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Texts Chosen for the Graphic 
Novels Book Group

Arakawa, Hiromu. Full Metal Alchemist, 
Volume 1 (Viz, 2005).

To accompany this book, we 
read Scott McCloud’s chapter on 
manga from his book Making 
Comics. The difference in visual 
storytelling between Japanese 
and American comics provided 
another opportunity for exploring 
the concepts of visual literacy 
as outlined by Janne Seppanen. 
I chose this title for its popular 
appeal, but the storyline is on the 
sophisticated side for manga.

Delisle, Guy. Pyongyang (Drawn & Quarterly, 
2005).

The students saw the artifice of 
Kim Jung Il’s propaganda and 
understood how the authoritarian 
regime produced the bizarre 
social practices that Guy Delisle so 
humorously depicts in this graphic 
novel travelogue. 

Gaiman, Neil. The Books of Magic (DC 
Comics, 1993).

There’s a literary or comics allusion 
on every page of The Books 
of Magic. Neil Gaiman draws 
from Tennyson, Milton, and the 
Kabbalah, just as readily as he 
does from the original Swamp 
Thing.

Hosler, Jay. Clan Apis (Active Synapse, 
2000).

One of the seventh graders walked 
into class the day we discussed 
this book and, in a tone of ironic 
derision, declared, “This is an 
allegory for martyrdom!” This 
graphic novel tells the life of a 
worker bee, Nyuki, in relation 
to the entire ecosystem. Yes, she 
sacrifices herself for the good of the 
hive. But we had a nice discussion 
of how, as Karl Marx famously 
said, the bees and the ants lack 

historical imagination, and their 
societies are thus not analogous 
to human social practices. Hosler 
cloaks dozens of facts about bee 
ecology in a humorous and moving 
narrative.

Kuper, Peter. Franz Kafka’s The 
Metamorphosis (Crown, 2003).

A sixth-grade student wrote this 
about Gregor Samsa: “He is the 
victim, but he deserved to die 
because he would not break free . 
. . he tried to deny he was feared.” 
Most middle school students cannot 
yet grasp Kafka’s novella in prose, 
but this graphic novel adaptation 
by Peter Kuper generated a 
class discussion of a complexity 
that could match discussions in 
high schools. Probably the most 
entertaining result of choosing 
this book for the Book Group was 
the exclamatory reaction from 
colleagues. Yes, we’re exposing 
the students to a cultural icon in a 
way that the author never intended. 
Nevertheless, I argue that despite 
his arguments against the picture of 
an insect for the book cover, Franz 
Kafka would, were he alive today, 
sign off on Kuper’s version, and, I 
daresay, the elective’s reading of it.

Ottavani, Jim. Dignifying Science (G. T. Labs, 
1999).

We only read one chapter out of 
this collection of graphic novel 
biographies of famous women 
scientists. The story of Rosalind 
Franklin, told in mis-en-scene 
flashes, precipitated a discussion of 
feminism. Was she cheated out of 
the Nobel Prize that was awarded 
jointly to Watson and Crick for the 
discovery of DNA? The graphic 
novel doesn’t provide a clear 
answer, and the students delved 
into the subtleties of the culture of 
male-dominated professional fields.

Satrapi, Marjane. Persepolis: the Story of a 
Childhood (Pantheon, 2003).

In Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel 
memoir, Persepolis: the Story of 
a Childhood, a girl comes of age 
during the years of the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran. Before the 
Graphic Novels Book Group, the 
students knew hardly anything 
about Tehran in those years or why 
the Islamic revolution happened. 
The book opened up discussions 
about history and the nature of 
cultural memory. The students 
sympathized with Marji, as she 
wanted to experience the freedom 
to sculpt her own identity in the 
face of increasing social restriction. 
The journey of this character, 
drawn in what Fernanda Eberstadt, 
in the New York Times Book Review 
termed “inky black-on-white, 
in a faux-naif pastiche of East 
and West,” moved the students. 
Admittedly, some of the events in 
Persepolis require a high degree of 
maturity, and I was worried about 
whether it was too much for the 
middle schoolers to handle. But 
the edginess paid off. The students 
acknowledged the responsibility 
that came with being allowed to 
read a book that contained mature 
themes. The emotional content of 
the images drew them in to the 
story and generated an intellectual 
curiosity about the historical events 
taking place. Later, I would see 
how this was a lasting achievement 
of the class.
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Stamaty, Mark. Alia’s Mission (Random, 
2004).

