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Owing t o a large Number of  excellent  adapt at ions, it  is now possible t o
read and t o t each a good deal of  t he Transit ion period lit erat ure wit h
t he aid of  graphic, or comic book, novels. The graphic novel is an
ext ended comic book, writ t en by adult s for adult s, which t reat s
import ant  cont ent  in a serious art ist ic way and makes use of  high-qualit y
paper and product ion t echniques not  available t o t he creat ors of  t he
Sunday comics and t radit ional comic books. This f lourishing new genre
can be t raced t o Belgian art ist  Frans Masereel's wordless woodcut  novel,
Passionate Journey (1919), but  t he form really t ook o  in t he 1960s and
1970s when creat ors in a number of  count ries began t o employ bot h
words and pict ures. Despit e t he f ict ional implicat ion of  graphic "novel,"
t he genre does not  limit  it self  t o f ict ion and includes numerous works of
aut obiography, biography, t ravel, hist ory, report age and even poet ry,
including a brilliant  parody of  T. S. Eliot 's Waste Land by Mart in Rowson
(New York: Harper and Row, 1990) which perfect ly capt ures t he spirit  of
t he original. However, most  of  t he adapt at ions of  1880–1920 Brit ish
lit erat ure t hat  have been published t o dat e (and of which I am aware)
have been limit ed t o f ict ion, and because of  space considerat ions, only
some of t hem can be examined here. In addit ion t o works now in print , I
will include a few out -of-print  graphic novel adapt at ions of  1880–1920
lit erat ure because t hey are part icularly int erest ing and hopefully may
ret urn t o print  one day, since graphic novels, like t radit ional comics, go in
and out  of  print  wit h alarming frequency. Out side of  t hese adapt at ions,
t here are complet ely original graphic novels t hat  ut ilize lit erary and
hist orical charact ers and event s from t he period. Again, I do not  have t he
space t o t reat  t hem here. Two of t he most  famous are Alan Moore's
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (1999), in which Sherlock Holmes, Allan
Quat ermain and Capt ain Nemo, among [End Page 3] ot her Vict orian
heroes, appear t oget her, and From Hell (1991), a heavily foot not ed but
st ill f ict ional t reat ment  of  t he Jack t he Ripper case. Those who may be
int erest ed should read Christ ine Ferguson's “St eam Punk and t he
Visualizat ion of  t he Vict orian: Teaching Alan Moore's The League of
Extraordinary Gentlemen and From Hell” in my edit ed collect ion, Teaching
the Graphic Novel (New York: MLA, 2009).



One basic di erence bet ween graphic novels and f ilms, anot her visual
medium int o which lit erary works are o en adapt ed, is t hat  graphic
novels o er a reading experience in which, as in t radit ional reading, t he
reader cont rols t he speed of percept ion and can linger or look backward
at  will. And a basic di erence bet ween graphic novels and drama, anot her
visual experience, is t hat  t he graphic novel can accommodat e reasonably
long passages of  narrat ion, while drama usually includes only dialogue.
Anot her basic di erence bet ween graphic novels and f ilm and drama
adapt at ions is t hat  t he graphic novel illust rat or can draw charact ers as he
or she desires t hem t o look, while f ilm and drama direct ors are limit ed t o
t he appearances of  living act ors available for t he necessary roles.
Moreover, unlike f ilm or drama, t he graphic novel can be seen as t he
at t empt  of  t he physical book t o survive in an elect ronic age by combining
t he advant ages of  t he t radit ional reading experience wit h t hose of  t he
comput er screen, which o en provides visual object s alongside t ext . This
opens up t he possibilit y of  discussions (in t he scholarship and in t he
classroom) about  t he di erent  visual media and t he hist ory of  t he
physical book, including William Morris's emphasis on “t he book beaut iful”
as a physical object , as well as about  t he very nat ure of  reading. And
improved t ext  readers have moved t he conversat ion about  book hist ory
and t he nat ure of  reading t o yet  anot her dimension, since graphic novels
no less t han prose novels can be read on elect ronic readers, such as
Amazon's Kindle 2.

Regardless of  t he format  in which it  is read, what  makes a good
adapt at ion from pure t ext  t o graphic novel format ? I t hink t hat  t wo
qualit ies are essent ial: f irst , a good adapt at ion should be fait hful t o...
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