
Charles McGrath, in his essay Not Funnies, presents graphic novels as “the new literary form.”  He claims that graphic novels will replace the novel as literature for the masses; much like poetry was replaced by the novel many years ago.  Graphic novels, as defined by McGrath, possess “real” titles, hard covers and hefty page counts.  These works have gained the respect of literary critics in recent years, and occasionally win awards that usually go to novels.  The graphic novel finally has an impact as a literary medium.

McGrath provides a brief, sparse history of the use of images to tell stories.  He believes that the blossoming movement of graphic novels results from a critical mass of comic artists, as well as a generation of readers that expect images to tell the story in the digital age.  Graphic novels become movie scripts, and publishers put the books into traditional bookstores.  The novels sell reasonably well; short of best-seller numbers, but enough to grab the attention of large publishing houses.  McGrath states that this period in graphic novels will be different and that the medium is gaining traction.

The term “graphic novel” is inadequate to define the medium.  Some choose to call them comix, or really expensive comic book, but McGrath leave the definition to a subjective “you know it when you see it” mentality.  He distinguishes graphic novels from illustrated novels.  In a graphic novel the images and text form a unified whole, and the text is incomplete without either component.  This integration leads to a labor intensive project, with most of the work done by hand.  The labor of producing a graphic novel and the intense, almost obsessive devotion it requires form the focus of the rest of McGrath’s essay.

McGrath details the work and lifestyles of several comic novelists.  He analyzes the trends that arise, and gives a general sense of the world of graphic novels.  Most novels are semi-autobiographic; with main characters that resemble the author’s features along with their personality.  Comic artist often feel alienated in their adolescent years, and their work often reflects this loneliness and frustration.  The graphic nature of the novels allow the artist to create the world in whatever way they choose and this leads to a sort of nostalgic escapism.  In Maus, Art Spielgelman uses mice and cats to tell the story of his father’s time in Auschwitz.  The use of animals conveys the horrors of the holocaust while allowing the novel to be bearable to the reader.  It eventually won a Pulitzer.

McGrath ends his description of the life of graphic novelists with Alan Moore.  Moore does not draw his own frames, but writes detailed descriptions about them and allows others to do the cartooning.  This overcomes the biggest obstacle to producing a novel, which is the labor.  It can take years to produce a single book.  A team of artists can write a novel in a much shorter time.  As the number of good novels grows, the medium will become more successful.

Graphic novels are more suited to certain themes.  McGrath claims that subjects that are too predictable for prose can be reworked in a graphic novel without feeling cliché.  Characters with problems that may seem shallow in a novel can be given significance in a comic, where the realism of the drawing makes up for the gives the characters individuality.  McGrath believes that the biggest asset of the graphic novel is that they don’t have to take themselves seriously.  At their core they are really big comic books, and their caricatures appeal to our childish nature.  

McGrath suggests that our grandchildren might read graphic novels like we read a novel today.  The emergence of a significant class of writers has pushed the boundaries of graphic novel readership, and mainstream publishers and movie producers are paying attention.  The books are finding their niche in the storytelling world, focusing on subjects that can be heightened by images.  The time is right for graphic novels to have a lasting impact.
