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Jorge Cham’s popular comic strip about the lives of hapless grad students takes
him to the Large Hadron Collider—and launches a series of comics that explains the
science with remarkable clarity.

Piled higher and deeper

He took a full load of classes and knocked on professors’
doors, offering to work without pay in the hope that they
would like him so much they would hire him.
“It was pretty painful,” Cham says. “It wasn’t just the
workload. It was the level at which you were expected to
perform.” He was at the top of his class at Georgia Tech,
he says, but at Stanford he barely kept up.
He was also doing a lot of doodling.
During Cham’s first term, the Stanford student newspaper ran an ad asking for student cartoonists. “I imagined
they were asking undergraduates,” Cham says. “But my
brother said there should be a comic by a grad student—
because that’s when the real pain begins.”
Cham agrees. “It’s a story you don’t hear anywhere
else,” he jokes—“the ignominy, the humiliation.”

By Kathryn Grim

During graduate school, Jorge Cham used to procrastinate
by drawing cartoons for the school paper. Now he makes
comics for a living, “and I procrastinate by doing research,”
he says.
Cham, 32, draws the online comic strip PhD, or Piled
Higher and Deeper: Life (or Lack Thereof) in Academia.
In his spare time, he visits research institutions for inspiration
and gives lectures about the benefits of putting off work.
A couple of trips last summer took him to CERN, the
world’s largest particle physics laboratory, located on
the Swiss-French border. There he studied high-energy
physics graduate students in their natural habitat.
Cham doesn’t consider himself a reporter; “I just write
about what interests me,” he says. But the five comic
strips he drew after his visits give a clearer explanation
than many articles do of the research to be conducted
with the Large Hadron Collider. They illustrate the goals
of the accelerator and how it works. In fact, his depiction
of the LHC so impressed lab officials that they commissioned him to draw a series of CERN comics they can
use for public outreach.
The comics also stand out because they illustrate grad
students’ ability to laugh at themselves. In the case of
the LHC, Cham finds humor in preparing to do research
when the thing you’re most certain about is that you
will find something you never expected.

Nameless in academia
Piled Higher and Deeper follows the lives of several
graduate students, most in scientific fields, as they
navigate a world of living on Ramen noodles and coffee,
teaching clueless undergraduates, and searching for
thesis advisors who appear only when you don’t need them.
The name of the strip came from students’ interpretation
of the degree titles BS (Bull…), MS (More of the
Same), and PhD (Piled Higher and Deeper).
The main character, a grad student modeled after
Cham, remains nameless in the strip. “When you’re a
graduate student, professors never remember your name,
so it seemed appropriate,” he says.
One of the charms of Cham’s comic is that he often
shows the world of research through the eyes of the
underdog. He was curious about the start-up of the LHC,
from the cutting-edge science down to the rumors he’d
heard about the possibility that it would create a black
hole and destroy the Earth. So he asked a few graduate
students to give him the unofficial tour of the facility.
“I’m really always interested to talk to grad students,”
Cham says. “I feel like they are still at that point where
they’re enthusiastic and curious and aren’t jaded about
research. When someone becomes a professional
researcher, it becomes a different thing in their head.
They’ve had to sell their research so much at this point
they automatically go into their sales pitch. Grad students
are still sort of struggling to understand what they’re
doing, what it all means.”
Cham encountered that level of self-reflection when
he asked one of his tour guides at CERN why he volunteered to show him around.
“Well, it’s interesting to work on this stuff,” the student
said, “but it’s also interesting to share it.”

Hooked on comics
Cham was born and raised in Central America, where
his parents worked in the Panama Canal Zone for the
US government.
He learned English in part by watching a television
channel produced for North Americans working at the
canal. He soaked in The Cosby Show, The Brady Bunch,
and The Flintstones.
But sitcoms weren’t the only bit of Americana Cham
took to heart.
“One day my father stopped at a garage sale one of
the American families was having,” he says. “He picked up
a box full of old comics—Archie, Peanuts. That got me and
my brother into reading comics, and we never stopped.”
Cham’s parents held advanced degrees, and his older
brother, Jaime, went to the United States for college.
Eventually Cham and his younger sisters all did the same.
He followed his brother to the Georgia Institute of
Technology and then Stanford University, studying engineering with the intention of becoming a professor.
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The power of procrastination
In the early days of the Internet, Cham started putting his
comic online, first as part of his personal Web site and
then on a site of its own. The site gradually built a following
and now has an international audience of almost 3.4 million
unique visitors per year, including representatives of more
than 1000 schools. Cham has sold more than 46,000
books of his comic strips.
While refining PhD, Cham earned his PhD in mechanical
engineering and taught at the California Institute of
Technology for two years. He then embarked on a new
experiment: writing his comics full-time. He augments
his earnings by visiting universities to give a lecture he
calls “The Power of Procrastination.”
“Historically, a lot of great things have happened when

people were procrastinating,” Cham says. Take the story
of Sir Isaac Newton, who supposedly discovered gravity
when an apple fell onto his head: “The real question is,”
Cham says, “what was he doing under that tree?”
Cham says he hopes he can alleviate some of the guilt
grad students, who so often make up the backbone of
research, feel for procrastinating in academia. After all,
he’s made a career of it.
According to Piled Higher and Deeper, Newton’s First
Law of Graduation states that “a grad student in procrastination tends to stay in procrastination unless an
external force is applied to it.”
So Cham can rest assured he will always have an audience of grad students reading just one more comic, they
swear, before they get back to work.
33

gallery: jorge cham

34

35

symmetry | volume 06 | issue 01 | march 09

