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 Television is no longer what it was. Changes in American television produc-
tion and distribution practices have transformed not only the way we watch 
television, but have also challenged the medium’s very defi nition. Now that 
audiences access television content via DVD, digital downloads and online 
streaming via a multitude of devices, what was once television programming 
has become part of what Henry Jenkins has famously described as a more 
participatory “convergence culture” (2006). At the same time, the rise of 
American “Quality TV” has destabilized the traditional system of broadcast 
programming, drawing in new audiences that do not consider themselves 
television viewers. Experimentation with transmedia narratives, as popular 
franchises are increasingly spread across multiple media and platforms, has 
also made it increasingly diffi cult to isolate what was already a fl uid and 
polysemic group of narrative texts. 

  The Walking Dead  franchise takes up a key position within this rapidly 
changing media landscape. While appealing to many viewers on the basis of 
its Quality TV credentials, it has simultaneously mobilized fan communities 
who embraced its zombie-genre heritage. This massively popular television 
adaptation of a long-running comic book series therefore provides a tell-
ing case study for some of the most far-reaching changes that are currently 
transforming popular narrative franchises in general, and serialized televi-
sion drama in particular. Not only do the elaborate transmedia practices 
that make up this   franchise illustrate the ways in which narrative serializa-
tion is informed by a complex mix of continuity and discontinuity, but  The 
Walking Dead  also teaches us how fan-driven cultural practices and genre 
fi ction are in the process of taking the meta-genre of Quality TV in new 
directions. 

 As I will demonstrate in this chapter, the television version of  The Walk-
ing Dead  is constructed on the basis of two seemingly contradictory, yet 
ultimately complementary, modes of serialization: fi rstly, that of endlessly 
deferred narrative, which is associated with the franchise’s comic book ori-
gins and other low-cultural forms; and secondly, that of novelistic closure 
and thematic coherence, which is associated with the cinema, literary texts 
and the genre of Quality TV. By playing on the tension between these two 
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different forms, the television series has played a crucial role in making the 
 Walking Dead  franchise accessible to a variety of different audiences and to 
competing readings, vividly illustrating the increasing fl uidity of serialized 
narratives in the context of convergence culture. 

 SERIALIZATION IN QUALITY TELEVISION 

 The American television landscape has undergone a remarkable transforma-
tion in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century. Picking up on changes in 
production practices that had been developing from the late 1970s onward 
(see Feuer, Kerr and Vahimagi), cable channel Home Box Offi ce played a 
key role in the rise of what is now commonly referred to as Quality TV: 

 As network audiences declined in the face of competition from the 
proliferation of cable and satellite channels in the 1980s, the networks 
became less concerned with attracting mass audiences and increasingly 
concerned with retaining the most valuable audiences: affl uent viewers 
that advertisers were prepared to pay the highest rates to address. In 
other words, the compulsiveness of “must see” television is designed 
to appeal to affl uent, highly educated consumers who value the liter-
ary qualities of these programs, and they are used by the networks to 
hook this valuable cohort of viewers into their schedules. (Jancovich 
and Lyons 3) 

 The concept of Quality TV is thus constructed primarily around its appeal 
to a “quality” audience, thus far yielding serialized television dramas that 
combined familiar television formats with themes and aesthetics drawn from 
more celebrated sources like cinema and the novel. While this discursive 
notion of “quality” obviously relies on forms of cultural capital associated 
with socio-economic class (see Hills 48–56), the term has now long been 
associated with a specifi c type of television production practice: “as early 
as the mid-1970s the term ‘quality’ began to pass from the trades to pub-
lic discourse and assume complex dimensions involving artistic excellence, 
sophisticated subject matter and commercial effectivity with an educated, 
affl uent audience” (Brower 165). Following the basic format established by 
production company MTM, HBO was the fi rst cable TV company to delib-
erately foreground its programming’s high art connections by emphasizing 
“character development, structural complexity, refl exivity, [and] aesthetic 
innovation” (Feuer, Kerr and Vahimagi 32–60). 

