
G r a p h ic  n o v e ls  
m a k e  a  d i f f e r e n c e
Inger Fountain, Sealight Books

‘One o f the things 

la m  very g ra te fu l to 

m y father fo r is that, 

con trary to conventional 

principles, he allowed me 

to read comics. /  th ink  

th a t is how I  developed a  

lovt i f  o r En g lish  and fo r 

reading. ’

BLthop Desmond Tutu,

Nobel Prize winner
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B am ! Pow ! Zap ! G ra p h ic  novels are 
m aking an im pact in pub lic  and 
educational libraries across the globe, 

but w hat are they, w h y  their recent revival 
and w hat is their sign ificance for Australian 
libraries?

The name, to the uninitiated, seems rather 
suggestive —  how ever far from being some 
euphem ism  for soft porn, graphic novels are 
sim ply com ics that have been collected  into 
a book form at w h ich  tell a com p le te  story. 
The co m ic  genre's un ique com b ina tion  of 
illustration and d ia log ue  to tell a story in 
sequential panels attracts readers from a 
young age, if the popularity  and longevity of 
Sunday new spaper co m ic  strips is anyth ing 
to go by. G rap h ic  novels take com ics one 
step further by extending and expanding the 
stories. There are a m yriad of genres —  from 
fantasy to super-heroes and autobiography. 
L ib rary co llec tio n  standards —  Asterix  and 
Tintin —  are tw o European exam ples of the 

g raph ic  novel that have been 
around  for decades and still 
attract repeated  reads from
generations of patrons.

C om ics have been around 
since the late-1800s, and 
graphic novels since the late— 
1970s, but it is on iy  in the last 
few  years that they have been 
em braced  as literacy aids and 
used as a m eans of attracting 
young readers to libraries. So 
w h y this sudden interest in 
g raph ic  novels? Apart from 
the fact that stories seem to 
be getting m ore com p lex  and 
interesting, m ovies such as 
Spider-M an, X-Men and The 
road to perdition  have brought 
com ics  and g raph ic  novels 
out of the back-alley com ic  
stores and into the hands and 
im aginations of readers young 
and old. There have been film 
adaptations of com ics  in the 
past, but it is on ly  the most 
recent ones that have taken 
the m edium  seriously for their 
story-telling cap ac ity  rather 
than their action  potential or 
their slap-stick humour. S ince  
1992 w hen  M aus, (a graph ic 
novel about the Holocaust) by 
Art Speigelm an, w on a Pulitzer

Prize, com ics have em erged from decades of 
d isregard and are being  used to tell stories 
o f both fact and fiction , com b in in g  w ords 
w ith  illustration to increase the im pact of 
the narrative.

M ost of the present focus on g raph ic  
novels in relation to libraries highlights their 
un ique ab ility  to encourage re luctant read 
ers to p ick up the w ritten  w ord . G rap h ic  
novels m ake 'a b ridge betw een  w ords and 
ideas, pictures and stories' ( 707 best graphic 
novels by Stephen W e iner, p10). Rather than 
being faced w ith a page filled w ith unfam iliar 
w ords the hesitant reader is exposed to p ic 
tures that help tell a story and connections 
are m ade between those pictures and the ab 
stract concepts that words can tell. M uch  of 
the ava ilab le  literature on the subject points 
to the benefits o f in c lu d ing  graph ic  novels 
in jun io r and young adult fiction areas of a 
lib rary  to encourage re luctan t readers into 
the lib rary at first and then later to expand 
their reading into other, m ore prose-focused 
areas. That is not to say that graph ic novels 
are on ly  of value as stepping-stones to m ore 
'm ature ' forms of literature, they are a unique 
and va luab le  asset to any library's co llection  
in their ow n right.