We begin the semester with this 
short but poignant graphic novel 
about the Basra librarian who 
saved the books from the bombs 
during the invasion of Iraq in 
2003. The variation in panel sizes 
and the exaggerated emotional 
expressions gave the students a 
good introduction to the basic 
concepts of visual storytelling.

Telemagier, Rita. The Babysitter’s Club, 
Kristy’s Great Idea (Scholastic, 2006).

Even a book so seemingly 
straightforward as a graphic novel 
adaptation of the first book in the 
Babysitters Club series, adapted 
by Rita Telemagier, inspired a 
discussion of cultural relativism 
when the students complained, 
“what’s the big deal about 
diabetes?” 

Yang, Gene. American Born Chinese 
(FirstSecond, 2006).

Allusion, metaphor, foreshadowing, 
mythology, irony, and tone all 
appear in American Born Chinese. 
Yang’s brutal representation of 
stereotypes and racist archetypes 
immediately get the discussion 
rolling. But he does all of this using 
an art style that is simple and 
cartoony. Fernanda Eberstadt’s 
term, “faux-naif,” applies to this 
work, too. This story, deceptively 
simple at first glance like so 
many graphic novels, consists of 
three separate and intertwining 
narratives. This structure allows for 
complex and extended metaphor, 
and produces the poignant ending, 
which is easy to miss if read too 
fast.

Texts Chosen for the Graphic 
Novels Book Group

Arakawa, Hiromu. Full Metal Alchemist, 
Volume 1 (Viz, 2005).
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read Scott McCloud’s chapter on 
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appeal, but the storyline is on the 
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understood how the authoritarian 
regime produced the bizarre 
social practices that Guy Delisle so 
humorously depicts in this graphic 
novel travelogue. 

Gaiman, Neil. The Books of Magic (DC 
Comics, 1993).

There’s a literary or comics allusion 
on every page of The Books 
of Magic. Neil Gaiman draws 
from Tennyson, Milton, and the 
Kabbalah, just as readily as he 
does from the original Swamp 
Thing.

Hosler, Jay. Clan Apis (Active Synapse, 
2000).

One of the seventh graders walked 
into class the day we discussed 
this book and, in a tone of ironic 
derision, declared, “This is an 
allegory for martyrdom!” This 
graphic novel tells the life of a 
worker bee, Nyuki, in relation 
to the entire ecosystem. Yes, she 
sacrifices herself for the good of the 
hive. But we had a nice discussion 
of how, as Karl Marx famously 
said, the bees and the ants lack 
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societies are thus not analogous 
to human social practices. Hosler 
cloaks dozens of facts about bee 
ecology in a humorous and moving 
narrative.
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A sixth-grade student wrote this 
about Gregor Samsa: “He is the 
victim, but he deserved to die 
because he would not break free . 
. . he tried to deny he was feared.” 
Most middle school students cannot 
yet grasp Kafka’s novella in prose, 
but this graphic novel adaptation 
by Peter Kuper generated a 
class discussion of a complexity 
that could match discussions in 
high schools. Probably the most 
entertaining result of choosing 
this book for the Book Group was 
the exclamatory reaction from 
colleagues. Yes, we’re exposing 
the students to a cultural icon in a 
way that the author never intended. 
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Satrapi, Marjane. Persepolis: the Story of a 
Childhood (Pantheon, 2003).

In Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel 
memoir, Persepolis: the Story of 
a Childhood, a girl comes of age 
during the years of the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran. Before the 
Graphic Novels Book Group, the 
students knew hardly anything 
about Tehran in those years or why 
the Islamic revolution happened. 
The book opened up discussions 
about history and the nature of 
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sympathized with Marji, as she 
wanted to experience the freedom 
to sculpt her own identity in the 
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The journey of this character, 
drawn in what Fernanda Eberstadt, 
in the New York Times Book Review 
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story and generated an intellectual 
curiosity about the historical events 
taking place. Later, I would see 
how this was a lasting achievement 
of the class.