 This appeal hinges on the cable network’s corporate identity as a pre-
mium brand offering boutique programming, “construct[ing] for itself an 
air of selectivity, refi nement, uniqueness, and privilege” (Caldwell, qtd. in 
Leverette 141). A crucial element in this constructed air of distinction is 

6244-0261d-PII-1pass-006-r02.indd   926244-0261d-PII-1pass-006-r02.indd   92 3/1/2014   5:00:22 PM3/1/2014   5:00:22 PM



The Walking Dead 93

these narratives’ form of serialization, setting itself apart from the episodic 
open-endedness of “regular” American television drama: 

 Traditionally television has been a schedule-driven medium, with net-
works programming series with prescribed timeslots. Research within 
the television industry suggests that most viewers typically only saw 
around 1/3 of the episodes of a favored series, and that even ardent fans 
could not be guaranteed to see more than 1/2 of a series during its fi rst 
run. Thus producers realized they could not assume that a viewer had 
seen previous episodes or were watching a series in sequential order, 
leading to a mode of storytelling favoring self-contained episodes and 
redundant exposition. (Mittell, “ The Wire  in the Context of American 
Television”) 

 HBO series however are made up of only ten to thirteen episodes, allow-
ing for a more focused approach to serialized narrative. In this way, early 
HBO dramas like  Oz  (1997–2003) and  The Sopranos  (1999–2007) empha-
sized the narrative coherence of each season as a whole, with individual 
episodes that were often also able to “stand on [their] own, while still tying 
into the main characters’ ongoing problems and confl icts” (Sepinwall 55). 
Structured in a way that mimics the chapters in a nineteenth-century realist 
novel, repeat viewings of these series are rewarded by the discovery of recur-
ring motifs, an organized use of metaphor, and an Aristotelian symmetry of 
cause and effect. 

 Quality TV therefore all but required audiences to watch every episode in 
order to make sense of the series, with seasons that “build steadily towards 
a climax through multiple examinations of a particular theme from myriad 
perspectives” (Santo 28). Premium cable drama series thus transformed a 
medium marked by disposability and casual viewership to a narrative form 
that required higher levels of engagement from its audience. At the same 
time, programming that had formerly relied on fi xed broadcast schedules 
now became available via home-video retail formats like DVD and Blu-
ray, purchased downloads via digital retailers, online streaming services, 
on-demand cable viewing and numerous illegal forms of distribution. 

 This wider availability also made it much more feasible for viewers to 
catch up on preceding seasons, allowing them to be “late to the party” 
without having seen the earlier episodes as they were broadcast. Indeed, 
for many viewers, Quality TV has very little to do with traditional concep-
tions of broadcast schedules or weekly installments: a show like HBO’s  The 
Wire  (2002–8), which consistently received poor ratings throughout its fi ve 
seasons, ultimately amassed a huge audience almost entirely on the strength 
of DVD box sets (in both authorized and pirated form), which have come 
to serve as the primary distribution format for the show (Mittell,  Complex 
TV  18–21). This easy access to entire seasons of a serialized television drama 
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clearly has implications for the way the series is viewed and interpreted. 
Rather than an hour of disposable entertainment that only exists as part of 
broadcast television’s endless fl ow, the collectable box set transforms the 
individual episode into a subsection of a coherent larger work, in the same 
way that serialized chapters by Charles Dickens or Tom Wolfe are under-
stood as parts of a larger literary entity. 