G rap h ic  novels are a universal m edium  
and  appeal to a va ry ing  dem ograph ic. U n 
doub ted ly  a large proportion  of graph ic  
novels and com ics  p roduced  in the U n ited  
States and Europe are a im ed at a teenage to 
early-adult m ale aud ien ce . The super-hero 
genre —  Batm an, Sp ider-M an and Super
m an, for exam ple —  in particu lar seems to 
attract a p redom inantly  m ale  aud ience. Yet 
there are a number of independent publishers 
w h o  have broadened the appeal of graphic 
novels to include fem ale readers. N ew er pub
lishing com panies such as Crossgen and Dark 
Horse have m oved aw ay from the super-hero 
as the core stock of their titles w ith  the aim 
of attracting all ages and all genders. O ve r 
seas, the Japanese have long understood that 
com ics appeal to fem ale readers and much of 
the success of their com ics industry, known 
as m anga, is w ith  fem ale  readers, p a rticu 
la r ly  in rom antic storylines. The popu larity  
o f lapanese an im e (an im ation ) and m anga 
in western cu ltu re presently is being driven 
as m uch by fem ale as m ale aud iences. The 
ava ilab ility  of translated Japanese manga has 
never been higher and the contrast in writing 
styles between East and W est miakes fascinat
ing reading.
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There are a num ber of Australian libraries that have seen the 
benefits of including graphic novels in their co llection, either as 
a separate co llection  or integrated into established jun ior fiction 
and young adult fiction areas. M ethods for encouraging teenag
ers (w ho  can be reluctant readers) into the library range from 
v ideo  games to C D /D V D  collections —  graphic novels are just 
part of this contem porary push. The G o ld  Coast C ity  C ouncil 
Library Serv ice  in Q ueensland  has had graphic novels in their 
co llection  for alm ost ten years and curren tly  holds more than 
3000 volum es. The co llection  is in dem and from readers w ho  
g enera lly  do not read traditional lib rary resources and there 
seems to be a correlation between those w ho  read graphic nov
els and those w ho  use other non-book resources. Im portantly 
this makes it a h igh ly-valued and va lid  part of the co llec tion  
as it attracts patrons w ho  m ight not have o therw ise  used the 
library. This also leads to som e cha llenges in keep ing such 
popular m aterials in a co llection  —  they tend to 'w a lk ' more 
frequently than other titles. It does depend on the dem ographic 
of the library but graphic novels m ay need to be treated w ith  
the same considerations as CDs, D V D s and other popular items. 
It w ou ld  be a sham e to sim ply discount these items because of 
their popularity and therefore their potential to be stolen.

Another cha llenge faced by libraries is inform ation. There 
are m any graphic novels out there and booksellers are increas
ingly o ffering titles, but ho w  does a lib rary  choose the most 
appropriate? There are a num ber of useful resources for those 
libraries w ho  are interested in starting a co llection  or w ho  have 
an established co llection  they w ish to broaden in an informed 
and balanced way. Understanding com ics by Scott M cC lou d  is a 
philosophical introduction to the m edium  and a wonderful over
v iew  of w hat makes graphic novels so unique. 101 best graphic 
novels by Stephen W e in e r is an introduction to a diverse co lle c 
tion of graphic novels by a librarian and teacher. O n  the web, 
Friends of Lulu [http://www.friends-lulu.org] is an organisation 
com m itted  to encourag ing  fem ale partic ipation  in com ics —  
both as readers and authors. They have a list of titles recom m end 
for their strong fem ale roles. There is a discussion list devoted 
to graphic novels in libraries [http://www.angelfire.com/comics/ 
gnlib/] and this is a great p lace to ask other librarians about their 
experiences and suggestions. Lastly Sealight Books [http://www. 
sealight.com .au ] is an Australian  business that specia lises in 
selling graphic novels to libraries and offers a com prehensive 
range of titles and inform ation resources to help libraries start 
and expand their co llec tio n . The most im portant thing to re
m em ber is that graphic novels are just another creative w ay of 
telling a story —  and it is all about the story.

Inger Fountain is a lib ra rian  w ho le ft fu ll-tim e w ork in 2000 to 
pursue m otherhood, and  has ended up pursu ing  her young son for 
m ost o f her life  since then. In  2001 w ith  the help  o f her husband, 
she form ed Sealight Books, a business that aim s to in form  lib raries  
and patrons o f the w onders o f g raph ic novels and  to p rovid e  a 
re liab le  and  friend ly  lo cation  to purchase them  from . Sea lig h t Books 
sells com ics and g rap h ic novels to p u b lic  and  ed u ca tio na l lib raries  
a ll o ver A ustralia and  to in d iv id u a l custom ers on the in ternet. Inger 
can be con tacted  a t Sea lig h t Books in fo ("sealigh t.com .au .
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