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Course Desc ri pti on
This course of study will examine the popular American art
form of the comic book. We will look at comic books from
three basic perspectives.
CULTURAL ARTIFACT: First, we will look at how comic

books function as a cultural artifact that records political
and cultural events. We will also see how comic books as
cultural artifacts reflect changing American attitudes and
values. We will also consider the notion of the myth of the
American Superhero and how comic books helped to
create it.
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AESTHETIC OBJECT: Secondly, we will look at comic

David Barnes MFA

books/serial art as an often marginalized narrative art form.
We will see how serial art/comic books fit into the history
of fine art and how serial artists represent various aesthetic
viewpoints. We will also examine how the serial artist uses
visual and literary elements to create an intriguing narrative.
There is more to a comic book than first meets the eye.

Visual Arts Office 103

CONTEMPORARY ARTFORM: Lastly, we will analyze, in

Office Hours :
12:00 – 1:00 MTWTh

detail, the influential graphic novel (novel length comic
book) Watchmen. We will see how it is literature, visual
art, pop culture entertainment and a revealing Cold War
cultural artifact...

General Education outcomes
This course addresses the following objectives of the general education program:
1) It facilitates understanding and use of symbols for communicating effectively in
society; and 2) it exposes students to those aesthetic aspects of life toward the
end that they appreciate and utilize beauty in its varied expressions.
This course also addresses the following two outcomes of the general education
program: 1) you will analyze written, oral, and visual communication; and 2) you
will demonstrate knowledge of the meanings and purposes of literature and the
arts.
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texts
Comic Book Nation by Bradford W Wright
2004 Johns Hopkins Press
Pow! Bam! Crash! Analysis! According to this insightful and highly entertaining
political and cultural history of comic books, Superman was not just "fighting for the
American way"--he was inventing it. Comic books, perhaps the central staple of U.S. youth
culture, have been fundamental in both shaping and reflecting the country's political, social,
ethical and even sexual mores ever since Superman made his first appearance on the
cover of Action Comics in 1938.
Understanding Comics by Scott McCloud
1994 Harper Perennial
A comic book about comics that explains the inner workings of the medium and
examines many aspects of visual communication along the way. Understanding Comics was a
Harvey and Eisner winner, and was praised in The New York Times, Publishers Weekly and
Wired. "In one lucid, well-designed chapter after another, [McCloud] guides us through the
elements of comics style, and how words combine with pictures to work their singular magic. When
the journey is finally over, most readers will find it difficult to look at comics in quite the same way
ever again." - New York Times Review of Books review by Garry Trudeau
Watchmen by Alan Moore & Dave Gibbons
1986 Time Warner
Watchmen is a graphic novel and a serious read. In 2005 Time Magazine produced a list of
the 100 best English-language novels from 1923 to the present. To many surprised readers a
comic book was among the top ten. It was Watchmen. The story of former crime-fighters
brought out of retirement to solve a world destroying mystery is told with a ruthless honest
realism. The style is cinematic with repeating motifs, flashbacks and overlapping subplots.
Time Magazine critic Lev Grossman says, “Watchmen is a heart-pounding, heart breaking read
and a watershed in the evolution of the comic book medium.”
Watchmen redefined what we can expect from a comic book and is one of the most influential works of serial
art in pop culture today.

Grading Scheme
Your grade in this course will be based upon how well you perform on the following tasks.
20 % - quizzes
10 % - Original Sequential Art Project
10% - Film Adaptation Presentation
5 % - Watchmen / Descriptive Book Review
5 % - Watchmen / Critical Essay
5 % - Watchmen / Argumentative Essay
20 % - Comic Book Formal Analysis Portfolio
25% - Attendance and daily participation
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Course calender
June 29— Comic Film Adaptation Reports

Formal Discussions

July 6—-

View The Atomic Café

July 7—

Atomic Café Responsive Essay

July 9—-

Watchmen Descriptive Book Review

——————————————There will be scheduled formal discussions of
issues raised by the texts throughout the
semester. You are expected to prepare for
these discussions by:

July 13—- Watchmen Critical Essay
July 16—- Watchmen Argumentative Essay
July 20— Sequential Art Project

1.

July 28 —- Comic Book Formal Analysis Portfolio

2. carefully thinking about the issue.

Readings / Quizzes

3. coming to class with several well thought out opinions based upon your understanding of the issue,
your reading and your personal experience.

June 18— Wright chap 1-5 / Mc Cloud 1-3

reading the appropriate sections of the text.

