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Teaching Graphic Novels in Year 12.

What is the appeal of graphic novels? Why are they so special. I would like to start by sharing a section of a novel by Michael Chabon, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier & Clay. This passage always fires up a passion in me, and makes me wish that I knew so much more about the development of the comic book.  Something I wanted to do today, was talk about the development of the Graphic novel, with some history. I think this passage, although long, really captures the origins of the art.

Josef has just performed a miraculous escape from Prague in 1939 to escape the Nazis. Arriving in New York and moving in with his aunt and cousin he is keen to pursue the American dream. It is here that his cousin Sam reveals his plan for them to become rich and famous.
Sammy reached into his portfolio, pulled out a creased, well-thumbed copy of the latest issue of Action Comics, and handed it to his cousin.

In 1939 the American comic book, like the beavers and cockroaches of prehistory, was larger and, in its cumbersome way, more splendid than its modern descendant. It aspired to the dimensions of a slick magazine and to the thickness of a pulp, offering sixty-four pages of gaudy bulk (including the cover) for its ideal price of one thin dime. While the quality of its interior illustrations was generally execrable at best, its covers pretended to some of the skill and design of the slick, and to the brio of the pulp magazine. The comic book cover, in those early days, was a poster advertising a dream-movie, with a running time of two seconds, that flickered to life in the mind and unreeled in splendour just before one opened to the stapled packet of coarse paper inside and the lights came up. The covers were often hand-painted, rather than merely inked and coloured, by men with solid reputations in the business, journeyman illustrators who could pull off accurate lab girls in chains and languid, detailed jungle jaguars and muscularly correct male bodies whose feet seemed really to carry their weight. Held in the hand, hefted, those early numbers of Wonder and Detective, with their chromatic crew of pirates, Hindu poisoners, and snap-brim avengers, their abundant typography at once stylish and crude, seem even today to promise adventure of a light but thoroughly nourishing variety. All too often, however, the scene depicted on the label bore no relation to the thin soup of material contained within. Inside the covers – whence today there wafts an inevitable flea-market smell of rot and nostalgia – the comic book of 1939 was, artistically and morphologically, in a far more primitive state. As with all mongrel art forms and pidgin languages, there was, in the beginning, a necessary, highly fertile period of genetic and grammatical confusion. Men who had been reading newspaper comic strips and pulp magazines for most of their lives, many of them young and inexperienced with the pencil, the ink brush, and the cruel time constraints of piecework, struggled to see beyond the strict spacial requirements of the newspaper strip, on the one hand, and the sheer overheated wordiness of the pulp on the other.
From the beginning, there was a tendency among educators, psychologists, and the general public to view the comic book as merely a debased offspring of the newspaper comic strip, then in the full flower of its since-faded glory, read by presidents and Pullman porters, a proud American cousin, in indigenous vitality and grace, of baseball and jazz. Some of the opprobrium and sense of embarrassment that would forever attach itself to the comic book form was due to the way it at first inevitably suffered, even at its best, by comparison with the mannered splendour of Burne Hogarth, Alex Raymond, Hal Foster, and the other kings of the funny-page draftsmanship, with the finely tuned humor and adultish irony of Li’l Abner, Krazy Kat, Abbie ‘n’ Slats, with the steady, metrical storytelling of Gould and Gray and Gasoline Alley, or with the dizzying, never surpassed interplay of verbal and visual narrative in the work of Milton Caniff.
