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Syllabus: Correct as of 2.3.2010
English 577 Contemporary Fiction

Graphic narratives, novels, memoirs, comics!

Susan M. Squier






Office Hours: M, R 1:30-3:30
219 Burrowes Building





by appointment (email me please)
(Mailroom: 139 Burrowes Building)

The goal of this seminar is to prepare you to write about comics, whether your focus as a scholar is literature, rhetoric, cultural studies, or science studies; whether you have read comics your whole life, or thought the whole point of studying literature was to get away from comics; whether you plan to write about comics in your dissertation, or are merely curious about the medium.  We’ll approach and analyze comics as a very powerful form of multi-dimensional story-telling, in genres that are virtually limitless.     We’ll read six long-format, challenging comics.  One could be categorized loosely as a documentary, one as a graphic adaptation of a non-fiction text, three as memoirs (of which two are pathographies or illness narratives), and one as a novel.  But we’ll probably debate all of those genre categories as we discuss the comics. We’ll also discuss other genres, in particular instructional comics and medical comics, with outside visitors Esther Prins and Michael Green.  And we’ll read two essential studies that present synoptic theories about the medium of comics in general.  
Finally, because in my view the way to write about comics with authority is to have an appreciation of what it takes to create them, we’ll devote 1 hour of each class to studio time in which we will learn about the construction of comics, on a practical and pedagogical level.  While most of you are talented writers, not all of you may be artists, but that will not be a problem. (If you don’t believe me, read page 9 of Abel and Madden:  I personally aspire to the stick figure comic!) Knowledge of the nuts and bolts of comic writing and drawing will make you a better comics critic or theorist.
By the end of the seminar you will have:

· Learned the basic lexicon of comics.

· Learned the basics of story telling, visual and verbal, in comics.

· If you chose to, taken your own comic from a faint idea to a finished. 
· Given a report in which you analyze the composition of one comic of your choice.
· Written a seminar paper on one or several comics (no longer than 20 pages).

· Read some of the best comics out there.

· Have a sense of the comics you want to read next.

Class Requirements:

· Response paper for each class

· Presentation of one work of secondary literature on comics, graphic fiction, cartoons, graphic novels . . . you get the point.  It is your responsibility to find this secondary work and to get it ok’ed by me before you present on it.  Everyone will sign up for a day to present. These secondary works can, but need not, address the comic we will be discussing for the day.

· Presentation on a comic of your choice on April 15 or April 22

· Final paper for course, taken through one draft. 

· Abstract due on March 18
· 5 page chunk of paper due in class 

· Final draft due last day of class

And, if you wish, for extra credit, creation of your own five page comic, taken through a number of stages in the studio section of the seminar.

Required texts: (ordered at the Comic Swap and at the PSU Bookstore, and on reserve in the library)

Jessica Abel & Matt Madden, Drawing Words & Writing Pictures (New York: First Second, 2008) ISBN 10—1-59643-131-8

Jessica Abel, La Perdida (NY: Pantheon, 2008) ISBN-10: 0375714715 PN6727.A25P47 2006
David B. Epileptic (New York: Pantheon, 2006): ISBN-10: 0375714685 PN6747.B213 2005
Alison Bechdel, Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic (New York: Mariner Books, 2007) ISBN-10: 0618871713  PN6727.B3757Z46 2007
Will Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art (New York: W.W. Norton and Co., 2008) ISBN-10: 0393331261
Jay Hostler, Clan Apis. (Columbus, OH: Active Synapse, 2000-2007). ISBN 978-0-9777255
Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art (NY: Harper Paperbacks, 1994) ISBN-10: 006097625X / PN6710.M335 1999  

Josh Neufeld, AD: New Orleans After the Deluge (NY: Pantheon, 2009) ISBN-10: 0307378144 F379 .N553 A26 2009

David Small, Stitches: A Memoir (NY: Norton, 2009) ISBN-10: 0393068579 PN6727.S54465Z46 2009
And, because this will be a great source of material for the studio part of the class, I ask that you read the New York Times every day, and be prepared to bring in clippings of stories that might be adapted for documentary comics, as well as for other genres of comics. 
Required supplies: (available all over, but the best supplier will be Uncle Eli’s, and they will give you 20% off if you go this week)

· Sketch pad (8.5 x 11)

· Eraser (white or kneaded)

· Straight edge

· Fine point permanent ink markers, such as Faber-Castell Artists Pens. Should say “no bleed, or archival” (no Sharpie)