 These series’ more “literary” mode of serialization relied heavily on the 
tradition of the author fi gure, who has taken up a central role in the public-
ity surrounding Quality TV. Replacing the industrial anonymity of network 
television production, author fi gures like David Chase and Alan Ball became 
organizing fi gures behind their series, which were therefore more likely to 
be perceived as coherent texts driven by artistic ambition rather than com-
mercial concerns: “reliance on an authorial vision [places] a high premium 
on the kind of authorship more commonly associated with traditional art 
forms carrying high cultural kudos: theater, international art cinema, and 
literature” (McCabe and Akass, “It’s Not TV, it’s HBO’s Original Program-
ming” 87). These characteristics have become so institutionalized and pre-
dictable that the term “quality” in this context should be taken not so much 
as an actual qualitative distinction, but rather as identifying “a set of generic 
traits that distinguishes a group identity” (Cardwell 32). 

 AMC AND  THE WALKING DEAD  

 Since the breakthrough moment for cable-produced Quality TV in the late 
1990s, HBO has cemented its standing as the primary producer of presti-
gious serialized TV drama, using its celebrated, unique content to attract 
subscribers to its brand. Other American cable companies, like Showtime, 
FX and Starz soon followed, adopting in various ways HBO’s strategy of 
offering high-profi le scripted drama as a way to publicize and promote their 
individual brands. 

 AMC, an advertising-based company best known for broadcasting Holly-
wood movies on basic cable, made the decision to re-brand itself in the 
shifting media landscape. In 2002, CEO Josh Sapan chose to invest in the 
production of Quality TV: “What AMC needs is a show, a critically-
acclaimed and audience-craved show that would make us undroppable to 
cable operators” (qtd. in Sepinwall 303). Adopting a production model 
similar to that of HBO, the station developed a similar brand identity on 
the basis of hit series  Mad Men  (2007–) and  Breaking Bad  (2008–13). Both 
dramas followed the now-familiar Quality TV paradigm, structuring each 
season as largely coherent units made up of installments like chapters in a 
novel, while the individual author fi gures in both cases were foregrounded 
as distinct creative voices. 

 AMC introduced a different mode of serialized narrative to the frame-
work of Quality TV with its decision to adapt the long-running comic book 
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series  The Walking Dead.  This comic book’s overall form of serialization 
combines the endlessly deferred closure of the television soap opera with the 
“limited series” mode of narrative arcs that cohere across longer sequences 
of installments. The productive tension between these two forms is illus-
trated by the series’ complex variety of distribution forms: installments fi rst 
appear as monthly twenty-six-page single issues printed on fairly fl imsy 
material and primarily distributed via specialized retailers. These are later 
reprinted on more expensive paper in sturdy trade paperback collections 
containing six consecutive issues, which are sold in many regular book-
stores, usually under the more upmarket moniker “graphic novel.” Subse-
quently, they also appear in omnibus or deluxe hardcover editions collecting 
up to forty-eight issues in a single volume, targeting both longtime collectors 
and fi rst-time readers who want to catch up with the whole series at once. 

 For the comic book, it is quite obvious that these different forms of distri-
bution play an important role in the way its plot is structured. For instance, 
the trade paperbacks each have their own titles (such as “The Heart’s 
Desire” or “What We Become”), indicating some degree of thematic coher-
ence across these six-issue collections. Also, the ending of the fi rst omnibus 
edition, containing the fi rst forty-eight issues, quite deliberately brings to 
a close the main narrative events of the comic’s fi rst four years, killing off 
many important characters and leaving central protagonist Rick and his son 
Carl on the run again in search of a new home. This deliberate structuring 
of the plot into extended arcs resembles that of the Quality TV model, with 
sequences of individual episodes grouped together into larger units that dis-
play a high degree of narrative and thematic unity. 