At first, and until very recently in 1939, comic books had in fact been nothing more than reprint digests of the more popular strips, uprooted from their newspaper homes and forced, not without violence and scissoring, between a pair of cheap glossy covers. The strips’ measured, three-to-four-panel pacing, with Friday cliffhangers and Monday recapitulations, suffered in the more spacious confines of the “funny book,” and what felt stately, thrilling, or hilarious when doled out in spoonfuls on a daily basis seemed a jerky, repetitive, static, and unnecessarily protracted business in the pages of, say, More Fun (1937), the first comic book that Sammy Klayman ever bought. Partly for this reason, but also to avoid paying the established syndicates for the reprint rights, the early publishers of comic books began to experiment with original content, hiring artists or packagers of artists to create their own characters and strips. These artists, if experienced, were not generally successful or talented; if they had talent, they lacked experience. Those in the latter category were mostly immigrants or immigrants’ children, or country boys right off the bus. They had dreams but, given their last names and lack of connections, no real chance of succeeding in the lofty world of Saturday Evening Post covers and ads for Mazda lightbulbs. Many of them, it must be said, could not even draw a realistic picture of the admittedly complicated bodily appendage with which they hoped to make their livings.
The drop-off in quality that followed the original-content revolution was immediate and precipitous. Lines grew tentative, poses awkward, compositions static, backgrounds nonexistent. Feet, notoriously difficult to draw in realistic depth, all but disappeared from the panels, and noses were reduced to the simplest variations on the twenty-second letter of the alphabet. Horses resembled barrel-chested, spindly dogs, and automobiles were carefully effaced with speed lines to disguise the fact that they lacked doors, were never drawn to scale, and all looked the same. Pretty women, as a requisite arrow in every boy cartoonist’s quiver, fared somewhat better, but the men tended to stand around in wrinkleless suits that looked stamped from stovepipe tin and in hats that appeared to weigh more than the automobiles, ill at ease, big-chinned, punching one another in their check-mark noses. Circus strong men, giant Hindu manservants, and breechclouted jungle lords invariably sported fanciful musculature, eyecups and octoceps and beltoids, and abdomens like fifteen racked pool balls. Knees and elbows bent at painful, double-jointed angles. The colour was murky at best, and at worst there was hardly any colour at all. Sometimes everything was just two tones of red, or two of blue. But most of all, comic books suffered not from insufficient artwork – for there was considerable vitality here, too, and a collective Depression-born urge toward self-improvement, and even the occasional talented hard-luck competent pencilman – but from a bad case of the carbon copies. Everything was a version, sometimes hardly altered at all, of a newspaper strip or pulp-radio hero. Radio’s Green Hornet spawned various colours of wasp, beetle, and bee; the Shadow was himself shadowed by a legion of suit-wearing, felt-hatted, lama-trained vigilantes; every villainess was a thinly disguised Dragon Lady. Consequently, the comic book, almost immediately upon its invention, or soon thereafter, began to languish, lacking purpose or distinction. There was nothing here one could not find done better, or cheaper, somewhere else (and on the radio one could have it for free).
Then, in June 1938, Superman appeared. He had been mailed to the offices of National Periodical Publications from Cleveland, by a couple of Jewish boys who had imbued him with the power of a hundred men, of a distant world, and of the full measure of their bespectacled adolescent hopefulness and desperation. The artist, Joe Shuster, while technically just barely apt, seemed to understand from the first that the big rectangular page of the comic book offered possibilities for pacing and composition that were mostly unavailable in the newspapers; he joined three panels vertically into one to display the full parabolic zest of one of Superman’s patented skyscraper-hops (the Man of Steel could not, at this point in his career, properly fly), and he chose his angles and arranged his figures with certain cinematic flair. The writer, Jerome Siegel, had forged, through the smelting intensity of his fanatical love and compendious knowledge of the pulps and their antecedents, a magical alloy of several previous characters and archetypes from Samson to Doc Savage, one with its own unique properties of tensility, hardness, and luster. Though he had been conceived originally as a newspaper hero, Superman was born in the pages of a comic book, where he thrived, and after this miraculous parturition, the form finally began to emerge from its transitional funk, and to articulate a purpose for itself in the marketplace of ten-cent dreams: to express the lust for power and the gaudy sartorial taste of a race of powerless people with no leave to dress themselves. Comic books were Kid Stuff, pure and true, and they arrived at precisely the moment when the kids of America began, after ten years of terrible hardship, to find their pockets burdened with the occasional superfluous dime.




