
Graphic Novels and 
Postmodernism



Comics material had been in existence before 

the turn of the century but it was not until 1929 

when The Funnies #1 (Dell) was published, that 

it became a standalone medium. 

The funnies was the first collection of comics 

material but it was more like a colour newspaper 

supplement, as it had no cover, rather than the 

comic book format familiar today. 

Before 1929, almost all comics were part of 

magazines, newspapers or supplements and 

were not sold separately. 



In 1933 Famous Funnies: A Carnival of 

Comics (Eastern Colour Printing) was 

released. It was the first publication to 

resemble what we know today as a comic 

book, by including a cover and full colour 

interior pages.



The most significant event of the 1930’s 

could be summed up as ‘the undies on the 

outside’. 

In the year between the cover dates of 

June 1938 and May 1939, the two most 

important characters in the history of 

comics first appeared. 

The importance of Superman and Batman 

to comics and many other mediums cannot 

be overemphasized.



There really is only one major event to 
consider from the 1940’s, World War II. 
While the War itself was a terrible thing, it 
had a few positive affects on the comic book 
industry. 

One of the biggest short-term effects was 
the need for reading material for the troops 
stationed overseas. Nearly 30% of reading 
material sent to deployed soldiers were 
comic books.

Other than the political effects of the war, the 
1940’s saw the creation of a great many 
characters, the most popular of which at the 
time was Captain Marvel.



After the War, sales dropped dramatically 

and then continued to slide down 

throughout the 1950’s. 

Superheroes all died out between 1950 and 

1955 with only Superman, Batman and 

Wonder Woman (and a few smaller ones) 

still being published. 

While the superhero was faltering, other 

genres began to surge in popularity. 

Western, romance, crime, horror and 

science fiction comic books all became 

immensely popular. 





The Comics Code Authority (CCA) was a 

self-censorship system adopted by the 

American comic book industry in 1954. 

It imposed strict rules on content, banning or 

severely limiting graphic violence, horror, 

crime, drug use, sexual themes, profanity, 

and portrayals that might undermine respect 

for authority. 

Criminals could not be glamourised, and 

stories generally had to show good 

triumphing over evil.



The Amazing Spider-Man #96-98 (May to July 1971)

Stan Lee wrote an anti-drug story at the request of 
the U.S. Department of Health.

The story condemned drug use, but the CCA refused 
approval because its rules prohibited depictions of 
narcotics.

Marvel published the issues without the CCA seal, 
making ASM #96, #97, and #98 the first major 
mainstream comics from a major publisher to 
challenge the Code. 



The Amazing Spider-Man #96-98 (May to July 1971)

The public and industry reaction was positive, and 
the CCA soon revised its rules.

The public and industry reaction was positive, and 
the CCA soon revised its rules.

This controversy and the later decline of the 

Comics Code are often seen as part of the broader 

cultural shift that eventually enabled the 

postmodern graphic novel.



Robert Crumb and the underground comix 

movement of the 1960’s also helped initiate 

postmodernism in comics by rejecting 

traditional heroic narratives, embracing 

experimental storytelling, challenging 

censorship, and establishing comics as a 

medium capable of sophisticated artistic 

and cultural critique.



Postmodern graphic novels emerged in the 1970s as creators 

began challenging conventional comic storytelling. Instead of clear 

heroes, linear plots, and stable meanings, they embraced ambiguity, 

self-reference, genre mixing, and experimental visual forms.



One of the first comics to present an anti-

hero rather than a traditional hero. 

Fritz embodies postmodern scepticism 

toward authority and social conventions.

• Social satire

• Use of anthropomorphic characters

• Critique of both mainstream society and 

the counterculture



A Contract with God by Will Eisner

• Often credited with popularizing the term 

"graphic novel".

• Eisner demonstrated that comics could 

address mature social and psychological 

themes, helping establish the graphic novel 

as a serious literary form.

• Not always classified as fully postmodern 

many critics see it as an important precursor 

to the postmodern graphic novel because it 

challenges traditional storytelling 

conventions and blurs boundaries between 

genres, forms, and perspectives.