Also, check out these websites, just a sample of the many that are out there:
http://www.ep.tc/problems/ 

http://comics.com/affiliate/washington_post/?ComicID=21 

http://www.lorencollins.net/freecomic 
http://www.eviltwincomics.com/cbc_pulps.php?p=1 
http://www.lorencollins.net/freecomic/#vertigo 

http://graphicmedicine.org/#/penn-state-comic/4534857552 
And the library’s new comics database:  https://cms.psu.edu/section/content/default.asp?WCI=pgDisplay&WCU=CRSCNT&ENTRY_ID=A1F44AC6775C4F5C81CAE5FB7D293592
January 14: Introduction

For this class, please go on line, read and print out two things and bring them to class for discussion:

 the Alison Bechdel comic (the link is up on Angel) or you can also pick it up at 

at http://dykestowatchoutfor.com/dtwof-archive-episode-8   

 and the page of comics “Nancy and Ferdnand” that is also linked on Angel.
Trip to The Comic Swap
January 21:  Comics as Art
Will Eisner, Comics and Sequential Art pp. 1-121

Scott McCloud, Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Chapters 1 & 3

Please also look at this website and watch the interviews there: http://www.nytimes.com/packages/khtml/2004/07/11/magazine/20040711_GRAPHICNOVELS_FEATURE.html 

Studio: Jessica Abel and Matt Madden, Drawing Words & Writing Pictures Chapter 1
January 28:  Comics as Science
The reading for this “mystery day” is Clan Apis, by Jay Hostler.  This Xeric award-winning comic is being held for you at COMIC SWAP.  
February 4: Graphic novel

Jessica Abel, La Perdida
Studio: Abel and Madden, Chapter 2
February 11:  Instructional comics.  Guest visit by Esther Prins, Assistant Professor and Co-Director
Goodling Institute for Research in Family Literacy (http://www.ed.psu.edu/goodlinginstitute)
Institute for the Study of Adult Literacy (http://www.ed.psu.edu/isal) 
Adult Education Program, Dept. of Learning & Performance Systems
Read Eisner, Chapter 7, “Application” (139-161) and the assignment from Esther Prins.
Also, read Hilary Chute, “Reading Graphic Narrative” (under “Hilary Chute Articles” in Lessons)

Studio:  Abel and Madden, Chapter 3
February 18:  Instructional comics, 2.
Please read the comics at these URLs: http://www.ep.tc/problems/seventeen/index.html 

and http://www.ep.tc/problems/eleven/   Please print out 2 (yes, two) copies of each comic and bring them to class with you.
And read Hilary Chute, “Introduction to Comics MFS” Chute and DeKoven (under “Hilary Chute Articles” in Lessons)

Studio:  Abel and Madden, 4
February 25:  Documentary comics
Josh Neufeld, AD: New Orleans After the Deluge  
Also read Hilary Chute, “Decoding Comics: Review” (under ““Hilary Chute Articles” in Lessons)

Studio:  Abel and Madden, 6
March 4: Memoir
Alison Bechdel, Fun Home  
Alison Bechdel – speaking at 6 pm, in Room 129 ABC of the HUB.

(She will be meeting with our class this afternoon, time to be arranged)
Studio :  Abel and Madden, 9
March 11: Spring Break

March 18:  Medical memoir (pathography)
Abstract of your paper due in class today.

David Small, Stitches
Also read Hilary Chute, “The Shadow of a Past Time in Maus” (in “Hilary Chute Articles” under Lessons)

Studio:  Abel and Madden, 10. Thumbnails.
March 25: Graphic stories and medicine

Guest speaker:  Michael Green from Medical Humanities program at Penn State/Hershey Medical Center. http://graphicmedicine.org/#/penn-state-comic/4534857552
Also read  Hilary Chute, “Temporality and Seriality in No Towers” (in “Hilary Chute Articles” under Lessons)

Studio:  Abel and Madden, 11. Pencils.
April 1:  Medical memoir (pathography)
Epileptic
Read Hilary Chute, “The Texture of Retracing in Persepolis” (Under “Hilary Chute Articles” in Lessons)

Studio:  Abel  and Madden, 12. Ink.
April 8: Studio / Research day.  no class. I will be in NYC presenting a paper on comics.  Please use the three hours to work on your paper for the class and/or on your comic. 
April 15:   Five page chunk of your paper due in class today; workshopped.  Here, just fyi: a website that gives one set of conventions for writing about comics. http://comicsresearch.org/CAC/cite.html 

Presentations on comics of your choice: Each person will present a ten minute analysis of the comic they have chosen, which they will have posted on line by April 13. (Post the comic, not the analysis.)
Studio:  work on your own comic
April 22:  Presentations on comics of your choice: Each person will present a ten minute analysis of the comic they have chosen, which they will have posted on line by April 20. (Post the comic, not the analysis.)

Studio:  work on your own comic
April 29: Presentation of papers. If you made your own comic, bring it in to display & talk about.
