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To what extent is colour and composition used for storytelling within graphic novels?
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[bookmark: _Int_7x0PPrAF]Graphic novels and comics have been around for generations which combines the use of imagery as a way of visual storytelling. Theorists like Scott McCloud describe comics as a way of ‘how words and pictures can combine to create effects that neither could create separately’ (McCloud, 2006, p.4). Two of the most significant components of this way of storytelling is the use of composition and colour. Composition looks at the layout of panels and framing which guides the reader through story and controls the pacing of which it is set, colour on the other hand suggests the mood and atmosphere taking place providing that emotional response to the story. While both aesthetic choices are important they are mostly overlooked though they are essential tools to how narratives are told. By looking at graphic novels like ‘Batman the Dark Knight Returns’, ‘V for Vendetta’ and ‘Maus’ this essay will look in-depth at how composition and colour work as key tools in comics.
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Fig 1, Akira, p.352
Within comics, composition plays a key role in how narratives are structured to provide a clear concept to be experienced by the reader. As Danny Fingeroth states when discussing Akira ‘There are many fewer narrative captions to provide short-cut explanations of what is happening; instead, individual scenes are allowed to play out over many pages’ (Fingeroth, 2008, p.64) demonstrating the importance of composition enabling for visual storytelling to unfold without written explanation. This extended sequencing controls the pacing, encouraging the reader to engage more with the progression of events taking place and making for a more personal interpretation. This is evident in Fig 1, where the prolonged sequence slows the narrative, creating tension and atmosphere, making the reader to get a more personal interpretation of the unfolding action.
 Furthermore, Scott McCloud discusses the importance of the choice of framing where the ‘Choice of Frame is the stage where you decide how closely to frame an action’ (McCloud, 2006, p.15). Close-up framing can show emotion and highlight the character expression, allowing the reader to feel more connected, whereas a more pulled back style of framing can be used to set the scene, establish context and scale. In ‘Maus’ close-up panels are used quite a lot to portray that anxiety and trauma in the graphic novel, positioning the reader to feel closer to the characters’ emotional state.
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Fig 2, Batman: The Dark Knight Returns
Storyboarding has clear links with comics in terms of compositional focal points, directing the viewer to where the narrative is taking place as stated
 ‘Every storyboard needs a focal point or center of interest ... creating storyboards is about describing story beats and manipulating the audience to look at where you need them to look’ (Paez and Jew, 2013, p.19).
The idea of the ‘center of interest’ can be applied in graphic novels, getting the reader to focus on a specific element or focal point in the narrative, shaping the interpretation of scenes in the panels. 
From looking at ‘Batman: The Dark Knight Returns’ composition is crucial where the close-up shots make the reader consider the characters’ decision-making in key moments. Contrasting with this, the multiple small panels as seen in Fig 2 creates a sense of extremity which highlights the fast styled pacing and chaotic nature featured within the action scenes. Additionally, when there are wide angle shots the main characters are prominently in the frame, focusing on that idea with the rule of thirds, ensuring the two main characters in Fig 2 are the primary focal point. The control of composition ensures the reader's attention is enhanced based on the narrative impact of each scene.
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        Fig 3, Batman: The Dark Knight Returns

[bookmark: _Int_sjdXZVVn][bookmark: _Int_hFLMfp4d]Another vital aspect in comics is colour, which not only enhances visual appeal of pages but helps to set the tone and emotion used within the panels. Colour helps the reader to understand the emotion the character is going through, similar to painting ‘Image-making inspires both imagination and manifestation. Colours represent wholeness and bestow vitality and kindle creative enjoyment’ (Diethelm, 2021) expressing then how colours allow the viewer to use their own imagination to interpret the characters motive and whether they are the villain or hero of the story. Also, ‘Colours activate personal expressiveness’ (Diethelm, 2021) demonstrating that the usage of colours influences people to feel different moods of characters and the entire atmosphere which can be applied in graphic novels.