Whilst it does not heavily use metafiction or self-referentiality A 
Contract with God is considered postmodern because it rejects 
traditional comic-book conventions, merges literary and 
popular forms, emphasizes fragmented and subjective 
experience, and questions religious and social certainties.
 
However, it is often viewed as an early transitional work that 
paved the way for the more overtly postmodern graphic novels 
of the 1980s.



…….meanwhile in France

Jean Giraud, better known by his pseudonym Moebius, was to 

become one of the most influential and visionary artists in the history 

of comics and illustration. 

Through landmark works such as Arzach, The Incal, and Blueberry, 

he transformed the visual language of comics and inspired 

generations of artists, filmmakers, and designers, leaving an enduring 

legacy that continues to shape contemporary visual culture.











A simple start to Arzach’s story, but what 
makes it postmodern?



What happens
Arzach flies across a vast desert landscape on his white 
flying reptile. In the distance is an isolated fortress.

Visual function
The opening establishes scale rather than plot. The 
landscape dominates the page; the protagonist is tiny.

Postmodern significance
Classical adventure comics establish character goals 
immediately. Moebius instead establishes space and mood 
before story.

The desert is almost empty, creating a sense that the reader 
has entered a world that existed before the narrative began. 

Nothing is explained:
• Who is Arzach?
• Where is he going?
• Why is he here?
No answers are provided.



What happens
Flying past the castle, Arzach notices a beautiful woman 
apparently undressing in a tower window.

Visual function
The page introduces what appears to be a conventional 
fantasy motive: the captive maiden.

Postmodern significance
Moebius deliberately invokes a familiar myth:
• knight
• castle
• beautiful woman
• implied rescue

Readers instantly recognize the pattern from fairy tales and 
heroic fantasy.

The key point is that the comic relies on the reader's 
cultural memory. We project a story onto the image before 
anything actually happens.



What happens
A guard notices Arzach and shouts at him.
Arzach reacts with casual indifference and in the last panel 
lassos him.

Visual function
This should be the start of a conflict scene.

Postmodern significance
Instead of increasing tension, Moebius makes the encounter 
feel absurd.

The guard is less an individual than a visual interruption.
Because there is no dialogue, the emotional tone is difficult 
to fix:

• Is the guard threatening?
• Is he trying to attract Arzach’s attention, hoping to be 

rescued himself?
• Heroic?
• Ridiculous?



What happens
Arzach carries the lassoed guard away.
There are a group of figures watching impassively.

Visual function
The sequence is bizarrely arbitrary.

Postmodern significance
In a conventional comic, actions produce consequences.
Here, our expectations are subverted, we don’t get the usual 
action-packed fight scene. Instead, we get something 
dreamlike and almost comical.



What happens
He flies away, guard dangling behind him. Again, the figures 
are tiny, as was the case on the first page, and the panels are 
dominated by a giant skeleton.

Postmodern significance
The giant skeleton creates a surreal juxtaposition:
• medieval imagery
• prehistoric imagery
• science-fiction atmosphere

The world becomes an assemblage of disconnected visual 
references.



What happens
Arzach ties the guard to a giant dinosaur skeleton in the 
desert, another absurd and dreamlike act. 

Postmodern significance
Arzach looks like a heroic protagonist, but he is emotionally 
distant and often behaves in ways that are obscure, 
arbitrary, or ironic. He lacks the moral certainty of classical 
adventure heroes which undermines our expectations of 
heroic myths.

Power without explanation
Arzach acts decisively but his motives remain unknown.

Absurdity
Events occur because dream logic permits them.



What happens
Arzach returns to the tower, the imprisoned guard remains 
behind, dangling from the skeleton but seems otherwise 
unconcerned.

Visual function
The story seems to be moving toward a rescue narrative.

Postmodern significance
At this point the reader unconsciously fills in expected 
developments:
• Arzach will save the woman.
• The castle hides a villain who he will need to defeat.
• A reward awaits when the woman is returned home.

Moebius exploits those assumptions and the comic 
becomes a kind of experiment in reader expectation. The 
story gains momentum from conventions the comic itself 
never states.



