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[image: ]Francesca Benatti    0:13
Hi, welcome to Rereading the Literature and Writing Podcast from the Open University. I'm Doctor Francesca Benatti, Senior Research Fellow in Digital Humanities.
[image: ]
Shafquat Towheed   0:41
Hi everyone, and I'm Dr Shafquat Towheed. I'm Senior Lecturer in English and I'm currently Director of Research for the School of Arts and Humanities and I'm also Director of Open Arc, which is the Open University's Arts and Humanities Research Centre.
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Francesca Benatti    0:56
And today, we're going to be talking about whether reading comics is bad for you.
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Shafquat Towheed   1:03
So, Francesca, first of all, tell us why you love reading comics.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    1:08
I think comics are a very rewarding medium to read. They open us up to different cultures, to different ways of seeing, and different ways of writing. And additionally, they're great fun to read. I find the dual language of
image and text very stimulating, especially as a dual language, dual national person myself.
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Shafquat Towheed   1:39
So why are you interested in discussing this idea of whether reading comics are bad for you? I mean, are they really bad for you?
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    1:48
I do disagree with the idea that comics are bad for you. I want to help more people realize that this is the case. And I think that reading comics may even help you to become a better reader. But comics have had terrible publicity in the past.
To some extent, they still do. And I want to argue that this blanket disparagement is unjustified and it probably prevents people from experiencing great works.
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Shafquat Towheed   2:24
Where do you think this negative perception of comics comes from?
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    2:29
It really ramped up in the 1950s, which was the moment probably when comics reached their highest sales in the US, in the UK and in Europe before television.
stepped up as the main medium that combines image and word. And there were some very influential texts published during the 1950s that really criticized comics. For example,
Richard Hoggart, The Uses of Literacy, and especially Frederick Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent. So, Wertham in particular, was a psychiatrist in the United States, and he argued that comics
would turn children into criminals. They would destroy their ability to read. It would glorify homosexuality, which at the time was still treated as a mental disorder and a crime. And so a US congressional inquiry was launched.
And the US comics industry responded with the creation of the Comics Code, so a voluntary code of practice that restricted what comics could depict. And it was in force until the early 2000s. That's the amazing thing.
And there were similar provisions in other jurisdictions like France and Germany, for example.
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Shafquat Towheed   4:17
Yeah, that's incredible. I mean, all of this happened at the height of the Cold War, didn't it? In the 1950s and 1960s, when I suppose comics carried a lot of ideological freight. They were designed to bring up kids in a particular way. Can I ask you a question about literacy and illiteracy? Because
Some people have made this argument that comics don't really promote literacy per se, that they're the sort of refuge of people with intermediate literacy and can perhaps be a hindrance to readers acquiring advanced reading skills. So is there any truth behind this claim that comics are sort of promoting
Illiteracy or semi-literacy.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    4:59
I think the comics promote a different kind of literacy, so a multimodal literacy that combines being able to read both words and images. This can be perceived as a problem because we are encouraged
to gradually abandon images as we grow from reading children's picture books to works that are composed of text only. But I think that the multimodality of comics makes them particularly suitable for learning how to make sense
of the multifaceted communication channels that we use today. And I also think that reading comics gives you a first-hand opportunity to experience some pretty weighty literary criticism concepts, such as
Multiple authorships, canonicity, intertextuality.
in an engaging context, usually. So it can be a stepping stone to actually some pretty high levels of literacy if you, the reader, decided to make your reading comics.
Into that.
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Shafquat Towheed   6:28
I mean, the thing I always find quite fascinating is that difference between thought bubbles and speech acts in comics, right? So you have both interiority and voiced dialogue, which is the sort of thing we are accustomed to seeing in fictional narrative all the time. So I think there are some quite strong links, aren't there, between comic narrative and the narrative structure of, say, novels or short stories.
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Francesca Benatti    6:53
Absolutely. So we can even add captions, which are the square boxes, which have been used either to convey the voice of the narrator.
external to the characters or to introduce the characters’ interior monologue and their comments on what is going on. So overall, I think comics actually do promote quite a complex sense of literacy.
But they do require some.
investment into learning this new language, these new languages, because actually different comic traditions from different countries will use comics in slightly different ways. So for example, we can add
Sound effects, and we can add.
a language of icons as well, which are particularly developed in Japanese manga to convey what a character is experiencing at an emotional level.
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Shafquat Towheed   8:25
And of course, comics can be read in different directions and into the different types of linearity as well, can't they? I mean, in the same way as books. I mean, it's not always, you know, the sort of sequential left to right reading that we're accustomed to. It could be vertical or reverse or in other orders as well.
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Francesca Benatti    8:42
Yes, so Japanese manga are read from right to left and within a single page from top to bottom. So it's once they're translated into right to left,
languages, they can create a visual cognitive dissonance because your eyes initially dart across the page and can take a while to find your rhythm and deciding which panel to read first. But once you do,
they work pretty well. And nowadays with web comics, so comics that are entirely produced and read online, we have a new reading direction which is top to bottom, especially for comics.
that are geared towards mobile devices. So devices that have tall narrow screens and there you have to scroll upwards. And that means that narrative moves in a specific direction and you lose
the page as the main structure of a narrative. So yeah, different comic traditions have different approaches.
