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Mini-Expert Project: Non-Fiction Graphic Novels
Yes, you read that correctly.  It says, “Non-Fiction Graphic Novels” even though that may be something of an oxymoron.  How can a “novel” be non-fiction?  And if it’s possible, what is it? “Non-fiction graphic novel” describes a book in which a non-fiction topic is covered within the largely known, easily understood format of the graphic novel.  (A graphic novel is defined well in the book Young Adult Literature and Multimedia: A Quick Guide as a book in which “…the story and character development is shared with the reader in a graphic format similar to the storyboard format used for writing and illustrating the traditional comic book.”)  The popularity of the graphic novel seems to have lead to an explosion of non-fiction graphic novels covering various topics from the predictable to the surprising and creative—mathematics, science, genetics, history, biography, the environment, current events, philosophy, various history-fiction mixes,  and on and on. 
It’s easy to see why the genre is booming.  One reason is that these books provide  a perfect answer to those who might question the value of “regular” graphic novels. 
And there are numerous benefits:

· The pictures, diagrams, and drawings often aid understanding and increase interest in non-fiction topics. 

· Segments can be easily used by teachers or students to understand particular topics or specific concepts (e.g. if you wanted to understand probability, you could use the pages in the Statistics graphic novel to make your point; if you wanted to understand the Big Bang, you could use the first pages of the History of the Universe; if you wanted to understand Newton’s First Law, you could use chapter six of The Cartoon Guide to Physics and so on). 
· The “non-fiction graphic novel” often serves as an “into” or “introduction” to non-fiction, particularly for students already interested in and familiar with the graphic novel format.

· The combination of words and pictures is helpful for many students, especially those with language difficulties and those struggling with reading comprehension.

· Almost any topic found commonly covered in “regular” non-fiction (and many not covered in “regular” non-fiction) can be found in graphic novel form.

· Graphic novels are great for reluctant readers or those with an aversion to non-fiction.

· The non-fiction element adds some substance to the reading. 

· Quite simply, they’re fun to read, informative, and often easy to browse. 

Types of Non-Fiction Graphic Novels:

For just about every type of non-fiction, there is a corresponding version in graphic form.  There are also some interesting variations.  One book, for example, is a story of Abraham Lincoln (with historically accurate information) in modern times. Another, the well-known Maus, is a true story – except the drawings of the characters are somewhat “fictionalized” in that the Jewish people are drawn as mice, the Germans are cats, and the Poles are pigs.   Other examples follow. 
Examples: 

This is just a short list of some of the more useful, interesting, and unique titles that helps to show the type of breadth available:

Fuqua, J., Parke, S., & Phillips, J.P. In the Shadow of Edgar Allan Poe. DC Comics. No page numbers. 
OK, I’ll admit it: it’s a stretch to label this “non-fiction,” but it’s so interesting I thought I’d include it.  The book is a graphic retelling of the story of a diary that Edgar Allan Poe supposedly lost.  Though the story is fictional, it does work off of non-fictional details about Edgar Allan Poe, so it’s a bit like reading a biography. 
Gonick, L. The Cartoon History of the Universe: Volumes 1-7. 358 pages.

This book is an astounding history of the universe from the Big Bang to Alexander the Great.  Beginning with the formation of the universe, it follows (in words and pictures) the formation of the earth, the development of life, and the history of humanity from our earliest primate ancestors to the Greeks.  Often funny and always interesting,  this book is a page-turner with fantastic artwork that seems to get better as the book progresses.

Gonick, L.  Various titles including The Cartoon Guide to … Physics, Statistics, the Environment, Genetics, the Computer, (Non)Commuication and The Cartoon History of the United States.  

Larry Gonick’s books, often created with a collaborator, share the qualities that make them successful: they’re funny, entertaining, and easy to follow.  They also have artwork (pictures, diagrams, charts, re-enactments, maps, models) that aid in the comprehension of difficult subjects.  I took a close look at the Physics, Statistics, Environment, and Genetics books and often  found myself laughing out loud while understanding concepts (especially related to statistics) that I’d never understood before. These books could be particularly helpful for teachers or students struggling with specific ideas within a subject.   

McCloud, S. Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art. HarperPerennial. 215 pages.

A thorough overview of comics—the history, artwork, style, elements, terminology, and process—in graphic novel form.  A perfect introduction for a novice; a great overview for a connoisseur; ideal for anyone who doubts the value, complexity, or potential of the format. 

 McCloud, S. The New Adventures of Abraham Lincoln. Homage Comics. 130 pages.
It’s another stretch to label this “non-fiction,” but it is an interesting story with some non-fiction facts.  It’s included here because of the way it pushes the limits of the genre.  The story includes historical facts and offers a picture of what Abraham Lincoln might find and think and do if he were to visit modern America.  It’s the kind of creative blend of history and fiction that works well with this format. 