 Another resemblance lies in the comic’s foregrounding of a single author 
fi gure as the person responsible for its narrative and thematic progression. 
Throughout most of the twentieth century, comic books, like television, 
were not regarded as “authored” texts, instead being produced in indus-
trial workshop-like studios where writers and artists toiled anonymously 
on endless series. But as with the rise of Quality TV, several comic book 
publications have distinguished themselves more recently by developing and 
foregrounding an “author brand,” gaining prestige and commodity value 
by the perception of artistic production: “the attribution of authorship [. . .] 
has been one of the most striking aspects of a post-network television era 
that saw the emergence of so-called quality television and the concomitant 
increase of the medium’s cultural value” (Pearson 243). In order to under-
stand the cultural signifi cance of attributing explicit authorship, it makes 
sense to adopt Michel Foucault’s concept of the “author function,” which 
emphasizes the term’s discursive power: 

 The author’s name is not a function of a man’s civil status, nor is it 
fi ctional; it is situated in the breach, among the discontinuities, which 
gives rise to new groups of discourse and their singular mode of exis-
tence. Consequently, we can say that in our culture, the name of an 
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author is a variable that accompanies only certain texts to the exclusion 
of others. [. . .] In this sense, the function of an author is to characterize 
the existence, circulation, and operation of certain discourses within a 
society. (1481) 

 As with literature and fi lm, the author function thus plays a crucial role in 
the cultural work of legitimizing specifi c texts in other media. In all cases, 
the equation between “aesthetic complexity” and “high culture” relies cru-
cially on the association with an author fi gure (Dasgupta n.p.). 

 GENRE FICTION AND THE RISE OF FAN CULTURE 

 From  The Sopranos  and  The Wire  to  Breaking Bad  and  Boardwalk Empire  
(2010–), cable-produced Quality TV has appealed primarily to elite audi-
ences, deliberately incorporating the aesthetic conventions of “already 
established ‘high-end’ media—theater, European art cinema and painting—
to determine and legitimize the new” (McCabe and Akass, “It’s Not TV, 
it’s HBO’s Original Programming” 88). But now that it has developed a 
presence as a mode of serialized television drama that has strongly affected 
broadcast network television as well, cable channels have diversifi ed their 
output in pursuit of new audiences. The biggest shift that has occurred in 
the past decade is the increased incorporation of genres that have formerly 
appealed primarily to niche communities of genre fans. The mainstream 
success of network TV series like  Lost  (ABC, 2004–10) and  Heroes  (NBC, 
2006–10), both programs that managed to draw in massive mainstream 
audiences in spite of their seemingly cultish genres, has demonstrated that 
complexly plotted serialized TV drama can attract massive numbers of loyal 
viewers. 

 The phenomenal impact of these shows signaled a shift in the relationship 
between what is considered “mainstream” and what is considered “cult”: 
“behaviors that were once considered ‘cult’ or marginal are becoming how 
more people engage with television texts” (Jenkins, Ford and Green 142). 
Across most popular narrative media, the genres and cultural practices asso-
ciated with fan culture have gradually entered the mainstream. The success 
of  The Walking Dead  is a provocative example of this ongoing cultural 
shift: like fantasy, science fi ction and comic book properties, zombies have 
long been the domain of fan-based audiences that consider themselves sepa-
rate from the cultural mainstream. Part of this shift is doubtlessly the result 
of complex changes that have enabled the rise of a widespread convergence 
culture. 

 Essential to the development of convergence culture has been the rise of 
social networks, fostering habits of community-based communication and 
information sharing that had been pioneered by fan groups for decades. The 
increasingly ubiquitous use of laptop computers, smartphones and tablets 
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alongside the popularity of social platforms like Facebook, Tumblr and 
Twitter has sped up the mainstream adoption not only of information shar-
ing, but also of the kind of media literacy that is required for successful 
transmedia franchises. 

 Increasingly, such franchises no longer revolve around a single central 
text with related texts and products relegated to the peripheral status of 
“spin-off” or “merchandise.” Instead, franchises are now often defi ned by a 
recognizable central brand (with its associated copyrighted logo), allowing 
for an assortment of texts to fulfi ll different roles in relation to each other. In 
the case of  The Walking Dead , the premiere of the television series marked 
the moment at which the franchise shifted from this previously described 
culture of fandom to that of a lucrative transmedia property, transitioning 
in the process from cult to mainstream. 