July 2— Wright chap 6-9 / McCloud 4 - 6

4. being ready to share your thoughts in small groups
or before the class.

July 16—Mc Cloud 7– 9 / Watchmen

You will be evaluated on your contributions.

Assignments
Comic Film Adaptation :
June 29
1.

2.

You will be placed into small
research teams. Your assignment
will be to search out the history
and development of longstanding
titles that have recently been
adapted into motion pictures.
You will give the class a snapshot
of the comic’s history and evolution.

3. After viewing the film either separately
or as a group … your group will discuss the
following questions with the class as a
whole.
How did the adaptation of the comic
to film change the comic?
Are recent movies retro or do they
add something new to the mythos?
How does the comic work as a cultural artifact?

Atomic Café Responsive Essays July 6
1) The Atomic Café was a unique film viewing experience. It was made with many
cultural artifacts. The first response I would like from you is a brief description of what
a cultural artifacts is and how they were used in this film.
2) As well as being a collection of cultural artifacts this film was a work of art. It used
what you might call cinematic collage as a way of telling a story. What story was being
told and more importantly how do you think the filmmakers wanted you as the viewer
to feel about the story?
3) Do you think that the story was skewed in any ideological direction ? How does the
fact that everything you viewed was a archived public service film affect your response?
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July 9

How to Write a Book Review
There are two approaches to book reviewing: the descriptive and the critical. A descriptive review is one in
which the writer, without over-enthusiasm or exaggeration, gives the essential information about a book. This is
done by description and exposition, by stating the perceived aims and purposes of the author, and by quoting striking passages from the text. A critical review is one in which the writer describes and evaluates the book, in terms
of accepted literary and historical standards, and supports this evaluation with evidence from the text.
Minimum Essentials of a Book Review
1. Description, not a summary, of the book. Sufficient description should be given so that the reader, as he reads
the review, will have some understanding of the author's thoughts. This account of the contents of a book can
often be woven into the critical remarks.
2. Something about, not a biography of, the author. Biographical information should be relevant to the subject of
the review and enhance the reader's understanding of the work under discussion.
Preliminary Mechanical Steps
1. Read the book with care.
2. Note effective passages for quoting.
3. Note your impressions as you read.
4. Allow yourself time to assimilate what you have read so that the book can be seen in perspective.
5. Keep in mind the need for achieving a single impression which must be made clear to the reader.
The Review Outline
The review outline enables you to get an over-all grasp of the organization of the review, to determine
what central point your review is going to make, to eliminate inessentials or irrelevancies, and to fill in gaps or
omissions.
By examining the notes you have made and eliminating those which have no relationship to your central thesis, and
by organizing them into groups, several aspects of the book will emerge: e.g., theme, character, structure, etc. After
ordering your topics--determining in what sequence they will be discussed--write down all the major headings of
the outline and then fill in the subdivisions. Keep in mind that all parts of the outline should support your thesis or
central point.
The opening paragraph, like the concluding one, is in a position of emphasis and usually sets the tone of the paper.
Among the various possible introductions are:
* a statement of the thesis
* a statement of the author's purpose
* a statement about the topicality of the work or its significance
* a comparison of the work to others by the same author or within the same genre
The Draft
The main body of the review should logically develop your thesis as organized by your outline. Changes in
the outline may need to be made and transitional paragraphs introduced, but the aim should be toward logical development of the central point. Quoted material should be put in quotation marks, or indented, and properly footnoted. The concluding paragraph may sum up or restate your thesis or may make the final judgment regarding the
book. No new information or ideas should be introduced in the conclusion.
Wait a day or two and read the draft out loud. Make sure it makes logical sense. Don’t hesitate to
make major changes in your final draft.
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Wa t c h m e n C r i t i c a l E s s ay To p i c s / S t r u c t u re

July 13

Chose one of these two topics

a) Analyze the sub-plot of the Black Freighter. How does it relate to the main
Watchmen plot? How does it add color or inform our understanding and feelings
regarding the main action of the novel? How does it pre-figure or even explain the
message of the novel? How are they thematically similar?
b) Analyze the epigrams at the end of each chapter. How do they relate to the
main Watchmen plot? How do they add color or inform our understanding and
feelings regarding the main action of the novel? How are they appropriate to each
chapter?

