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These popular and powerful books pair imagination and fun

Graphic Novel or Bust

You glance up from the computer and head toward the young adult 
section. There’s a poster that says, “No adults allowed!” You pick up a 
fun-looking book that looks like the comics from the newspaper. The 
artwork makes you wonder what the story is about. Soon you’re 10 
pages in and have trouble putting it down. But when you do, you look 
around and find that graphic novels come in many shapes, sizes, and 
topics.

Kids and adults alike love graphic 
novels. They’re easy to read and 
have fun illustrations. To figure 
out how they differ from comics, 
it helps to first look at the words 
that make up the name. The word 
“graphic” refers to visual art, 
usually with a lot of detail. The 
word “novel” refers to, well, you 
know—a fiction book, or one that 
tells a story that didn’t happen in 
real life. 

Comics often refer to “comic strips”—periodicals published in news-
papers and magazines—or to “serialized narratives.” Graphic novels 
use the style of comics, typically sequences of drawings in boxes, to 
create a book that tells a whole story.

FU N FACT

Historians believe the 
first graphic novel was 
published almost two 
centuries ago, in 1837. 
“The Adventures of Mr. 
Obadiah Oldbuck” tells 
the story of a very unlucky 
and lovesick suitor.
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Great Reads

Graphic novels are not limited to simple stories. Just like novels, they 
can involve long stories with complex themes and characters. Others 
retell classics, like plays by Shakespeare and “Pride and Prejudice” by 
Jane Austen.

Graphic novels can inspire readers to immerse themselves in the 
story and read more slowly. Instead of speed reading to hurry up and 
finish, a reader might investigate the images and linger over details 
to better understand the plot. 

Graphic novels can also be just plain fun and relaxing to read. There’s 
something for everyone: legendary superhero stories, compelling 
personal narratives, thought-provoking nonfiction accounts, and 
imaginative fiction.

Reading Akira, a Japanese graphic novel

You glance up from the computer and head toward the young adult 
section. There’s a poster that says, “No adults allowed!” You pick up 
a fun-looking book that looks like the comics from the newspaper. 
The artwork makes you wonder what the story is about. Soon you’re 
10 pages in and have trouble putting it down. But when you do, you 
look around and find that graphic novels come in many shapes, sizes, 
and topics.
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Recipe for Success

It can take years to create a graphic novel. Often, one person writes 
the text and creates the art, but writers and illustrators also collabo-
rate to create graphic novels together. The writing process usually 
starts with drafting a simple outline of the plot. The next step might 
be to write a script of what the characters will say throughout the 
book. 

Drawing thumbnails or small 
sketches comes next. With the 
bones now in place for both the 
story and artwork, the creator 
will consider whether the sto-
ry’s action will be told through 
narration, speech or thought 
bubbles, or just artwork. Sound 

effects written as words add to the fun. Finalizing the text and art-
work can take months or longer.

Graphic novel creators also give a lot of thought to the “gutters.” 
These are the empty spaces in between the panels of art and text. 
Gutters can be wide or narrow and may reflect intentional gaps in 
the storytelling. This space gives readers a chance to imagine what 
might happen and become more invested in the story.

DID YOU KNOW?

Onomatopoeia, or 
words that represent 
a sound, like “kapow” 
and “oomp,” add to the 
fun of graphic novels. 

A stack of old comics


