THE LITERARY FEATURES OF GRAPHIC NOVELS

We want students in a junior or
middle school classroom to begin to
develop an understanding of what
they read, how language works to
make meaning, and how they can
figure such things out. Graphic novels
can therefore pose an additional level
of challenge, because the visual and
its impact on meaning must be
worked out at the same time that the
language is being examined. Even
something as simple as this prototype
| designed for the Graphic Poetry
series is instructive. A student might
be comfortable reading a short story
and analyzing its setting—the time,
place, and prevailing circumstances of
the story—but how do they analyze
the setting of the poem presented
here as a visual narrative? They
would have to talk about the colour
of the half-page panel at the top, and
how it seems to suggest that the
events of the poem will take place in

the early evening or at twilight. They
would also need to talk about how the title of the poem, juxtaposed with the tree, implies that the
reader is looking at the poison tree in the opening panel. And what is to be made of the fact that the
tree is entirely black and blends in with the gutter between each of the panels and the page borders as
well? Is the author/illustrator making a comment about how quickly and dangerously poison can
spread? What are we to make of the close up of the male figure in the bottom left-hand panel and the
eerie red background colour? He looks angry and the black words on the red background reinforce that,
but his fixed gaze almost seems to peer right through the gutter and at the “friend” who is shot in a
medium-long to long shot, presumably looking back at him, albeit tentatively. All of this is happening
and we’ve only reached the end of the poem’s first line, at which point—if we were simply looking at the
text of the poem—we wouldn’t normally have begun debating its meaning. It is crucial, then, when
teaching graphica that we don’t just acquaint students with the terminology they might use to talk
about how a shot is composed, but look carefully with them at the various features of the verbal and
visual canvas before them.