What happens
Arzach approaches the woman.
Close inspection reveals that her face is hideously alien.
He immediately loses interest and leaves.

Visual function
This is the narrative climax. Remarkably, there is no rescue, 
romance, or confrontation.

Postmodern significance
The revelation destroys the fantasy image introduced earlier.
This moment resembles postmodern critiques of 
representation: the sign (beautiful woman) does not 
correspond to the reality behind it.



Moebius's Arzach series rejects linear narrative, embraces ambiguity 

and dream logic, mixes genres, privileges visual experience over 

textual explanation, and resists stable interpretation. 

Rather than presenting a coherent heroic adventure, it offers a 

fragmented series of surreal images that require the reader to 

construct meaning, exemplifying key characteristics of postmodern 

art and literature. 



Watchmen (1986-87), written by Alan 

Moore and illustrated by Dave Gibbons, is 

often considered one of the most important 

postmodern graphic novels because it 

deconstructs superhero conventions, 

questions grand narratives of heroism, and 

employs self-conscious storytelling 

techniques.







It Deconstructs the Superhero Genre

Rorschach is violent and obsessive. 

The Comedian is cynical and morally 

corrupt. 

Ozymandias commits mass murder in 

pursuit of world peace.

Rather than celebrating heroism, the 

novel asks whether superheroes would 

actually improve society. 



It Rejects Clear Moral Certainty

Postmodern texts often reject simple 

distinctions between good and evil.

In Watchmen:

There is no unquestionable hero. The 

ending forces readers to decide whether 

Ozymandias's actions are justified. 

Competing moral viewpoints are 

presented without a definitive answer.

The novel encourages ethical ambiguity 

rather than closure.



It Is Highly Self-Reflexive

The graphic novel constantly draws 

attention to its own construction.

Examples include:

The comic-within-the-comic, Tales of 

the Black Freighter. 

Newspaper clippings, diary entries, 

interviews, and other inserted 

documents. 

Multiple perspectives on the same 

events.

These elements remind readers that 

narratives are constructed rather than 

transparent representations of reality.



It Uses Intertextuality

Watchmen is filled with:

Literary quotations. Historical and 

political allusions. Visual echoes and 

recurring symbols.

Readers are encouraged to recognize 

connections between different texts and 

cultural artefacts.

The blood-stained smiley face (left) 

functions as an allusion to the optimistic, 

colourful world of traditional superhero 

comics and popular culture, but Moore 

transforms it into a symbol of violence 

and moral decay.



It Questions Grand Narratives

Postmodern theorist Jean-François 

Lyotard argued that postmodernism is 

characterised by scepticism toward "grand 

narratives" or universal explanations of 

reality.

Watchmen questions:

The belief that heroes save society. The 

idea of moral progress. Faith in political 

institutions. The notion that absolute truth 

can be known.

Even the supposedly enlightened 

Ozymandias relies on deception to create 

peace.



It Presents Fragmented Narratives

The story is not told in a straightforward 

way. Instead, it combines:

• Flashbacks. 

• Parallel storylines. 

• Historical documents. 

• Personal memoirs. 

• The Black Freighter narrative.

This fragmentation requires readers to 

actively piece together meaning.



It Mixes High and Popular Culture

Like many postmodern works, Watchmen 

blurs the boundary between "serious 

literature" and "popular entertainment."

It combines:

Philosophical questions. Political 

commentary. Literary symbolism.

with:

Costumed superheroes. Comic-book 

action. Genre conventions.

This challenges assumptions about what 

counts as "important" literature.

For example, in issue 11 is Ozymandias's 

identity is linked to Percy Bysshe Shelley's 

poem Ozymandias.



It Explores Multiple Perspectives

There is no single authoritative viewpoint.

The world of Watchmen is seen through:

Rorschach's journal. Dr Manhattan's 

detached perspective. 

Ozymandias's utilitarian logic. 

Laurie and Dan's more human 

viewpoints.

Each perspective reveals only a partial 

truth.



