
English 4100, Graphic Narratives,  
Fall 2011, Wednesdays 4:00-7:20 

Contact Information 
Dr. Gwen Athene Tarbox, Department of English PREFERRED FORM OF CONTACT: 

gwen.tarbox@wmich.edu 
Teaching Assistants:  Ms. Traci Brimhall and Ms. 
Natasha Allen 

Office Hours:  Wednesdays, 7:30-
8:30 pm, and by appointment 

Office/Phone:  625 Sprau Tower; 269-387-2588 Classroom:  4002 Brown Hall 

Catalog Description 
 A study in historical perspective of selected literary works of the English speaking 

world or international literature in translation.  

Learning Objectives 
You will: 

 Explore the historical background of the comics medium 

 Develop an understanding of the “grammar” involved in reading a panel, a page, and an 

entire comics sequence  

 Learn terminology associated with visual and literary theory 

 Practice interpretative skills with a number of critically significant long form comics 

 Learn to write about comics, with sensitivity to form, content, and literary merit 

 Apply course content to your educational and professional objectives  

Text List 
 It is essential that you purchase all of the required texts listed below, as the texts will 

be used for in class exercises and for exams.  Checking books out from the library will 
pose problems, as class participants will need to make reference to their texts at 
various points during the semester.  You will also need to buy a $5.00 copy card from 
the Bernhard Center WMU Bookstore.  Copy cards are due to me by Wednesday, 
September 21, 2011. You may purchase their texts from any vendor. 

 The estimated total cost for the books and copy card for this class comes to 
approximately $150 (based on purchasing entirely new texts on Amazon.com).  While 
that is a significant expenditure, it represents a fraction of the cost of many textbooks in 
other courses and disciplines.  I feel that it is important to emphasize up front to 
students the things that I value as an instructor, so I want to be sure that you are aware 
of the significance of purchasing your course texts and bringing them to class on 
days when we will be using them as part of our work. 



Author Title ISBN Price (New from 
Amazon.com) 

Abouet and Oubrerie Aya 978-1894937900 $13.57 

Bá and Moon Daytripper 978-1401229696 $13.58 

Barry One Hundred Demons 978-1570614590 $21.95 

Bechdel Fun Home 978-0618871711 $9.43 

Heer A Comic Studies Reader 978-1604731095 $25.00 

McCloud Understanding Comics 978-0060976255 $15.42 

Moore and Gibbons Watchmen 978-0930289232 $12.55 

Satrapi The Complete Persepolis 978-0375714832 $14.46 

Spiegelman Maus, Volume I:  My 

Father Bleeds History 
978-0394747231 $10.22 

Tan The Arrival 978-0439895293 $11.75 

Copy Card for $5.00  Available at the Bernhard 

Center branch of the 

WMU Bookstore 

$5.00 

 

Commentary on the Text List and on Reading for the Course 
 
 Keep in mind that the role of scholars involves reading and thinking about texts 

that they might not choose for their personal reading.  However, at this stage, the idea 
is that scholars are reading for literary form, for social understanding, and for 
knowledge of the field.  Therefore, while all of the texts may not appeal to you 
personally, you need to read them carefully with the goal of developing your skills as a 
critic. 

 We will be reading a number of texts this semester, and most of them are relatively long 
and complex.  It is my expectation that you will have read the ENTIRE text prior to 
the days that we discuss it in class. 

 I will be asking you to read articles online, using the university’s databases.  For each 
article, you should print out a copy and bring it with you to class. 

 English 4100 is a 4 credit-hour class.  As such, you should expect to spend at least 12 
hours outside of class per week on homework.  If you are a slow reader, you may need 
to devote more time than 12 hours.   The university calculates that time by multiplying 
each contact hour by three.  