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Shafquat Towheed   10:17
So, I mean, codex versus scroll is alive and kicking as ever, isn't it?
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    10:20
Absolutely, absolutely.
[image: ]
Shafquat Towheed   10:23
I'm going to ask you a little bit about the content of comics, because this has often been the subject of some controversy, hasn't it? Because people have said that comics are childish, they're violent, they're simplistic, they're reductive. You know, we often have that negative association with comic book, comic book heroes and so on, having a very
binary and simplistic vision of the world and it's invoked quite a lot. So tell us a little bit about the content of comics and why you think it might be a bit more complicated than that.
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Francesca Benatti    10:53
So I think that in the English-speaking world, our perception of comics is skewed by the dominance of one genre, which is superhero comics. Other comic cultures that I've mentioned, for example, Japan, France,
my native Italy have a much broader variety of genres. And these cover all sorts of topics and are aimed at all sorts of age brackets. So they're already more varied. And remember when I mentioned the Comics Code, voluntary code of
practice? So US superhero publishers like Marvel Comics and DC Comics were very eager to adhere to the Comics Code so that they could continue to sell their products through newsstands, which were the main channel of distribution.
So, um...
The Comics Code restricted, for example, how law enforcement figures could be depicted. They had to be depicted positively.
Excessive violence had to be curtailed, that this provision got relaxed as time went by. Nudity and salacious poses had to be avoided. That is another provision that was observed more in the breach than in the actually to the letter of the law.
But...
That meant that, especially at their height in the 50s and 60s, comics were limited in what they could depict in English language milieu. But from about the mid 1960s onwards, the audience of comics
shifted. So it went from being mostly school children to being mostly teenagers. So a bit more complexity began to be included. The symbolic character for this period is probably Spider-Man.
who's the first superhero, who's really convincing, both as a masked vigilante and as a standard teenager with problems and challenges. So we see him attending student protests.
We, and in later issues in the 1970s, we see him dealing with drug addiction, for example, in some of his friends. So gradually the rigidity of the Comics Code began to be eroded.
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Shafquat Towheed   13:46
I mean, you're sort of painting a picture of a very diverse audience, aren't you, in terms of comic readership? And I think there's a big contrast here with the sort of popular perception of comics, which, I mean, you know, they're often seen as being, you know, potentially sexist, kind of limited by clan, by tribe, by affiliation.
How do you explain this contrast between this diversity of readerships and the kind of public perception of comic fans?
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Francesca Benatti    14:15
So you won't be surprised that I think there's a book history explanation to this. So from the 1970s onwards, the main channel of distribution for English language
[image: ]
Shafquat Towheed   14:21
Yeh.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    14:34
comics in the US, especially, shifted from being newsstands, which catered for a general audience, into being specialist comic stores. These were aimed at a market of connoisseurs, of readers that were very involved in
specific comics. In other words, they were aimed at fans and that sort of shifted the content of comics from being bland or more generic into
focusing on specific topics, specific goals. And the goals of these audience, they were mostly young males aged between 16 and 25. And in turn, that meant that comic stores
became less welcoming to certain types of readers, for example, female, LGBT, persons of colour, that was reflected in the content of the comics.
Another change in publishing and distribution in the early 2000s led to a change in this situation. So this is when manga began to be translated and sold in the US and
Britain and.
They were sold not through comic stores, or not exclusively through comic stores, but mostly through bookshops, collected in book format. And bookshops, once again, catered for a general audience.
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Shafquat Towheed   16:20
Mhm.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    16:33
And Japanese comics included comics aimed at teenage and women and young women, as well as comics aimed at young men. And that led to, has led to a diversification.
of the audience and a diversification, I think, of comic authors as well.
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Shafquat Towheed   17:00
It's very interesting what you say about sort of the spaces for reading comics. I was listening to a radio programme recently about a Bosnian author who grew up during the Civil War and he was a teenager and he said that one of the only shared spaces where he felt safe was actually in comic book shops where they could exchange comics and kind of carry on with a glimmer of their normal life and they would borrow
comics and bring them back each week and talk about them. So that, I mean, I think that that sort of re-emphasizes the participatory nature of comic readership. But I'm going to ask you a little bit about, you know, that sort of shift to female readers and female authors. And why do you think that's happened? Why do you think that readerships for comics have become more diverse? It's not just
teenage boys, or young adult males, it's got quite a diverse readership now, isn't it?
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Francesca Benatti    17:51
Yeah, and I mean, to an extent, it's a bit of a return to the past, because up to the 1980s, even the mainstream US comic publishers like Marvel and DC had comics that were aimed at teenage
girls, but they kind of disappeared as the focus shifted on churning out more superhero content, some of which was excellent and some of which was less so. But I think
There's been a realization driven by the interest for Japanese manga, Japanese shoujo manga aimed at teenage girls that has made, I think, publishers realize that actually there's a
market here. In general, I think female, LGBT, non-binary readers are more visible because these participatory cultures now take place not just in the comic stores,
but also online, so in forums, fan art, fan fiction, and at comics conventions, so face-to-face gatherings of comic readers, where readers
meet, exchange ideas, and they come embodying very often their favourite comic stories and characters. So through cosplay, they come dressed up as their favourite characters. And
This is an enormous circuit of conventions and forums and other places, both online and offline, where readers, diverse audience can congregate and meet.