It Challenges the Idea of History

The novel presents an alternative 

history in which superheroes influence 

major world events.

Key changes include:

The United States winning the 

Vietnam War. Richard Nixon 

remaining president. A dramatically 

altered Cold War.

This demonstrates a postmodern 

interest in how history is constructed 

and interpreted rather than simply 

recorded.

For example, in issue 4 Dr Manhattan 
experiences all moments of his life 
simultaneously (left).



Watchmen deconstructs traditional superhero myths, 

challenges absolute moral truths, employs fragmented 

and self-reflexive storytelling, incorporates multiple 

texts and perspectives, and questions grand narratives 

about heroism, politics, and history. 

By replacing certainty with ambiguity and exposing the 

constructed nature of narratives, Watchmen exemplifies 

many of the central concerns of postmodernism.



Art Spiegelman's Maus challenges traditional 

ways of telling history and autobiography.

Rather than presenting the Holocaust as a 

straightforward historical account, 

Spiegelman combines biography, memoir, 

and fiction, drawing attention to the process of 

storytelling itself. 

The work uses metafiction, showing 

Spiegelman interviewing his father and 

reflecting on the difficulties of representing 

traumatic events. 



Its famous depiction of different groups as 

animals (Jews as mice, Germans as cats, 

Poles as pigs) highlights the constructed 

nature of representation rather than claiming 

complete realism. 

Maus also fragments time, moving between 

past and present, and questions the 

possibility of fully capturing historical truth. 







It Blurs Fact and Fiction

Maus is based on the real experiences of 

Spiegelman's father, Vladek, during the 

Holocaust, but these events are 

represented through a comic-book medium 

with animal characters. 

This combination of historical testimony and 

artistic invention challenges the idea that 

history can be presented as a completely 

objective truth.



It Is Self-Reflexive (Metafictional)

Throughout the novel, Spiegelman shows 

himself interviewing his father and 

struggling to create Maus. The reader sees 

the process of constructing the narrative 

rather than being presented with a 

seamless story. 

The book constantly reminds us that we are 

reading a representation of events, not the 

events themselves.



It Questions Representation

A central concern of postmodernism is whether traumatic events can ever be 

adequately represented. 

In Maus Art Spiegelman confronts this central problem:

• How can an event as vast and horrific as the Holocaust be represented 

truthfully?

• Rather than presenting his graphic novel as a transparent window onto 

history, Spiegelman highlights its limitations.

• He worries that Maus has become a commercial success despite being 

about immense suffering.

• He expresses anxiety about turning historical trauma into a work of art.

• He questions whether any story, image, or narrative can fully capture the 

reality experienced by Holocaust victims.



It Uses Multiple Narrative Layers

The novel moves between:

• Vladek's experiences during the 

Holocaust.

• Spiegelman's present-day interviews 

with Vladek.

• Spiegelman's reflections on writing the 

book.

This fragmented structure creates a layered 

narrative rather than a single, linear 

storyline.



It Rejects a Single Truth

Different characters remember events 

differently, and Vladek's memories are 

sometimes incomplete or contradictory. 

The text suggests that history is mediated 

through memory, perspective, and 

interpretation rather than existing as a 

single, stable account.



It Mixes High and Low Culture

Postmodern works often challenge 

distinctions between "serious" and 

"popular" art. 

Maus tells one of the most significant 

historical tragedies of the twentieth century 

through the medium of comics, which had 

traditionally been viewed as popular 

entertainment.



It Employs Symbolism and 

Constructed Identities

Different groups are depicted as 

animals:

• Jews as mice

• Germans as cats

• Poles as pigs

• Americans as dogs

Rather than presenting identity as 

natural or fixed, the novel highlights how 

racial and ethnic categories are socially 

constructed.



It Fragments Time

The narrative frequently shifts between 

past and present. 

These disruptions prevent readers from 

experiencing the story as a 

straightforward historical account and 

instead emphasize the continuing impact 

of trauma across generations.



Rather than offering a clear moral lesson or a complete resolution, 

Maus leaves readers with difficult questions about memory, trauma, 

guilt, survival, and representation. This ambiguity is characteristic of 

postmodern literature.