Attendance Policy 
 Please try to be present at every class meeting.  I pack each session with important 

information, and believe me, there is no substitute for being there.  Natasha will take 
attendance at the beginning of class.  If you compile more than TWO (2) absences, I 
will take 5% off of your final grade for your 3rd and 4th absences.    If you miss 
more than FOUR (4) classes, then you will fail my course.  The rationale for this 
policy is that after being absent for 4 classes, you have missed too much information to 
be able to say honestly that you have “taken” the course. 
  

 If you miss more than 2 classes, it is usually because you have encountered a serious 
family or personal emergency.  I recommend that if you are facing an emergency, 
you should quickly contact the Associate Dean of Students, Dr. Suzie Nagel, who 
can help in a number of ways, including setting up appointments with a counselor, 
contacting your professors, and/or providing you with advice regarding whether you 
should carry on with your classes.  You can contact the Dean of Students office at 387-
2150. 
 

 As I live in the Grand Rapids area, I am particularly aware of the dangers of travelling 
during snow storms.  If you live outside of Kalamazoo, you should not travel during 
dangerous weather.  Hopefully, we will not have any snow days.  Use your absences 
wisely so that if you should need to miss class due to a snow emergency (when the 
university administration does not cancel class), you can do that. 
 

 If you are sniffling, coughing uncontrollably, and/or are running a fever, you should not 
be in class, both because you need rest and because you are undoubtedly contagious.   If 
you have been told by your doctor that you have a contagious condition, such as pink 
eye or influenza, you should not come to class.  Your fever should have been gone for 
24 hours before you come to campus!  Use your absences wisely so that if you should 
need to miss class due to illness, it will not hurt your final grade.  If you come to class 
looking visibly ill, I will send you home – so please save the trip. 

Cellphone and Laptop Policy 
 Please remember to turn your cellphone off prior to the start of class.  Please do not 

send or receive text messages during the class period.  There will be two short 
breaks each class period, and you can use that time to text/surf, etc.   

 While you are welcome to bring your laptop to class for use with group work, please 
stow your laptop at the beginning of class.   

Assignment Submission/Grading Policy 
 Your assignments will be due on the dates set in the syllabus.  For every day that an 

assignment is late, you will receive a 5 point deduction on the assignment grade.  I start 
counting as “one day,” the minute after an assignment is due.  Thus, if your assignment 
were due on October 21st at 4pm, I would give you a 5 point deduction on the paper at 



4:01pm.  Then, the next day at 4:01pm, you would receive another 5 point deduction, 
and so on. 
 

 The assignments you turn in will enable you to practice a variety of academic writing 
skills.  Should you require assistance with your writing, you might wish to visit the 
WMU Writing Center, which is located in 1071 Moore Hall.  Call 387-4615 to find out 
their operating hours and sign-up procedures. 
 

 For all of your assignments, I will use the WMU Grading Scale:   
 

Grade Explanation 

100-93 A Work that exceeds expectations and goes well beyond the basic 
knowledge of the material to show originality, creativity, and 
sophistication 

92-88 BA Work that exceeds the expectations of the assignment and 
demonstrates a consistent level of strong reasoning and clear 
expression of ideas 

87-83 B Work that meets the expectations of the assignment and 
includes several instances of strong reasoning and clear 
expression of ideas 

82-78 CB Work that meets the expectations of the assignment 

77-72 C Work that meets many of the expectations for the assignment, but 
also includes some flawed reasoning or insufficient expression 
of ideas 

71-67 DC Work that meets some expectations for the assignment, but 
includes flawed reasoning or insufficient expression of ideas 

66-60 D Work that fails to meet most of the expectations for the 
assignment 

59 and 
lower E 

Work that fails to meet any of the expectations of the 
assignment  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Here are the assignments for the course, set out in table form: 
 

Assignment Due Date Percentage of Grade 

Exam One October 5, 4:00-5:50 in class  15 

Exam Two November 9, 4:00-5:50 in 
class 

15 

Final Examination December 14, 5:00-7:00 in 
class 

20 

Short paper December 15, 9:00 pm 
electronically to 
gwen.tarbox@wmich.edu 

20 

Poster Presentation December 7, 4:00-5:50 in 
class [Posters will be due to 
me electronically by 
December 5 at midnight.  
The grade will come from a 
combination of the poster 
itself and your ability to 
answer questions about it 
during the presentation 
session.] 