C r i t i c a l E s s ay s
Critical essays analyze the strengths and weaknesses of
someone else’s work. They help us to understand how a
work of art works or how it fails. It is often useful to plot
your ideas for a critical essay before beginning to write.
On the right is an example of an essay plotting graph.C

ritical s

Wa t c h m e n A r g u m e n t a t i ve E s s ay / Va l u e Ju d g e m e n t s

July 16

Chose one of these two topics

a) At the end of the novel, it is revealed that Veldt / Ozymandias has made a terrible ethical
gamble. Describe his thought processes and either defend them or damn them. Place you response
against the background of Cold War American politics.
B) At the end of Watchmen, Dr Manhatten/Osterman makes a cold pragmatic ethical choice in
relationship to Rorschach/Kovacs. Defend or damn his decision.

Argumentative Essays
This is an example of how you can plot out your argument before you
begin to write. Think of yourself as a lawyer trying to prove her case.
Come up with a list of good reasons to support your case and present
them boldly or with a sense of humor. Remember you are trying to
convince me.
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F i n a l P ro j e c t : C o m i c B o o k F o r m a l A n a l y s i s Po r t f o l i o
In this final project we will examine
the Comic Book as an Art form.
You will use the ideas and principles found in McCloud’s
Understanding Comics to analyze
two comic books very different in
style. I will provide you with a
project addendum to the syllabus
which will outline page by page the
requirements of the project.

The project will be presented in a
ringed binder and will be about
eight pages long when completed.

Basically, you will :

The first step is to find a comic
book in addition to Watchmen to
be the subject of your study. You
should try to pick a comic very different in its style and format from
Watchmen.

July 28

1. You will write a general description of the two comics.
2. You will compare their
audience and genre.
3. You will analyze their visual
style using McCloud’s formal
pyramid.
4. You will chart representative
panel-to-panel transitions
5. You will examine examples of
expressive line and image.
6. You will describe the overall
themes and comment on their
relationship to American values
and popular culture.

How To Make A Comic Book / Sequential Art Project July 20
The Lay-out plan of your comic book!
Write the story in a script-like form that can be added to each panel, so that the comic book has a steady flow. Use your imagination; you want to keep your readers attention.
Develop the characters appearance by sketching pictures of how you want them to look. The characters could range from Jimmy
the mouse to Sammy Groper the business executive, you decide! It could be stick figures, cartoon-like drawing or realistic with a
little exaggeration, it is up to you!
Angles and more Angles
Now that you have your story and characters, it is time to start making panels to put your story in comic book form. The page has
several different types of panels that emphasis different angles or camera shots you have a birds-eye view looking down at a city or
something. The action shot that's as if you were looking straight at the action in front of you and the worm’s eye view etc. Whatever style you use mix it up and add your own flavor! If you get stuck start looking at newspapers, magazines and other comic
books for ideas.
Transfer your Pencil drawings to be Inked!
Once you have your sketches together, transfer them to the illustration board. You can trace the drawings using tracing paper and
carbon paper, use this technique to get the pencil lines you want to keep.
Now that you have your drawing on Bristol board, you now start inking your pencil drawings. Use your black India ink with ink pens
and brushes. When the ink is dry use an eraser to clean up the picture.
The Inking
This can be done by scanning your drawing into a computer and using a software program like Photoshop. Or you can do it the old
fashion way, with color ink and brushes, it is your choice. You may want to trace your original ink drawing, on another sheet of
Bristol board.
The Lettering
Note: some artist draw word balloons in with the sketches, other paste them on- And still others use the computer to add word
balloons to get the story told!

Attendance
Attendance is very important. Most of the real learning in this class will come from classroom discussion. I will give
you points for your attendance. Since all classes are important… I will not give you excused absences. I will under
certain circumstances give you the opportunity to make up missed work, but you will lose the attendance points for
the day.
Your total score for attendance will be worth about twenty per cent of your grade. You must sign the roll

sheet to receive credit for being in class … it is your responsibility!

Other information
Any student needing special accommodations
due to a physical, mental or learning disability should
contact the Coordinator for Student Disability Services,
(580) 745-2394 (TDD# 745-2704). It is the responsibility
of each student to make an official request to the Coordinator for academic accommodations.
Assignments must be turned in on time. Late work will be

In conclusion …
The best way to keep up with schedule
changes and event details is, of course, to
come to class and pay attention to what is
being said. There will, no doubt, be changes
in test dates and things like that. A syllabus
is a guide not a contract and I reserve the
right to change the details of the syllabus if I
feel it is in the best interest of the class.
Always feel free to contact me if you have
questions about the class.

May the muse be with you !
Dave Barnes

reduced by 10% for each class period after the due date. Work
more than two (2) class periods late will not be accepted and a
zero will be recorded as the grade. Students are responsible
for contacting the instructor to review missed assignments or
obtain any information missed during an absence.

