
Why Not Batman? Graphic Novels, Popular Culture, and the Literary Tradition 

 

Course Description: 

When Time magazine included Alan Moore’s Watchmen in the top one hundred novels of the 

past century, many avid readers took notice.  Here was a “graphic novel”(originally published in 

weekly comic book form) sitting alongside Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man and Ernest 

Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises.  On the one hand, living in an increasingly visual-centered 

world as we do, the real surprise may have been that there was only one.  On the other hand, it is 

certainly just as possible that many balked and responded, isn’t that a comic book?   

 

This semester we will examine the evolution of the “graphic novel,” the implications (and 

controversies) surrounding the term, and its relationships to both “popular” and “literary” 

traditions.  With the help of critic Scott McCloud, we will encounter superheroes (Batman and 

Moore’s “Watchmen”), personal journeys (a young girl’s experience in Iran, a young man 

growing up in Wisconsin), and a recasting of the holocaust via mice and cats and dogs.   As a 

class, not only will we consider what it means to read “comics” (to read both image and text), but 

we will also re-consider the medium’s place within the greater literary traditions.   

 

Required Texts: 

1) Maus I: A Survivor's Tale: My Father Bleeds History (Paperback) by Art Spiegelman.  

Pantheon (August 12, 1986).  There is also an edition that includes both volumes if 

you wish; however, we will only be reading the first volume in class. 
  

2) Watchmen (Paperback) by Alan Moore (Author), Dave Gibbons (Illustrator)  DC Comics 

(April 1, 1995)  If you have not yet seen the movie, I strongly urge you to avoid 

seeing it until after you read the book. 
  

3) Batman: The Dark Knight Returns (Paperback) by Frank Miller (Author), Klaus Janson 

(Illustrator), Lynn Varley (Colorist) DC Comics; 10 Anv edition (May 1, 1997) 

   

4) Blankets (Paperback) by Craig Thompson (Author & Illustrator), Top Shelf Productions, 

Marietta, Georgia (2003) 

  

5) Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (Paperback) by Scott Mccloud.  Harper 

Paperbacks (April 27, 1994) 

  

6) Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood (Paperback)by Marjane Satrapi (Author) Pantheon 

(June 1, 2004). There is also an edition that includes both volumes if you wish; 

however, we will only be reading the first volume in class. 
  

Course Goals and Objectives: 
The goal of this course is to provide an introduction to the Graphic Novel as a literary genre, to 

analyze what it means to read “comics,” and to examine the Graphic Novel’s unique role in the 

literary tradition. 

 

More specifically, the goals are as follows: 



 

 To gain an appreciation and understanding of conversation between graphic novels, 

popular culture, and the literary tradition. 

 To familiarize ourselves with the necessary tools to successfully read/analyze graphic 

text. 

 To examine the thematic implications of the graphic novels under consideration.  

 To examine the structural implications of the graphic novels under consideration. 

 To improve reading skills through a close reading of the assigned texts within the context 

of the literary tradition. 

 To move beyond a search solely for meaning within the text to a consideration of what 

the experience of reading the text means for the reader.  

 To employ writing and oral presentations as a tool to investigate many of the 

aforementioned goals.  

 To engage with other readers in the class in order to better facilitate discussion and 

analysis of questions raised in class and through readings.  

 

 

Grading Parameters: 

 In Class Writing & Homework:    100pts  

 Presentation:     50pts 

 Midterm Exam:    100pts 

 Graphic Paper:    50pts 

 Written Paper:     100pts 

 Final Exam:     100pts 

 

500 total points 

Grade Calculation: (Final point total, divided by 5): 

A:  94-100 A-: 90-93 B+: 87-89 B: 84-86 B-: 80-83 

C+: 77-79 C: 74-76 C-: 70-73 D+: 67-69 D: 64-66  

D-: 60-63 F: 59 and below 

 

Assignment Descriptions:  (more detailed explanations of assignments will be handed out 

as the class proceeds) 

 

1) In Class Writing & Homework: Show up to class.  Keep up on reading.  Engage in class 

discussion and class activities.  Hand in homework and assignments on time.   

 

2) Presentation: Consists of a close reading from one of four major texts (excluding Watchmen 

& Understanding Comics).  This presentation will be done in groups of two, and will take the 

entire class period. 

 

4) Midterm Exam:  Covers McCloud, Watchmen, Maus, and two assigned articles.    



 

6) Graphic Paper: You will explore a chosen facet of Comic Book art, and will do so in comic 

book form. 

 

7) Written Researched Paper: A 2000 word research paper on an approved topic. 

 

8) Final Exam: Covers The Dark Knight, Persepolis and Blankets. 

 

 

Weekly Schedule:  Subsequent to change: 

 

Week One: (8/21 – 8/23)  

Introduction 

  

Week Two: (8/26 - 8/30) 

 McCloud 

  

Week Three: (9/2 – 9/6) 

 McCloud 

 

Week Four: (9/9 – 9/13) 

 Watchmen 

 

Week Five: (9/16 – 9/20) 

 Watchmen 

 

Week Six: (9/23 – 9/27) 

 Watchmen 

 

Week Seven: (9/30 – 10/4) 

Maus 

 Due Friday: Graphic Paper 

 

Week Eight: (10/7 – 10/11) 

Maus (Presentations begin) 

 

Week Nine: (10/14 – 10/18) 

Monday: Midterm Exam 

 

Week Ten: (10/21 – 10/25) 

 The Dark Knight 

 

Week Eleven: (10/28 – 11/1) 

 The Dark Knight (Presentations continue) 

  

Week Twelve: (11/4 – 11/8) 



 Persepolis 

  

Week Thirteen: (11/11 – 11/15) 

 Persepolis (Presentations continue) 

 

Week Fourteen: (11/18 – 11/22) 

 Blankets 

 Due Friday: Written Research Paper 

 

Week Fifteen: (11/25 – 11/29) 

 Blankets 

 

Week Sixteen: (12/2 – 12/6) 

 Blankets (Presentations conclude) 

 

FINAL EXAM:  

 