15 

Quizzes and homework Various dates in the 
semester 

10 

Book checks Every day of the semester 5 

TOTAL 100% 

Assignment Descriptions 
 Exams:  Half of your grade this semester will be earned through taking three scheduled 

examinations.  For each exam, you should bring a green or bluebook – these are 
available at the University Bookstore locations.  Please consult the assignment sheet for 
specifics. 

 Book checks:  As I noted above, I want to be sure that you are reading the texts for this 
semester and that you will have access to them for exams, for the paper, and for 
homework.  As such, in addition to taking role each class period, Natasha will be 
marking whether or not you have your text with you.  If you anticipate financial 
difficulty in obtaining the texts, please set up a meeting with me at the beginning of the 
semester so that I can help you to gain access to university channels that help students 
in need. 



 Poster presentation/short paper:  You will write a 7-10 page essay in which you 
apply a critical principle from the scholarship to a graphic narrative – either one that 
we have read this semester or one that you select in consultation with me.  In addition 
to expressing your ideas in the traditional paper format, you will also develop a one-
page powerpoint slide, suitable for public presentation, that we will highlight during a 
poster presentation session on December 7.  The Department of English community will 
be invited to attend this session and to ask you questions regarding your work. 

 Quizzes and homework:  Periodically, I will give pop quizzes or ask you to complete a 
short homework assignment related to the reading.   

Academic Honesty 
 You are responsible for making yourself aware of and understanding the 

policies and procedures in the Undergraduate Catalog that pertain to 
Academic Honesty. These policies include cheating, fabrication, falsification and 
forgery, multiple submission, plagiarism, complicity and computer misuse. [The 
policies can be found at www.www.wmich.edu/catalog under Academic Policies, 
Student Rights and Responsibilities.] If there is reason to believe you have been 
involved in academic dishonesty, you will be referred to the Office of Student 
Conduct. You will be given the opportunity to review the charge(s). If you believe 
you are not responsible, you will have the opportunity for a hearing. You should 
consult with me if you are uncertain about an issue of academic honesty prior to the 
submission of an assignment or test. 

 
 I have observed recently that many of my students taking 4000-level courses are 

often unfamiliar with the basics of citing sources and of using MLA or Chicago form.  
By this point in your college career, you should have mastered this concept.  If you 
are unclear about how to use internal documentation to cite sources – in other 
words, if this paragraph has caused you concern because you know that you 
are unsure about using MLA or Chicago form – then purchase one of the 
following guide books: 

o Gibaldi, Joseph.  MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 6th ed.  New 
York:  MLA, 2003. 

o Turabian, Kate.  A Manual for Writers of Research Papers, Theses, and 
Dissertations, 7th ed.  Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 2007. 

 
 Other resources include the MLA Guide available on-line at the Purdue On-Line 

Writing Lab (Purdue OWL)  http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/557/01 
or a great laminated notebook pamphlet that you can get from Amazon.com if you 
go to this url:  http://www.amazon.com/Apa-mla-Guidelines-Quickstudy-
Academic/dp/1572228962/ref=pd_sim_b_2 test. 

