundred migrants saved over the three-week mission Salvezza details. 
They are, therefore, a kind of graphic synecdoche that visually expresses what the back cover 
states: that Salvezza is the story of “the ones who flee and their rescuers.” 

Even if these figures are overtly fictional, since they don’t have a direct relation either 
to actual people or to characters in the comic, they still convey the idea that we are in front of 
a non-fictional comic. This journalistic and non-fictional angle is achieved through the style of 
the drawings and the aesthetic devices the authors used. Indeed, in order to build a relation of 
trustworthiness with the reader, Rizzo and Bonaccorso adopt a realistic tenor. They chose, as 
these images show, realistic lines and proportions, accurate shadowing, and linear perspective. 
Contrarily, as we previously noticed, Kobane Calling employs a cartoonish trait, and pays less 
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attention to details and perspectives. Moreover, differently from Kobane Calling’s aesthetic, 
in Salvezza there aren’t visual metaphors, intertextuality, or irony. If there is one thing with a 
metaphoric meaning, it is the use of colors. The overall palette of the comic tends to grey, yet 
there are some exceptions. For instance, the migrants’ stories – told by the migrants themselves 
or by rescue workers – are drawn in bluish or in darker grey, colors that convey the sorrow 
embedded in these memories along with the difficulty in reviving and handling them. Quite 
often, then, we find orange, the color of safety. I argue that by considering the first occurrences 
of the orange color, it is possible to highlight the ethic Salvezza performs and proposes. Once 
again, as it happened in Kobane Calling, the metaphoric language is used as a device to reframe 
meanings and to establish a connection between ethic and aesthetic. Salvezza’s first orange 
elements are the Aquarius (image 11), a robin (image 12), and Lelio’s pencil (image 13). In all 
three cases, the use of orange could be considered as a realistic technique, especially in 
Aquarius’ case, but further meanings and less explicit ones rise from the aesthetic connection 
among these three pictures. 

In order to understand the role of the robin, which is the second orange element, it is 
necessary to consider a whole sequence. The robin is a very important component since it will 
accompany the reader through the whole comic, providing information about the Aquarius’ 
operations and mission, data about dead migrants in the Mediterranean in recent years, 
overviews of Libya’s political situation, and the recent measures taken by the Italian 
government to rule territorial water borders and migrants’ rescue (images 14, 15, 16, 17). The 
first time the robin appears is in Catania (image 18), from where Aquarius will depart, and it 
is seen flying towards the sky, so expressing positive feelings and hope, which result even more 
enhanced by the light tone of the page, where grey shifts to lighter shades. Moreover, this page 
follows immediately a sort of preface where darker tones are used to depict a migrant reporting 
to Marco and Lelio his story of violence and abuses. As he himself says toward the end of the 
book, his story must be told because “it shouldn’t happen to anyone anymore” (109). The robin, 
therefore, is presented as a counterpoint to this sorrow and as a witness to it. In the following 
panel, the robin is in the foreground while a train is passing in the background (image 19). It is 
going to Catania and Marco Rizzo is one of the passengers. He is going to embark on the 
Aquarius together with Lelio Bonacorso, and during the train trip he interviews Valeria, SOS 
Méditerranée’s president. This image thus establishes a link between the robin and the writer. 
Yet, Rizzo’s personality (as a character) lacks psychological depth, and contrary to what we 
noticed in Kobane Calling, his inner thoughts and feelings are scarcely represented or 
expressed. So, rather than the robin being associated to Rizzo’s subjectivity, it is associated 
with his journalistic profession and more specifically his first-hand experience on board and to 
his interviews with rescue workers and migrants (image 20). After this panel, it is Bonaccorsi’s 
turn to be introduced. He is portrayed during his preparations before embarking (image 21). 
What stands out during his packing is the orange pencil (image 13). Similar to the robin of the 
previous panel, the pencil is in the foreground while the artist is in the background. As in 
Rizzo’s case, this image suggests that even if the authors are portrayed realistically in the 
comic, the dominant narrative tone is not the autobiographical one as it was in Kobane Calling. 
The authors put the tools of their work in the foreground as symbols of objectiveness and as an 
attempt to establish trustworthiness with the readers. Since they partnered with NGOs, they 
assumed in their tone some of the modalities of human rights reports, together with their aim 
to be regarded as objective and impartial. Rizzo and Bonaccorso are a sort of guests on the 
Aquarius, and they present themselves as intermediaries, allowing the reader to see an 
environment and circumstances they would hardly been able to look at otherwise. They wish 
to inform, to testimony, and to convey information, and in doing so they share the claim of 
objectivity and the strategies used by the media. For instance, they themselves called Salvezza 
a comics reportage. Nonetheless, while doing so, they also disclose the fact that this supposed 
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objectivity is indeed questionable. In fact, the very presence of the orange thread reveals that 
the supposedly objective account has already been put into perspective. This way the authors 
offer the readers the chance to question their own narratives. Before embarking, as well as 
before drawing and writing Salvezza, the authors adopted a precise disposition toward the 
subject matter, and they don’t attempt to conceal it. Contrarily, before the very first chapter 
there is a page that I consider a visual transposition of the authors’ stance and Salvezza’s 
commitment (image 22). 