Stamaty, Mark. Alia’s Mission (Random, 
2004).

We begin the semester with this 
short but poignant graphic novel 
about the Basra librarian who 
saved the books from the bombs 
during the invasion of Iraq in 
2003. The variation in panel sizes 
and the exaggerated emotional 
expressions gave the students a 
good introduction to the basic 
concepts of visual storytelling.

Telemagier, Rita. The Babysitter’s Club, 
Kristy’s Great Idea (Scholastic, 2006).

Even a book so seemingly 
straightforward as a graphic novel 
adaptation of the first book in the 
Babysitters Club series, adapted 
by Rita Telemagier, inspired a 
discussion of cultural relativism 
when the students complained, 
“what’s the big deal about 
diabetes?” 

Yang, Gene. American Born Chinese 
(FirstSecond, 2006).

Allusion, metaphor, foreshadowing, 
mythology, irony, and tone all 
appear in American Born Chinese. 
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historical imagination, and their 
societies are thus not analogous 
to human social practices. Hosler 
cloaks dozens of facts about bee 
ecology in a humorous and moving 
narrative.

Kuper, Peter. Franz Kafka’s The 
Metamorphosis (Crown, 2003).

A sixth-grade student wrote this 
about Gregor Samsa: “He is the 
victim, but he deserved to die 
because he would not break free . 
. . he tried to deny he was feared.” 
Most middle school students cannot 
yet grasp Kafka’s novella in prose, 
but this graphic novel adaptation 
by Peter Kuper generated a 
class discussion of a complexity 
that could match discussions in 
high schools. Probably the most 
entertaining result of choosing 
this book for the Book Group was 
the exclamatory reaction from 
colleagues. Yes, we’re exposing 
the students to a cultural icon in a 
way that the author never intended. 
Nevertheless, I argue that despite 
his arguments against the picture of 
an insect for the book cover, Franz 
Kafka would, were he alive today, 
sign off on Kuper’s version, and, I 
daresay, the elective’s reading of it.

Ottavani, Jim. Dignifying Science (G. T. Labs, 
1999).

We only read one chapter out of 
this collection of graphic novel 
biographies of famous women 
scientists. The story of Rosalind 
Franklin, told in mis-en-scene 
flashes, precipitated a discussion of 
feminism. Was she cheated out of 
the Nobel Prize that was awarded 
jointly to Watson and Crick for the 
discovery of DNA? The graphic 
novel doesn’t provide a clear 
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male-dominated professional fields.
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a Childhood, a girl comes of age 
during the years of the Islamic 
Revolution in Iran. Before the 
Graphic Novels Book Group, the 
students knew hardly anything 
about Tehran in those years or why 
the Islamic revolution happened. 
The book opened up discussions 
about history and the nature of 
cultural memory. The students 
sympathized with Marji, as she 
wanted to experience the freedom 
to sculpt her own identity in the 
face of increasing social restriction. 
The journey of this character, 
drawn in what Fernanda Eberstadt, 
in the New York Times Book Review 
termed “inky black-on-white, 
in a faux-naif pastiche of East 
and West,” moved the students. 
Admittedly, some of the events in 
Persepolis require a high degree of 
maturity, and I was worried about 
whether it was too much for the 
middle schoolers to handle. But 
the edginess paid off. The students 
acknowledged the responsibility 
that came with being allowed to 
read a book that contained mature 
themes. The emotional content of 
the images drew them in to the 
story and generated an intellectual 
curiosity about the historical events 
taking place. Later, I would see 
how this was a lasting achievement 
of the class.
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short but poignant graphic novel 
about the Basra librarian who 
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Allusion, metaphor, foreshadowing, 
mythology, irony, and tone all 
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Yang’s brutal representation of 
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immediately get the discussion 
rolling. But he does all of this using 
an art style that is simple and 
cartoony. Fernanda Eberstadt’s 
term, “faux-naif,” applies to this 
work, too. This story, deceptively 
simple at first glance like so 
many graphic novels, consists of 
three separate and intertwining 
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which is easy to miss if read too 
fast.


