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PﬂEtry in Ihis essay seeks to investigate poetry in comics,

as a fairly recent medium-specitic genre (" co-
[:l]ml[:s mics poetry”). After a brief look at poetry adap-
pﬂEth y tations, | shall examine the tormal and discur-

sive characteristics of comics poetry.
LOMIGS

Nicolas Labarre
Université bordeaux Montaigne

Has published poetry
comics in /mE Brick
and Uver the Line.

Ihe intersection of comics and poetry is both HIGH-BROW LOW-BROW
commaon and persistently uneasy.

As Ghrissy Williams and lom Humberstone
note, in the early ZUth century:

gusts and selected
examples from

Life's 1949 chart of

‘everyday tastes”

“Puetry qot the perceived highbrow
of the stick, and comics the low. T

(Williams and Humberstone 2013, p.b)

“Little magazines,”
criticism of criticism,
avant garde
literature

Pulps,
comic books

Ihat distinction has = And as noted by Baetens and Frey, among others, the
become somewhat era of the graphic novel has encuuraqled comics artists
nbsolete. i/;; N/ to engage with literature more daringly.

Hoetry can certainly
pe found inmany LN
comics, mainstream B9
or otherwise, in the
form of quotes, inspi-
ration, nods and
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jokes, from A
Watchmen (right) to “
dilal's wark. Ihe Love and Death of Cornet

Christopher Rilke",
by Rainer Maria Rilke. Eraﬁhic

novel by Danica Franck (Z0Z1)

YEt poetry has proved somewnat

resistant to a privileged mode of
intermedial encounters: adaptation.



Ihis resistance can probably be explained to a large ins-
tance by the mismatch between tne affordances of comics
and the expectations generated by poetic adaptations, as

in this example.
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What type of enunciation

<‘-\_ /7 in the system of comics?
‘/\ | HELD A JEWEL IN MY F|NEER§(

ﬂ fa ﬁ AND WENT TU SLEEF

THE DAY WAS WARM, AND WINDS WERE PRUYY
W~__/ :
\efusing to retain the | SAID TTWILL KEEPT S~ > 4

openness of the signifier in Lan this distinction
the poem implies actively be visualized?

i © T TP WOKE - AND CHIDE MY HONEST FINGERS,
&= THE GEM WAS GONE A
i olso rerrows down e AND NOW, AN AMETHYST REMEMBRANCE )—>2,

interplay of imElgE rom N ALL T HWN

‘warm or hot 7

—& ‘own # nave # possess !

Are we adapting the poem if these
nucances are lost?

besides these formal considerations,
the tinancial incentive for adaptations
within the culture industries rarely

apply to poetry.
This does not mean that there are no poetry adapta- 't pushes autnors to illustrate texts which tney
tions, but these constraints encourage a focus on ca- ANU  areunwilling to alter in any way (in part, because
nonical texts, with a clear narrative content. they are canonical).
From 1y books surcease of sorrow-sorrow forhe lost Lenore - lo be clear: illustrating and sequencing 1> adap-
for the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore- tation. It does offer “repetition without replica-

tion' (Hutcheon ZUUB, 1/3), as demonstrated hy
Kurtzman and tlder's version of “The Raven,
which retains the entire text.

Nameless here for evermore.
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1 piger's graphics deliciously bring out absur-
dities and inanities lurking beneath the
Euem's pverwrought surface and in doing so

- elp support such readings. I
| (Eddings 2013)

50 \ ) iilb™ | e W put such adaptations offer a very constrained
aa f’%j . = and otten deferent form of engagement between
BT Yldsp. === i noetry and comics, which often replicates the

Moy a perceived hierarchy of the two forms. This is not

- D= th th T, t |
Kurtzman, Elder, “The Raven”, MAD #13 (1da4) o Last WIth - Pustry LOmits



In poetry comics, the tools of comics do not function as SUF lements - or
| held a jewel in BVEN cnunterinints - to a text, but are equally central to the attective and ex-
nressive work of the poem. In the words of the editors of /nk Grick: poetry

comics is “a sort of dance between words and images” (Lrum ZU13), while
bianca otone describes it as "a caged dance (ZUZ)

Ihe dance arguably started in the 1doUs, in the context of
a broader discovery of comics by the art world, with Joe
brainard's L Lomics in New York in 1d644-6a, and Din
buzzati's Poem Strip, in Italy in 196d. However, many ear-
ier examples exist in the constellation of content typical of
comic strips and early comic books.

2259 * INTRODUCINC:

Ihe dance has many names:
‘comics poetry

“graphic poetry
‘comics-as-poetry”
‘poetry comics

‘comics poetix’

(Bennet ZU14b)

In 19dZ, Dave Morice's Poetry Lomics,
though composed of adaptations, oftered
a name to this long-existing practice
along with a range of examples. [he book
was published as the graphic novel move-
ment helped give shape to the idea of
(respectable) author-driven comics.