In the image 22 a violent seagull stands for the stereotyped, predominant, and 
misleading discourse, while the robin represents a questioning, independent and self-aware 
attitude: and this latter is the one which embarks and finds safety on the Aquarius. Moreover, 
I like to consider these panels as an invitation to the reader: you are welcome on board if you 
wish to challenge your stereotypes. Therefore, while a non-fictional style is surely privileged 
by the authors, according to the aesthetic of realism they opted for, a personal commitment and 
a clear standpoint also inform the narrative. For these reasons, I read Salvezza as a reframing 
of the flow of information and images the readers are exposed to in a media-saturated world, 
where a huge preponderance of the news images are controlled and spread by a handful of 
people. 
 

Conclusion 
By considering Kobane Calling and Salvezza we saw different aesthetic strategies, which 
nonetheless lead toward a shared ethos. 
 While Kobane Calling uses a cartoonish and stylized style and an autobiographical 
approach filtered by the subjectivity of the author/protagonist, Salvezza employees a realistic 
tenor and modalities, similarly to that of traditional journalism. Despite these differences, the 
ethical stance shared by these two comics is very similar, and, more specifically, it is an ethic 
of reframing, as I labeled it. 

In other words, the main commonality of these two works is the relation they promote. 
Within story-worlds that have explicit and strong connections to the contemporary world, the 
audience is required to read the information provided by the press as (partial) fictionality. The 
readers are asked to question the sources of information as well as their own prejudices and 
thoughts, in order to frame other responses to the stereotypes in the mainstream. 
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1 See Chaney’s use of the expression “ethic of recognition”, from where I derived “ethic of reframing”. 
2 See Online Etymology Dictionary. https://www.etymonline.com/word/frame. Accessed: 01/15/2020. 
3 Chute, p. 16. 
4 For a brief and efficient description of comics journalism see Weber & Rall, p. 379. 
5 It is worth to note that following the increasing popularity of graphic novels also publishing houses as Mondadori 
and Einaudi in recent years started to publish comics and crated specific branches for their production. 
6 Zerocalcare, pp. 85-90. 
7  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjfJ7GTE8f0 minutes 5.40-6.43. Accessed: 01/15/2020. 
8 Sontag, p.122 and p. 89. 
9 Chute, p. 17. 
10 Clearly this is not an aspect exclusively proper to these two comics. It is indeed one of the features that critics 
use to define all the possible sub-genres of non-fictional works (whether comics journalism, graphic 
autobiography, graphic memoir, graphic travelogue, documentary comics, crisis comics, comics of social concern, 
etc.). 
11 For all the images refer to the "table of images" at the end of the article. 
12 “hevàl” means “friend” “comrade” in Kurdish. 
13 Zerocalcare consistently employs objective correlatives to visualize his perspectives and emotions. These 
images, thanks to their recursion, shape and characterize Zero’s aesthetic and they can become icons. Is the case 
of the mammoth, David the gnome, the armadillo, Lady Kluck etc. 
14 It is worth to notice the differences between Salvezza’s and Kobane Calling’s front cover. Since Salvezza’s 
authors are not well known, Feltrinelli chose to place the title of their work at the center of the page in a big 
lettering, while the names of the authors appear in the upper edge of the page in the traditional lettering employed 
by Feltrinelli. Instead, in Kobane Calling not only the auto representation of the author occupies the whole page, 
but his name is almost as big as the title. Evidently Bao Publishing wanted to took advantage of the popularity of 
Zero’s popularity. 
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