 ZOMBIES ON THE MOVE: FROM CULT 
TO MAINSTREAM 

 While American comic books can be considered a part of a larger popular 
culture, the medium is far more limited in its direct appeal than other mass 
media such as fi lm, television and video games. While Hollywood movies, 
drama series and video games generally depend on audience numbers that 
are counted by the millions, monthly comic book issues are considered strong 
sellers if they reach over twenty-fi ve thousand readers, while only the most 
popular titles reach sales in excess of one-hundred thousand (Wright 293). 
And while it is certainly true that comic books ultimately do have a wider 
reach than these fi gures would suggest, due in part to the complicated struc-
ture of comic book sales and distribution, comic book readership remains 
limited enough to be considered a niche market by the producers of mass-
market entertainment. 

 But in spite of the relatively small size of the total comic book readership, 
the passionately devoted fan cultures have become forces to be reckoned 
with for the corporate producers of entertainment franchises. While the fan 
groups by themselves do not have suffi cient numbers to make a fi lm or TV 
series commercially successful, they are considered vital early adopters who 
perform a crucial role in spreading the word on a new product: “giving 
these dedicated fans early access to story elements and empowering them to 
help circulate the story” has become a key element in the successful launch 
of a high-profi le fi lm or television series based on comic book series or other 
cultish genre texts (Monello, qtd. in Jenkins, Ford and Green 145). 

 The 2010 launch of AMC’s television series of  The Walking Dead  is a 
case in point: after publicity photographs were fi rst released to fan-driven 
websites and blogs, the main cast of the series was subsequently introduced 
at Comic-Con, the biggest and most high-profi le of the many conventions 
celebrating fan culture. The audience in the standing-room-only convention 
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hall was treated to an elaborate panel presentation by the producer, director, 
writer and main cast members, followed by an exclusive sneak preview of 
the fi rst episode and a montage of other images from the rest of the season. 
Crucially for fans of the comic book series, which had grown from early 
sales of fi ve thousand copies per issue in 2003 to around twenty-fi ve thou-
sand by 2010 (Mayo), author Robert Kirkman was a featured member of 
the panel, expressing his full approval of the television series, thus further 
legitimizing this adaptation for the franchise’s fan base. 

 Directly after the presentation, recordings of the panel were widely cir-
culated via video-sharing sites, while AMC released the “exclusive” video 
footage online shortly thereafter, alongside other promotional documenta-
ries that could be accessed and freely circulated. The comic book fans who 
helped spread the word on the upcoming premiere episode thus took on an 
important part of the promotional work surrounding the series, circulating 
video content and positive advance word-of-mouth that both facilitated and 
legitimized the more traditional forms of publicity that were released by the 
series’ corporate producers. The ease with which content from YouTube, 
Vimeo and other sharing websites instantly became “spreadable” contrib-
uted to a publicity strategy “to prolong audience engagement with media 
texts in order to expand touchpoints with the brand” (Jenkins, Ford and 
Green 5). Fans’ direct activities thus contributed strongly to the TV show’s 
highly successful premiere, which attracted a record number of viewers for 
a cable TV drama (Carter n.p.). 

 While the television series depended strongly on the support of the exist-
ing fan base of the comic books, it also had to appeal to a much larger 
audience in order to be commercially viable. While HBO had established a 
very specifi c paradigm for what was commonly recognized as Quality TV, 
production practices that had focused on appealing to a cultural elite had 
opened up a space for addressing other untapped audiences as well. Shows 
like  The Sopranos ,  Six Feet Under  (2001–5) and  The Wire  had included sex, 
violence and profanity as part of a larger framework of prestige, where these 
elements are “enclosed within a discourse of quality,” their existence “jus-
tifi ed by the ‘intensely personal vision’  ” of their respective author fi gures 
(McCabe and Akass, “It’s Not TV, it’s HBO’s Original Programming” 87). 
While  The Walking Dead  has justifi ed its graphic violence in part as an 
appeal to existing genre fans, it has invested even more strongly in the legiti-
mization of an abundance of author fi gures. 