McGruder, A. Birth of a Nation. Crown Publishers. 137 pages.

Simply put, another stretch.  Based on actual history and real-life memories of the author, this book describes what happens when East St. Louis becomes its own nation.  While it is often fictional, there is non-fiction coverage of the 2000 election, current events, actual events that happened in East St. Louis, and various cultural/social issues. 

Ottaviani, J., & Purvis, L. Suspended in Language: Niels Bohr’s life, discoveries, and the century he shaped. G.T. Labs. 304 pages.

The graphic novel  biography of Niels Bohr—his life, accomplishments, and main ideas.   Great for understanding his work and main contributions.  Some poetic license is taken with the drawing and chronology.
Ottaviani, J. Dignifying Science: Stories About Women Scientists.  G.T. Labs. 135 pages. 
Stories in graphic form of the female scientists Marie Sklodovska, Hedy Lamarr, Lise Meitner, Rosalind Franklin, Barbara McClintock, and  Birute Galdikas.  

Sacco. J. Palestine. Fantagraphic Books. 285 pages.

A non-fiction account of Palestine, mainly written after Sacco spent two months in the Occupied Territories in December 1991 and January 1992.   This book is a cross between journalism and graphic novel.  As “graphic journalism,” it is able to do some things with pictures that can’t easily be done in other forms (e.g. magazines or newspapers).  It is like a snapshot of the Palestinian/Arab-Israeli conflict during that time, mainly from the Palestinian point of view. 
Sacco, J. Safe Area Garazde: The War in Eastern Bosnia 1992-1995. Fantagraphic Books. 227 pages.

A story of Garazde in graphic novel form, based on personal experience, interviews, several books, and the New York Times and Guardian newspapers.  Mainly, though, it’s from Sacco’s experiences in and around Garazde in 1992 through 1995.   This book is similar in style to the better-known Palestine, and it describes the situation (various stories and atrocities) in Bosnia during the aforementioned period.   
Strapi, M. Persopolis: The Story of a Childhood. Pantheon. 153 pages.

Marjane Strapi’s autobiography  describing her life in Iran from  1978 to 1984 when she was between the ages of 6 and 14.  It’s a moving, sad, eye-opening account of the changes that happened in Iran—during the Islamic Revolution and through the war with Iraq—through the eyes of an adolescent girl.  Though the book is often troubling, it offers the reader a different view of the Middle East (and Islamic people) than we usually get in the United States, and thus it can add to the compassion and sympathy we have for people there. 
Spiegelman, A. Maus: A Survivor’s Tale. Pantheon Books. 159 pages.

A classic of this form.  It’s the story of Art Spiegelman’s relationship with his father, the story of how he came to collect his father’s holocaust story, and the story of his father and mother as Jewish people in Poland  in the years between the build-up to the  Second World War to the beginning of their internment in concentration camps.  It’s labeled here as non-fiction even though the Jewish people appear as mice, the Germans are cats, and the Poles are pigs. 
Thompson, Craig. Blankets.  Top Shelf Productions. 

This is also a non-fiction graphic novel.  It’s the memoir of the author from the time he was a kid until young adulthood.  He tells the story of early sexual abuse, his love-hate relationship with his brother, his abusive dad, his first love, and his struggle with finding meaning and making sense of his religion.  The artwork is great and the story is clearly told by a sensitive person with a gift for language. 
Conclusion: 

What makes these books so popular and successful? In short, the artwork adds a dimension (and often enjoyment) to the reading, the stories, and the concepts.  Plus, there is a magnetic creativity involved in these books. And, furthermore, these books cash in on the intense interest in Anime and graphic novels and work off the visual orientation many students already have from video games and television.  For some young people, these books are their introduction to the world of non-fiction—a genre that they might otherwise ignore.   Maybe it’s helpful to think of it as “non-fiction with training wheels”.  Or, better yet, it may be helpful to think of it as a worthwhile genre of its own, able to accomplish with its unique format what no other form can. 
For Further Investigation:

www.writersandreaders.com
This site includes background and ordering information for their extensive collection of non-fiction graphic novels, including books covering history, biography, current events, philosophy, visual arts, music, literature, and science.

Daniel J. Shahin, Hijinx Comics, 2050 Lincoln Avenue, San Jose, CA 95125

www.hijinxcomics.com
Contact Dan at dan@hijinxcomics.com or 408.266.1103

Dan Shahin, proprietor of Hijinx Comics, is a genius—the type who knows something about everything.  This is remarkable enough in itself, but what makes it particularly interesting (and relevant) is that he claims to have never read anything but works in graphic novel form.   He is the ultimate human expert on non-fiction graphic novels, and I received his permission to be contacted by those wishing to learn more and/or order materials. 