[bookmark: _Int_PNTHtqfy][bookmark: _Int_lqDRL59C] Armstrong (1993) further argues, colour is more about the perception of the viewer rather than the actual colour of the object. Applying this concept to comics it is mainly to suggest how colour is used semiotically to show that emotional response and understanding of the narrative. Whether it is using red to present the idea of tension or violence, while a blue colour can suggest a shadowy or mysterious figure. This concept directly links in with comics like ‘V for Vendetta’ where throughout the graphic novel it uses a muted colour palette, which helps to create that darker and oppressive atmosphere (see Fig 4). The limited colour constructs that dystopian feel and reinforces that idea of control throughout the graphic novel. 
Colour in graphic novel does not just suggest emotion and atmosphere but can be used to show distance and depth as stated
 ‘Colour in painting is used most straightforwardly to record the literal colours of the visible world; but it may not simply be descriptive. It may for example, be used to suggest depth and distance.’ (Bomford and Roy, 2009, p.13).
With the usage of warmer colours, it can help to show an object in the foreground of the panel and then cooler colours are used in the background in graphic novels to show they are distant. From reading ‘Batman: The Dark Knight Returns’ this theory is used to demonstrate the visual hierarchy and guiding the focus of attention. Also, the idea that ‘complimentary colours, opposites on the colour wheel, enhanced each other when placed side by side’ (Bomford and Roy 2009, p.63). These ideas of how colours are placed are all decisions made by colourists in comics. By using these ideas, it can help to refine the mood and that ideal of realism within the artwork of the comics.
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Fig 4, V for Vendetta
When considering colour and composition together in graphic novels, there are diverse ways this is approached depending on when the graphic novel was published. In ‘Maus’ there is an absence of colour throughout the narrative, reflecting the trauma taking place, symbolising that bleak historical event, and emphasising the severity of what happened. Also, in ‘Maus’ and as discussed the panel composition can help to tell the reader a lot about the situation, as stated by Scott McCloud comics rely on the reader to ‘connect the dots’ (McCloud, 2006, p.14), with the simple imagery in ‘Maus’ it shows the emotion of the characters and tells them in an expressive way with the variety of expressions used. The use of heavy black shadows establishes that hierarchy of power, where the mice appear smaller and vulnerable, while the cats shown through darker shadowing making them look larger and menacing, reinforcing their threatening presence (see Fig 5).
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Fig 5, Maus
[bookmark: _Int_pCc2Ejlr]In contrast, ‘Absolute Wonder Woman’ presents a clear contrast in terms of how colour and composition is applied. In this graphic novel the panel layout is hugely different compared to ‘Maus’, where in this it makes usage of more dynamic shapes which can help describe action like events occurring and then softer curved panel framing to show that calmer environment (see Fig 6). The colour is used more expressively, with tonal variation and lighting giving the characters depth and its environment. When in darker styled panels blue is very prominent, by using that cooler colour it adds visual clarity and contributes to the atmosphere. Using these cooler colours makes the panel visually readable, rather than just making use of strong blacks to act as that shadow. Also, colour in this functions semiotically, on some pages red indicates the characters being in a dangerous situation and blue then to describe the characters as being from a water-based environment. Unlike ‘Maus’ where it focuses on minimalism to emphasise trauma, ‘Absolute Wonder Woman’ uses a range of vibrant colours and compositions to guide the reader more directly, heightening clarity and visual engagement. 
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Fig 6, Absolute Wonder Woman Vol 2: As My Mothers Made Me
Overall, composition and colour are fundamental in showing how graphic novels demonstrate meaning, guiding the audience through both the narrative and the emotional journey characters face. Composition in terms of framing and panel layouts, controls pacing and directs the reader’s attention, shaping then how the narrative of the graphic novel is experienced. In contrast, colour reinforces the emotional tone and atmosphere in the artwork, functioning both through semiotics and to visually enhance the reader’s involvement with the characters and setting. When both elements combine they not only enhance the artwork but construct the narrative itself, demonstrating that graphic novels rely on visuals as a primary source of storytelling. This highlights that comics are not passive forms of entertainment but are constructed artworks that involve the reader in creating meaning in the narrative.
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