 In the promotion of the show’s fi rst six-episode season, both Robert 
Kirkman, writer of the comic books and executive producer for the TV series, 
and director Frank Darabont are celebrated as the creative minds respon-
sible for the adaptation. Kirkman’s inclusion can be seen as vital not only 
for winning the support of the comics’ fan base, but also for the legitimiza-
tion of the series as a part of a larger  Walking Dead  brand that can appear 
in numerous media while maintaining a level of aesthetic and thematic 
consistency. Darabont’s presence can be understood in light of established 
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Quality TV conventions of creating explicit connections to older media, like 
cinema, which have stronger cultural capital. In other words: while Kirk-
man’s involvement guaranteed the fans’ loyalty, Darabont added value to 
the brand by appealing to fi lm fans and broader audiences not necessarily 
familiar with either the comic book series or the zombie genre. 

 Discussing his involvement in the series during a promotional feature 
included on the fi rst season’s DVD box set, Darabont emphasizes the aspects 
of the series that would appeal to the coveted Quality TV audience: 

 What I found most intriguing about this project [. . .] was the intensely 
character-driven approach that [Kirkman had] taken. I thought this 
would be a very adult way of telling this kind of story in a highly serial-
ized long-term manner, which really has never been done. 

 His description of the TV series as “character-driven” and “adult,” along 
with his emphasis on the show’s ground-breaking qualities, all connect 
directly to the discourses that defi ne Quality TV and its audience. All these 
elements paradoxically contribute to the “distinctiveness” of  The Walking 
Dead,  as a show that—like all other Quality TV series—is in one way or 
another unique: “distinctive product is the name of today’s television game 
in channel branding and ‘must-see’ television or ‘event TV’ programming” 
(Leverette 46). The series’ explicit association with these two prominent 
author fi gures thus served to establish the comic book and the TV series as 
a unifi ed and consistent brand, while simultaneously drawing in a variety of 
different audiences. 

 SERIALIZATION AND (DIS)CONTINUITY 
IN  THE WALKING DEAD  

 While all involved were clearly invested in safeguarding the series’ status as 
an adaptation that was faithful to the original comic books in important 
ways, its format as a premium cable television series also required substan-
tial changes to the original narrative. Most fi lmed adaptations of fan-driven 
book series have followed the original narratives very closely, always seek-
ing to reassure fans that “their” beloved texts have remained intact in the 
transition to a more widely dispersed medium. In the case of  The Walking 
Dead ,   the endlessly serialized nature of its source material offered a unique 
opportunity for a different approach to the concept of fi delity. While all the 
producers’ public discussions of the adaptation have hinged on the notion 
of fi delity, it has been defi ned rather differently than is usually the case with 
such narrative franchises. 

 Rather than following the plot details of the comic book story, the TV 
series has added new characters, deleted others, expanded some plot strands 
while removing others and generally adopted an approach that is more 
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similar to a variation on a theme than a direct adaptation of the narra-
tive. Counter to most fan-driven narratives, in which the plot details are 
frequently considered sacrosanct, the endlessly deferred narrative closure of 
the original series here allows for a more fl exible approach to adaptation. In 
a promotional feature for the second season, Robert Kirkman explains the 
importance of introducing changes to the original narrative: 

 One of the most important aspects of  The Walking Dead  that makes the 
comic book so successful [. . .] is the fact that you never know what’s 
going to happen at any time. Anyone could die, anyone can leave, 
new people come in; and it’s a very volatile comic that you can never 
really expect what’s coming. If we were to adapt the show directly, be 
extremely faithful to the comic, we would lose that key component. 
(qtd. in “The Making of  The Walking Dead ”) 