Maus combines historical fact with artistic construction, foregrounds its 

own creation through metafiction, fragments narrative time, questions 

the possibility of accurately representing the Holocaust, and challenges 

distinctions between history, memory, and fiction. 

Through these techniques, Spiegelman demonstrates many of the key 

concerns of postmodernism: uncertainty, multiple perspectives, self-

reflexivity, and the instability of truth.



Kurt Busiek and Alex Ross's Marvels 

(1994) reinterprets the history of the Marvel 

Universe through a self-conscious, 

revisionist lens rather than simply telling 

another superhero adventure. 

It examines the myths of superheroes from 

the perspective of ordinary people and 

questions how those myths are 

constructed.



It Rewrites Existing Texts Rather Than Creating a New Myth

A hallmark of postmodernism is intertextuality: texts referring to and 

reworking earlier texts.

Marvels retells major events from Marvel comics published between 

the 1930s and the 1970s, including the arrival of the Human Torch, 

the coming of the Silver Surfer and Galactus, the rise of the X-Men.

Rather than presenting these stories as they originally appeared, 

Busiek reinterprets them through the eyes of photojournalist Phil 

Sheldon, who stands outside the superhero narrative. 

The comic assumes readers already know the original stories and 

invites them to reconsider their meaning.



Postmodern Realism: 

The painted art style 

by Alex Ross makes 

abstract comic book 

characters look 

tangibly real, exposing 

the absurdity of their 

costumes in a real-

world setting.



Marvels looks like a traditional comic book 

because it features classic, silver-age 

superheroes. However, it applies a 

postmodern lens by shifting the perspective 

of the story away from the heroes.

For Sheldon:

• Heroes are awe-inspiring but frightening.

• Extraordinary events produce confusion 

rather than clarity.

• The book asks whether the superhero 

narrative is really as straightforward as 

conventional comics suggest.



The Heroic Illusion: Superheroes 

are not seen as clear-cut 

protectors. They are viewed from 

the street level as terrifying, god-

like monsters.



Fragile Morality: The human public is fickle. 
They cheer for heroes one day and turn on 
them as freaks the next, removing the 
traditional, stable bond between hero and 
society.



Marvels is considered postmodern because it:

• reworks existing Marvel stories through intertextuality,

• questions heroic mythologies and other grand narratives,

• mixes realism and fantasy,

• privileges the perspective of ordinary observers over heroes,

• reflects on comic-book history itself,

• combines nostalgia with critical reinterpretation.

Rather than asking "What happened in the Marvel Universe?", Marvels 

asks "What would those events mean to the people living through them, 

and how do stories turn superheroes into myths?" That self-aware 

examination of narrative and mythology is what makes it a distinctly 

postmodern comic.



Marvels vs the Original Stories
Extract from Amazing Spider-Man #121











Eight Billion Genies is a highly postmodern 

comic. Written by Charles Soule and 

illustrated by Ryan Browne, the story 

features a classic postmodern 

metanarrative and playfully deconstructs 

traditional genre tropes. 

The narrative leans heavily into several 

postmodern themes: 

Metafiction: The comic knows it's a piece 

of entertainment and frequently comments 

on the wishing process itself. For instance, 

characters in the story often reference old 

pop culture wishes and fairy tale logic to 

strategize their own. 



Pastiche: It blends a bizarre mishmash of 

genres—combining apocalyptic survival 

with superhero fantasy, cosmic horror, and 

slice-of-life drama—without sticking to one 

rigid convention. 

Deconstruction of the "Grand 

Narrative": Traditional "be careful what you 

wish for" stories usually follow one person 

learning a moral lesson. By giving everyone 

a wish at the exact same time, the book 

shatters single-hero narratives, exploring 

mass chaos, fractured realities, and 

subjective truth rather than absolute 

morality. 



Time Jumps: The series explores how 

society adapts (or fails to) over eight 

seconds, eight hours, eight days, and eight 

centuries, highlighting fragmented, non-

linear storytelling.
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