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Visual Voices: 
Using Graphic Novels to Discover the Power of Literature 

 

What? 
In this session, I will share my ideas and experiences using graphic novels to teach an introduction 

to literature course to undergraduate students. The participants will come away with information 

and strategies related to the use of five different graphic novels: Maus by Art Spiegelman, Persepolis 

by Marjane Satrapi, Nat Turner by Kyle Baker, V for Vendetta by Alan Moore and David Lloyd, and 

The Walking Dead by Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore. 

Why? 

At my university, the introduction to literature courses are often filled with non-English majors and 

international students who struggle to see the purpose/connection literature might have in their 

daily lives. The use of graphic novels as the source of literature often bridges the gap for these 

students and engages them in a way so that the power of literature and literary theory is more 

readily apparent for them. Although graphic novels are often more complex texts due to the 

visual-text combinations, students willingly take on these challenges because the overt meanings 

are more easily communicated through the visuals. 

How? 

I organize the semester into 5 units with each unit focusing on a particular graphic novel that links 

to a particular critical literary approach. Some prominent themes explored: trauma, relationships, 

family dynamics, dehumanization, guilt, social/cultural norms, mental illness, violence, isolation, 

humanity, identity, and grief. Throughout the semester, I use various formative and summative 

assessments to facilitate student engagement and assess progress towards the course objectives. 
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Unit 1 - Maus by Art Spiegelman 

● Graphic novel written as a non-fiction memoir as the author illustrates and records both his 

father’s story of surviving the Holocaust and their present-day interactions. 

● I start with this novel because it was the first “graphic novel” and the topic of the Holocaust 

is often familiar to students; focused literary approach: psychological 

Unit 2 - Nat Turner by Kyle Baker 

● Graphic novel based on the life of Nat Turner, the leader of a slave rebellion in Virginia in 

1831; told through illustrations with the only text coming from actual historical records. 

● I follow with this novel because the dehumanization/isolation of the Holocaust connects 

very clearly with the history/institution of slavery; focused literary approach: postcolonial. 

Unit 3 - Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi 

● Graphic novel written as a non-fiction memoir of the author’s childhood while she’s growing 

up and coming of age in Iran during the tumultuous cultural revolution in the 1980’s. 

● I use this novel to introduce students to the Muslim religion and background on tensions in 

the Middle East as seen through the eyes of a teenage girl; focused literary approach: 

gender. 

Unit 4 - The Walking Dead by Robert Kirkman and Tony Moore 

● Graphic novel that follows Rick Grimes who wakes from a coma to a world in which a virus 

has turned the dead into zombies and all of society & civilization has been lost to the chaos. 

● TWD was the inspiration for this class because I love the way the TV show/comic continues 

to call everything about our world into question; focused literary approach: deconstruction. 

Unit 5 - V for Vendetta by Alan Moore and David Lloyd 

● Graphic novel focused on a masked terrorist and his young protegé as he exacts revenge on 

a futuristic British government whose power relies on fear in order to retain control. 

● This novel by far is the most difficult for students to grasp because of its complicated story 

lines and myriad of characters, but it is always worth it; focused literary approach: Marxism. 
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