 According to Kirkman, the single most important element that defi nes the 
series’ appeal is therefore its unpredictability. When discussing these poten-
tially controversial changes in publicity materials, the writers and producers 
continuously emphasize the supposed benefi ts for the audience. As Kirk-
man explains, the television series will give you “exactly what you would 
get from the comic book, but it’s so different that you can enjoy them 
both separately” (qtd. in ibid.). The series thus continuously combines the 
iconic characters, events and locations from the comic book with its own 
additions and alterations to the source material. Thus, while the character 
of Shane, Rick’s former best friend and rival for his wife’s affections, is 
killed as early as the sixth issue of the comic book, the climactic standoff 
between these two characters is moved back to the end of the second season 
(episode 18, “Better Angels”). Decisions such as these are paradoxically 
justifi ed as remaining faithful to the original: “Shane’s story runs similar to 
how it happened in the comic book. He kind of descends into madness, this 
world boxes him in. [. . .] In the show we were able to spread that out and 
do a lot more with that” (Kirkman, qtd. in “Live or Let Die”). 

 This change to the comic book’s basic narrative allowed for the fi rst two 
seasons to be structured along the familiar dramatic arc of what producer 
Gale Ann Hurd describes as “very much about the love triangle” (qtd. in 
ibid.), thus making this new series more comfortable to audiences unfamil-
iar with the zombie genre. At the same time, the comic book fans are reas-
sured that they are getting something that remains faithful to the spirit, if 
not the letter, of the original. The author function thus once again provides 
a central discursive ground that allows readers to experience substantially 
divergent texts as cohesive, determining “the meaning and value attributed 
to the text” (Foucault 1483). 

 A more elaborate example of the way in which the TV series builds upon 
the comic book fans’ familiarity with the text, while also restructuring it in 
ways that more easily fi t the Quality TV paradigm, underlies the character 
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of the Governor, who appears in the third season of the show. This charac-
ter, who fulfi lls the function of chief antagonist in issues 27–48 of the comic 
book, is a tremendous fan favorite, with two separate spin-off prose novels 
further exploring his back story and massive volumes of fan fi ction devoted 
to him. In the comic book, the Governor appears as an unambiguously psy-
chotic leader of a small-town community. After Rick fi rst encounters this 
group, both he and his fellow campmate Michonne are captured by the 
Governor, and undergo brutal torture: one of Rick’s hands is cut off, while 
Michonne is locked up in small cell where she is subjected to daily visits 
from the Governor, who beats her without mercy and rapes her repeatedly.  

 More than any other sequence in the fi rst years of its publication history, 
this plot line demonstrated the comic book series’ commitment to the kind 
of uncompromising violence associated with uncompromising   genre fare, 
where the term “gritty” is closely aligned with “authentic.” Contrary to 
most mainstream narratives, both in comics and in other media,  The Walk-
ing Dead ’s Governor-centered plotline deviated from formula by showing 
the horrifi c abuse of one of its most popular female characters in graphic 
detail, while Rick’s emasculating dismemberment communicated that even 
the series’ main protagonist could suffer irreversible harm. 

 The serialized narrative of the Governor dominates the third season of 
the TV series, where the substantial changes to the comic book’s narrative 
illustrate the ways in which the transmedia serialization of this particular 
franchise is marked by forms of discontinuity as much as by more con-
ventional forms of narrative continuity. The character of the Governor as 
played by David Morrissey in the TV series is introduced as a more sym-
pathetic, morally ambiguous fi gure than the comic book version. But even 
though he is clearly marked as the season’s central antagonist, the more 
ambiguous treatment of his character on the TV series makes the narrative 
more accessible to mainstream Quality TV audiences. 

 This becomes most obvious in episode seven (“When the Dead Come 
Knocking”) where, in a variation on the original narrative, Glenn and Mag-
gie are captured by the Governor’s group, and both undergo forms of abuse 
similar to that infl icted on Rick and Michonne in the comic. While Glenn is 
severely beaten by the Governor’s henchman, the Governor himself orders 
Maggie to take off her clothes during her interrogation and then pushes her 
down onto a table.    