(Chabon, 74-78)
Why Graphic Novel?
I apologise for such a long quote, but I feel it really captures the spirit of the graphic novel’s beginning; tentative, fraught with the threat of failure and often looked down on as a lesser form. Something which I think as English teachers we often struggle to know whether a graphic novel is up to the standards of literature that we teach in the senior years. But then I remember a time when film was not considered part of English either. 
I’m a big advocate for graphic novels, but I am certainly not an expert. Today I would like to provide you with some knowledge of graphic novels, what I look for in a graphic novel to teach, share my reasons for teaching them and more importantly provide you with some more practical approaches to teaching the graphic novel, using Ghostworld to model this.
So what is a graphic novel?
It is in definition intrinsically linked with the comic book; it is a novel of length and substance which uses images and text to depict the story line. Graphic novels come suited for a variety of audiences. In a more traditional comic book style we have such books as Destination Moon, from the Tin Tin series. This ties in with graphic novels that are suited for a younger audience. However, many varieties of graphic novels deal with themes, issues or graphics that are only suited to a more mature audience. In particular, the Manga genre from Japan is often considered to have highly graphic violence and sexual content, but this is not always the case.
How can you decide if a graphic novel is suitable for a class text?
At the end of the day the decision will lie with you. I guess I have a few ideas about how I like to pick a graphic novel. I think part of the image problem with graphic novels lies with the impression that they are a watered down version of literature that already exists. Graphic novel versions of texts like Macbeth and the Stormbreaker series of ten reinforce this idea in my own mind, even though it’s a prejudice I need to get over.

I personally think that the best graphic novels are original, and were originally created to be a graphic novel, where the story intertwines with the images and they rely on each other to convey this. Some that I think are particularly great and have a lot of value in the classroom are Ghostworld by Daniel Clowes, American Splendour by Harvey Pekar and Maus by Art Spiegelman. These three graphic novels would be fantastic in the senior years. A graphic novel which is an adaptation of a classic is The Great Gatsby a graphic adaptation by Nicki Greenberg; an interesting and unique take on Fitzgerald’s tale.
To choose something really worth teaching there needs to be enough content, and you need to feel relatively comfortable with the graphics and feel able to look beyond the plot and talk technique.
How do you read a graphic novel?
Follow the basic reading rules in the way that you approach each frame. Top to bottom, left to right. They won’t always be the same size and shape, but this will help you. If the format is going stray from this the author will usually guide you with arrows, often seen in panels in MAD magazine.

*page 15*

The most difficult thing to get your head around are the speech bubbles. Top to bottom, left to right will usually be helpful, but you will need to watch the interactions between them, speech bubbles that are in front are read first. Sometimes you will need to read all the speech bubbles to work out what order they go in.
*page 15*

You must look at more than the narration and dialogue, as the images are part of the story. In Ghostworld which we will begin to use as a basis, body language and facial expression are essential parts of the story.
*page 20*

Framing and point of view are very important, as in film. 

*page 73*

Studying Ghostworld.

One of my favourite texts of all time is Daniel Clowes’ Ghostworld. I teach this to my Yr 12 Communications class. 

Ghostworld deals with many themes, predominantly the ideas of growing up, relationships and identity. Enid, the protagonist, is confrontational, and derives great pleasure from shocking and embarrassing those around her- their embarrassment results in her criticism and scorn. Josh sums it up nicely when he says “I always feel like you’re going out of your way to make me feel uncomfortable so you can make fun of me...” *Page 60*

“In Ghostworld Enid struggles to find her identity and place in the world. How does the author convey this?”

Enid’s relationship with Becky is pivotal to understanding the themes explored in the novel and are the function for all the ideas to be presented. Looking at the changes in their relationship shows its breakdown and highlights the fact that Becky is able to find her place in the world, whilst Enid is not. Their body language is particularly important in conveying this. There are many moments where they mirror each other, but Becky’s desire for a more mainstream adult life eventually separates her from Enid who still rejects anything she considers normal.  It’s Enid’s insecurity that is the basis for her behaviour where she erects a wall between herself and others, predominantly through her language.
Language:

Ghostworld does have a lot of swearing, but it does provide an important discussion point with students and allows us to see how Enid interacts with others. Talking this through with your students is essential. I don’t think they are going to see anything they haven’t already been exposed to, but there can be a slight transition time for them to get over their initial embarrassment.
Ghostworld film clip- 8.50 to end of chapter
Activity.

Hand out chapter 2- get them to look at and interpret.

Answer any questions.
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