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INTRODUCTORY LECTURE
 The Graphic Narrative

Page 2
						
						

A Meta-Narrative of Graphic Narrative
 A meta-narrative refers to an overarching narrative that explains a particular historical experience.
 In recent decades, the concept of the meta-narrative has come under fire, especially by post-structuralists, who argue that such sweeping narratives leave out much more than they hold in.
 However, while I acknowledge the validity of much of the contemporary criticism associated with the meta-narrative, I also feel strongly that we cannot approach a new subject without taking into account its history, its generic influences, and its contemporary forms.
 I will simply encourage us to recognize the limitations of such an approach.

Page 3
						
						

Clifford Geertz
 My own scholarship has been influenced by anthropologist Clifford Geertz, who developed a methodology for approaching culture that has subsquently been used by cultural historians and literary critics who practice New Historicism.
 Geertz, Clifford. The Interpretation of Cultures. New York: Basic Books, 1973.
 The key aspect of Geertz’s theory of culture is that we cannot understand any cultural gesture/idea/concept without also understanding its context.
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Contextualizing Culture
 To illustrate his point, Geertz borrowed from philosopher Gilbert Ryle the idea that any cultural gesture cannot be adequately defined without a reference to context.
 For instance, in some cultures, raising one’s index finger and middle finger in a simultaneous salute refers to the concept of “peace.”
 In other cultures, it is an insult.
 In order to understand which gesture is meant, one must also understand the culture out of which it emerges.
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Thin vs. Thick Description
 Geertz argued that if one simply described a gesture, one was engaging in “thin description” because one was simply noting that the gesture existed.
 If one provided the cultural context for a gesture, then one was providing “thick description.”
 Literary critics, especially those engaged in interdisciplinary study, have embraced Geertz’s ideas because they offer up a way of approaching texts that takes into account cultural context.
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The Work of the Cultural Historian
 For example, in order to develop a greater understanding of a cultural artifact such as a book, a scholar might develop a program of study that situates that artifact within its cultural context. As part of her study, she might ask questions such as these:
 What was the subject position of the author at the time that he/she wrote the artifact?
 What topics or approaches were other authors using, and how did those approaches potentially impact the author of the artifact?
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The Work of the Cultural Historian
 What historical, economic, or cultural events might have impacted the author’s world view?
 How might the reception of previous artifacts…or of similar artifacts… impact the author’s decision-making process?
 How does the artifact reflect contemporary cultural ideas?
 A shorthand for all of these questions might be:
 Why THIS THING in THIS WAY at THIS TIME?
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The Work of the Cultural Historian
 As I mentioned earlier, interdisciplinary scholars are particularly attracted to the concept of “thick description” because it acknowledges that in order to understand an artifact better, one must acknowledge that it is a repository for all sorts of cultural influences.
 The graphic narrative represents the merging of two important cultural concepts: the narrative and the image. As such, an interdisciplinary approach is useful.
 Moreover, the graphic narrative emerged out of a specific historical and economic culture, and we need to understand that context.
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Influences on the Graphic Narrative

Page 10
						
						

Interpretative Approaches

Page 11
						
						

A Thick Description of the Graphic Narrative
 This semester, we will apply a variety of approaches as we attempt to develop a meta-narrative of the graphic narrative.
 Upfront, I want to acknowledge both the pioneering spirit of our work and the impossibility of ever truly developing a meta-narrative that takes into account all of the facets of the graphic narrative.
 All I propose is that we give it our best effort.
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Historical Background

Page 13
						
						

Interpretative Background

Page 14
						
						

Categories

Page 15
						
						

A Word About Popular Culture
 In the hierarchical world of literary studies, artifacts such as graphic novels are often termed “popular culture.” These artifacts can be viewed by some critics as being not only different from, but lesser than, longer-standing forms such as the poem, the play, and the novel.
 Over the last four decades, scholars of “marginalized” literature have made a number of compelling arguments for the inclusion of such texts into academic discussion.
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A Word About Popular Culture
 One argument involves the idea that in order to understand a particular moment in literary history, a scholar must become familiar with all of the artifacts produced during that moment. This argument does not necessarily take issue with the hierarchy, just with exclusion.
 Another argument involves the idea that forms of popular culture have both historical and aesthetic value. This argument attempts to answer the question, “But is it any good?” in reference to popular culture artifacts.
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A Word About Popular Culture
 As a scholar of African-American literature, women’s literature, children’s literature…and now graphic narratives, I have made both of these arguments at one time or another.
 I’m also a pragmatist, and I believe that the graphic narrative will become one of the preeminent cultural forms of the 21st century, as it melds two key aspects of our culture: the rise of the memoir and the rise of the visual. As such, graphic narratives deserve our attention.
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Terms
 We’ll discuss the concept of terminology in greater depth later in the semester, but right now, I’d just like to point out that the emergence of the graphic narrative out of popular culture has impacted the way that it is discussed by the academy.
 “Comics” are too low-brow for some critics; “comix” was coined by Art Spiegelman to try to get around the issue, but it never stuck. “Graphic novel” works for fiction, but what about non-fiction? Oh, and then there is the whole “genre” vs. “medium” debate.
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Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven write about terminology in MFS (2006)
 “The explosion of creative practice in the field of graphic narrative—which we may define as narrative work in the medium of comics—is one with which the academy is just catching up. We are only beginning to learn to pay attention in a sophisticated way to graphic narrative. (And while this special issue largely focuses on long-form work—"graphic narrative" is the term we prefer to "graphic novel," which can be a misnomer—we understand graphic narrative to encompass a range of types of narrative work in comics.)”1
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Their Footnote
 1. We are particularly interested in long-form graphic narrative work, which can take the shape of a book, but can also potentially be an individual comic book or comic book series with a sustained narrative. Yet the genre of the comic strip, for example, which has a history distinct from that of the comic book, could also be considered "graphic narrative." While comics practitioner and theorist Will Eisner understands that the term "graphic narrative" is "a generic description of any narration that employs image to transmit an idea" and "film and comics both engage in graphic narrative," we use graphic narrative here specifically to denote a comics text (6).
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