 But while the sequence strongly plays up the threat of rape, the Gover-
nor suddenly backs down. For readers of the comic book, the tension in 
the scene derives from the obvious discontinuity between the two different 
incarnations of the series: with one character already substituted for a dif-
ferent one in this sequence, the question whether the action will follow the 
same trajectory creates a sense of suspense that typifi es the series’ explicit 
strategy of making the TV version unpredictable even to fans of the comics. 

 For the large majority of viewers, who are unfamiliar with the source mate-
rial, these substantial changes to the narrative simultaneously keep the series 

[AuQ4]
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Figure 6.1 The comic book version of the Governor in The Walking Dead prepar-
ing to abuse Michonne (issue 28).
Source: Image courtesy of Image Comics/Skybound; author: Robert Kirkman; and art: Charlie 
Adlard.
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accessible to a mainstream audience accustomed to the conventions of Qual-
ity TV. While characters like Tony Soprano, Dexter Morgan, and Walter 
White can remain sympathetic to viewers even as they commit countless 
crimes, sexual violence against women is generally considered an unforgiv-
able offense that distances viewers from the perpetrator immediately and 
irrevocably: “rape is not just a violence against someone’s autonomy, trig-
gering anger, but is also perceived as an unnatural act. We fi nd the rapist dis-
gusting because he seems to fi nd the victim’s pain and humiliation sexually 
arousing” (Bruun Vaage 15). Thus, besides benefi ting the comic book read-
ers by giving them unexpected variations on familiar narratives, the changes 
made in the adaptation process therefore systematically correspond with the 
production practices associated with Quality TV. By offering a variation on 
the more black-and-white morality surrounding this character in the comic 
book, the TV version thus adopts a form of transmedia discontinuity that 
seems designed both to appeal to fans of the original text, while also com-
plying with the aesthetic and narrative conventions of Quality TV. 

 CONCLUSION 

 While both versions of  The Walking Dead  use similar strategies in terms of 
narrative continuity in their different serialized forms, the franchise’s use of 
transmedia practices balances its incorporation of elements from the comic 
book with the addition of new components, as well as substantial varia-
tions on familiar characters and events. Unlike many earlier attempts to 

Figure 6.2 The threat of rape is played up in the TV series’ version of the Governor 
(“When the Dead Come Knocking”).
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develop transmedia narratives in which a single main narrative was scat-
tered across numerous different media,  The Walking Dead  instead provides 
multiple parallel versions of a generally similar diegetic world. While this 
chapter has focused on the relationship between the original text of the 
comic book series and the television version, the bestselling video game, 
Facebook “social game,” board games and novelizations that also belong to 
the franchise follow the same logic: each can be accessed without requiring 
extensive knowledge of other existing versions, while also offering benefi ts 
to those who are familiar with them. And crucially, each of these incarna-
tions serves as advertisement for the others. 

 This more fl exible type of transmedia practice increases the franchise’s 
commodity value dramatically because it allows for numerous entry points, 
each of which can subsequently lead the individual consumer to other ver-
sions: while fans of the comic book were instrumental in creating awareness 
of the television version, the comic book’s sales have increased exponen-
tially (especially in the more widely available trade paperback form) since 
the TV premiere. Similarly, the hugely successful video game can be played 
without prior knowledge of either the comic or the TV series, but has in turn 
increased the audiences of both. While this transmedia strategy in which 
continuity and discontinuity exist side by side is always in danger of prolif-
erating in ways that are perceived as inauthentic and therefore unattractive 
to their established audiences, the very deliberate use of author functions 
has grounded all elements in the franchise under a legitimizing seal of mas-
ter authority.  The Walking Dead  therefore serves as an unusually potent 
example of how transmedia franchises can operate successfully in the larger 
context of media diversifi cation and convergence culture. 
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