 
 Please consult this Style Guide for Citing Comic Images:  

http://www.english.ufl.edu/comics/scholars/guide.html 
 

 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/557/01
http://www.amazon.com/Apa-mla-Guidelines-Quickstudy-Academic/dp/1572228962/ref=pd_sim_b_2
http://www.amazon.com/Apa-mla-Guidelines-Quickstudy-Academic/dp/1572228962/ref=pd_sim_b_2
http://www.english.ufl.edu/comics/scholars/guide.html


Syllabus 

Primary Text Secondary 
Readings 

Key Questions Date  

Introduction to Course and Materials Sept 7 

The Arrival, Tan Chapters 1-6, McCloud, 
Understanding Comics 

1. What vocabulary terms 
are associated with the 
study of comics? 

2.  How do we read a comic 
panel and how do we 
make interpretative 
associations between 
panels? 

3. How does an 
author/illustrator 
convey meaning without 
the use of text? 

4. What statement does 
Tan make about the 
immigrant experience? 

Sept 
14 

Fun Home, Bechdel Hillary Chute, “An 
Interview with Alison 
Bechdel” in MFS [Project 
Muse] 

 

Bart Beaty, 
“Autobiography as 
Authenticity” in A Comics 
Studies Reader 

1. How does Bechdel view 
issues of authenticity in 
her own work? 

2. In what ways does 
Bechdel’s narrative 
conform or resist 
traditional ideas about 
the coming of age 
narrative? 

3. Is it necessary that 
Bechdel’s story be 
viewed as “true” (even if 
she says that is?)? In 
other words, can we 
identify the fictional 
properties inherent in 
the act of 
reconceptualizing the 
past?  And can we read 
against Bechdel’s 
narrative? 

4. According to Beaty, why 
might comic artists be 
particularly concerned 
about issues of 
authenticity? 

Sept 
21 



Daytripper, Moon 
and Bá 

Pascal Lefèvre, “The 
Construction of Space in 
Comics” in A Comics 
Studies Reader 

 

Chapters 7-9 in McCloud, 
Understanding Comics 

1.  In the peritextual 
material appended to 
Daytripper, Moon and 
Bá note that color was 
central to their plans for 
the novel. How does 
color create meaning in 
the novel? 

2. In his work on narrative 
theory, Jean Genette 
referred to the peritext 
as that information 
found “inside the text, 
within the space 
occupied by the volume 
itself, such as the title or 
preface…” (Genette, 
1989, p. 6).  He also 
suggested that it could 
put forward an entire 
system of values.  What 
values might be reflected 
in the peritext for 
Daytripper? 

3. Like Fun Home, 
Daytripper focuses on a 
reconstructed narrative 
– in this case a 
biography.  What sort of 
work does the reader 
need to do in order to 
understand the text?  
What value might there 
have been in 
constructing a 
chronological account of 
the protagonist’s life? 

4. Despite its innovative 
structure, does 
Daytripper support 
traditional tropes 
regarding the figure of 
the artist and regarding 
the figure of the 
mainstream male 
subject? 

Sept 
28 

Examination One, 4:00-5:50/Poster Presentation and Paper Assignment Discussion 
6:00-7:20 

 

Oct 5 



Watchmen, Moore 
and Gibbons 

Excerpt from Seduction of 
the Innocent in A Comic 
Studies Reader 

 

Peter Coogan, “The 
Definition of the 
Superhero” in A Comic 
Studies Reader 

 

Geoff Klock, “The Bat and 
the Watchmen: 
Introducing the 
Revisionary Superhero 
Narrative” in How to Read 
Superhero Comics and 
Why [Handout] 

 

1. What conceits and 
tropes of the superhero 
genre do Moore and 
Gibbons interrogate in 
their text? 

2. Intertextuality is a major 
component of the text, as 
philosophical, artistic, 
and other cultural 
elements emerge as 
important topics of 
discussion among the 
characters and as the 
impetus for their 
behavior.  What 
intertextual elements 
can you identify? 

3. What cultural conditions 
in the 1980s spurred the 
publication of texts such 
as Watchmen and Frank 
Miller’s The Dark 
Knight? 

Oct 12 

Watchmen, Moore 
and Gibbons 

Joseph Witek, “The Arrow 
and the Grid” in A Comics 
Studies Reader 

 

Tony Venezia, “Archive of 
the Future:  Watchmen as 
Historiographic Novel” 
[Available as a PDF 
online; enter Venezia’s 
name and Watchmen as 
search terms.] 