And online comics also allow these diverse authors an easy way into authorship so they can start releasing comics about their chosen subjects without some of those
gatekeepers that do exist still in mainstream print publishing.
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Shafquat Towheed   20:37
Absolutely. I mean, I think the two areas I find most fascinating about this are the sort of the global reach, the ways in which kind of comics cross cultural boundaries far faster than other forms of cultural medium or cultural expression. And also the extent to which sort of fans engage with the authors as well, that you have this kind of wonderful feedback loop, haven't you?
fans sort of engage with the outputs of authors and some of them become authors of comics themselves. So there is that really interesting relationship between readers and creators of comic material.
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Francesca Benatti    21:12
Absolutely. I mean, there are, as you said, multiple feedback loops and multiple ways for comic readers to support their favourite authors. For example, 
subscription platforms or platforms that allow readers to directly buy print version of their comics or merchandise for their favourite comics. And the step
from commenting on your favourite comic into creating and sharing your favourite comic is actually quite short nowadays and it's becoming shorter all the time. So yes,
The languages of comics are becoming more universally shared, you know, in a way, and easier to get into. Now, these feedback loops also can have different negative repercussions. So,
comic authors need to be careful because this engagement with readers can sometimes take a darker turn and as readers need to, as authors need to manage reader expectations in a realistic
manner. Creating comics is a difficult process, even if a single author who both writes and draws has a lot of work on their hands, and even a team composed of multiple people, it has to be managed carefully.
and equitably with everyone being recognized for their contribution. So, but it's exciting and it can lead to wonderful content, wonderful diverse content being created and read worldwide.
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Shafquat Towheed   23:29
That opens up all sorts of interesting questions around collaborative authorship, doesn't it? But I'm going to ask you to recommend to readers some comics that they might want to discover or rediscover. What would your recommendations be if you had to recommend some
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Francesca Benatti    23:34
Yes.
[image: ]
Shafquat Towheed   23:47
really good exemplary comics for us to read.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    23:52
Great. Yeah, I could be here all day, but for a reason, there's a time keeping. I'll limit myself to just a few. So for example, you could start with one of the masters of the comic arts, so Will Eisner, American.
comic author. I would recommend his A Contract with God and his Into the Storm to everyone who is interested in seeing how comics can actually reach a literary value.
three great female sci-fi and fantasy authors. So N.K. Jemisin and her Far Sector; Nnedi Okorafor, LaGuardia; Willow Wilson, author of two great comics, Invisible Kingdom,
and a superhero comic, Ms. Marvel, especially the first collection, Ms. Marvel: No Normal.
I mentioned Japanese manga, which is an enormous field. I personally am a reader of shojo manga, so manga aimed at teenagers. Yes, I know I'm not a teenager anymore, but if you want a great example of the genre, Ryoko Ikeda's The Roses of Versailles.
which is a manga set in the French Revolution, is a great example. And it won the author of the French Legion of Honor for promoting French culture worldwide. So I'm not the only one saying that it's a great comic.
If you want, you want a well-researched history of the first computer, Sydney Padua, The Thrilling Adventures of Lovelace and Babbage is an excellent read and full of citations from
19th century newspapers and books.
I want to mention a classic Italian comic. So Hugo Pratt's Corto Maltese. Hugo Pratt was actually called Ugo Pratt. He had French and Italian ancestry. And Corto Maltese is a long series of comics which
goes from adventure comics in the 1960s to very postmodern imagination in the 1990s. They have been translated into English. So it's a good place if you want to use your literary theory chops on comics.
A web comic that revisits Greek mythology, is Rachel Smyth's Lore Olympus. I think is an excellent example of the new web comic format and of how it can lead to reimagination. And it started off as
a newbie author working in graphical design, posting her comic book online that now it's grown into a global phenomenon. And finally, against the accusations that comics are only good for childish
fantastic stories. Two comics that are of relevance for the present day. So Joe Sacco's Palestine, which is a non-fiction journalistic comic about his travels in Palestine in the 1990s, and Marjane Satrapi's
Persepolis, which is an autobiographical memoir of the Iranian revolution as experienced by the author.
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Shafquat Towheed   27:51
That's been really interesting. Thank you so much for talking us through this intriguing topic. I'd like to thank you. So thanks to my colleague, Dr. Francesca Benatti.
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Francesca Benatti    28:01
And thanks a million to my colleague, Dr. Shafquat Towheed.
[image: ]
Shafquat Towheed   28:06
Do tune in to other episodes from Re-Reading, the Literature and Writing podcast from the Open University. Follow us on social media. We're @ouliterature, all lowercase. I'm Dr Shafquat Towheed. I hope you've enjoyed this episode. Thanks for listening and hope to hear from you all again soon.
Thank you.
[image: ]
Francesca Benatti    28:27
Thank you.
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