 

Thierry Groensteen, 
Chapter 2, The System of 
Comics [Handout] 

1.  How do Groensteen’s 
ideas about the grammar 
of comics apply to a text 
such Watchmen? 

Oct 19 

Maus I, Spiegelman Joseph Witek, “Imagetext, 
or, Why Art Spiegelman 
Doesn’t Draw Comics” in 
ImageText, 1.1 (2004) 

Suzanne Keen, “Fast 
Tracks to Narrative 
Empathy: 
Anthropomorphism and 

1. What was the reception 
history of Maus and how 
did its prestige impact 
subsequent North 
American comics 
production? 

2. What is 
anthropomorphism and 
how does it influence the 

Oct 26 



Dehumanization in 
Graphic Narratives” in 
SubStance, 40.1 [Project 
Muse] 

act of looking at the past 
and at human suffering? 

Maus I, Spiegelman Hillary Chute, “History 
and Graphic 
Representation in Maus” 
in A Comics Studies 
Reader 

 

An excerpt from Nicholas 
Mirzoeff’s “The Right to 
Look” [available as a PDF 
open sourced document 
online] 

 

1. How might we link 
Spiegelman’s ideas about 
the function of art and 
the importance of 
naming reflected in 
Chutes’ article to 
Mirzoeff’s ideas about 
the function of looking? 

Nov 2 

Examination Two, 4:00-5:50 pm/Film Presentation of Persepolis, 6:00-7:20 Nov 9 

The Complete 
Persepolis, Satrapi 

Ann Miller, “Marjane 
Satrapi's Persepolis: 
Eluding the Frames” in 
L'Esprit Créateur, 51.1 
[Project Muse] 

 

Hillary Chute, “The 
Texture of Retracing in 
Marjane Satrapi’s 
Persepolis,” WSQ 36.1-2 
[Project Muse] 

 

Kamrava, Mehran.  
“Chapter Five:  The 
Iranian Revolution.” in  
Modern Middle East:  A 
Political History Since the 
First World War.  
Berkeley:  University of 
California Press, 2004.  
[Available as an e-book] 

 

1. How does focalizing a 
text on revolution, 
torture, and exile 
through a child impact 
our understanding of 
these issues? 

2. How does the film 
adaptation of a graphic 
novel impact our 
understanding of the 
original artifact? 

3. What does Chute mean 
by “retracing” and how 
might it enrich our 
understanding of 
Satrapi’s purpose? 

Nov 16 

  



Class will not meet – Thanksgiving Recess Nov 
23 

One Hundred 
Demons, Barry 

And 

Aya, Abouet and 
Oubrerie 

Hillary Chute, Chapter 
from Graphic Women on 
Barry [Handout] 

Melinda Luisa De Jesus, 
“Of Monsters and 
Mothers:  

Filipina American Identity 
and Maternal Legacies in 
Lynda J. Barry's One 
Hundred Demons” in 
Meridians: feminism, 
race, transnationalism 5.1 
[Project Muse] 

1. How might underground 
comics be considered 
“an outsider’s” text?  
Does Barry seem to 
position herself as an 
outsider?  If so, in what 
ways? 

2. How does the layout of 
One Hundred Demons 
deviate from what one 
might have come to 
expect from most 
comics?  Why might be 
Barry’s motivation for 
following a different 
aesthetic? 

3. Based upon what we 
have learned thus far 
this semester, how does 
Aya reflect a concern 
with its intended 
audience – teenagers? 

Nov 
30 

Poster Presentations, 4:00-6:15/Exam Review and Course Catch-up 6:15-7:20 

 

Dec 7 

Final Examination, 5:00-7:00 pm Dec 14 

Short Paper due by 9:00 pm electronically to gwen.tarbox@wmich.edu Dec 15 
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