In this text, [ tavor “poetry
comics | to align the prac-
tice with other approaches,
such as abstract comics .

“INKBRICK
VBRANEE i ; ;;P‘::?J? .  POETIX
VBRANEE LIVIE A -

Hoetry comics really coalesced in the
early Zlst century, with a series of notable
books by Kenneth Koch, Warren Lraghead,
bianca Stone, among others, quickly tol-
lowed by critical engagement with the
torm, tfrom [he Lomics Journal to [he
Hutfington Ppst. [he creation of Ink Grick
- |U issues between ZUla and 2018 - fur-
ther demonstrated the existence of
poetry comics as a collective and
well-identitied practice.



't is common to describe poetry comics as having the same
relationship to re&ular, narrative comics that literary poetr

has with prose (Mack and Jenkins Z0ll: Surdiacourt 2017
Hennet ZDF[”J)

i Hoetry exploits language, abstracting beyond its ini-
tisl meaning for aesthetic and other purposes,
while at the same time remaining more condensed
and |ess straighttorward than most prose.

conventional, consistent and "invisible”

typography, panel borders, etc. ’\,
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THERE ISN'T GOING TO BE A HONEYMOON— |
NOT FOR US! THE THING WE FELT WASNIT

LOVE ! SOMEDAY YOU'LL REALIZE |T AND

Clough 2013) T

In this description, "prose’ comics are those in
which the expressivity of the form is minimized, to

Effler a transparent narrative, as in the example
elow.

mimetic space

ARE YOU KIDWPINGZ HAVE YOU GONE CRAZYZ
DON'T YOU KOW WHAT YOU'RE SAYING % IF
IT'S A JOKELIT'S A PRETTY POOR ONE'

AIRL / YOU ALWAYS WILL BE ! 5
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conventional/collective style
- "My Foolish Intatuation”, authors
non-problematic inference unknown, in len-dtory Love,
from panel-to-panel val. 29 #3 (1951)

racilitating/enabling “closure” two years after the Lie

Hoetry comics aims at making some or all of these devices
meaningful, to create "denseness’ (Llough ZU13) as opposed
to transparency. It seeks to alter comics reading from an ef-
ficient narrative medium to a form demanding that readers
“stop and inspect the intricacies of the image” while "em-
bracing uncertainty (otone Z013).

- A HONEYMOON —
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Jisrupting closure through minimal interventions: series,
glisions, non-congruence between text and image..
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In particular, poetry comics seeks to deemphasize
or complicate “closure’, understood as the infer-
ence process from one panel to another, but more
broadly as a description of the cohesiveness of
comics narratives Fﬁennet /Ul4a, Z2014b; Stone

071).

In other words, comics poetry seizes on the ”gaEs
and omissions  which make comics a  most inefti-

cient [narrative] torm” (bardner 2012, xi) and seeks
to widen these gaps.

Ihe system is always apparent in comics, but poetry
COMICS mmultaneuuslp oregrounds and defamiliar-
zes it, so as to alter the reading experience.



Lritics and practitioners have sought analc

In particular, two fruittul descrip-
tions of poetry applicable tuc‘metry
comics have been foregroundred:

Fage from "Polis Ample”, by Warren Craghead (2013)

%ies petween poetry and poetry
comics, suggesting not only a commonality of intent but also of means.
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“degmentivity”

"According to DuPlessis, the underlying charac-
teristic of poetry as a genre is its 'ahi?ity to ar-
ticulate and make meaning by selecting, deploy-
ing, and combining seagments |...J. For her, this
nvolves bounded units and the creation of
meaningful sequence by the negotiation of a gap
such as line breaks, stanzas and page breaks.”

(Bennett ZU11)
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"Neqative capability”

”Ne?ative Lapability, that is, when a man is ca-
pable of being in uncertainties, mysteries,
doubts, without any irritable reaching atter tact
and reason. - Keats, letter to his brothers, 2/
Jecemoer lal/

hianca otone frequently mentions this as a key
to her work in poetry comics (ZUla; 2021)

Uther metaphors tor poetry comics:

=X

An alchemy (Mack and Jenkins, ZU11), a gestalt (Glough 2013,
Lrum Z01a), a musical piece comprised of various instru-

ments (Robertson Z013) a child of both torms (Stone ZU21).

HﬂWEVEfI these analogies and metaphors

merely sugaest a resemblance between poetry
comics and traditional poetry, with little insigﬁts on
what ditterentiates poetry comics from other experi-
mental forms.

rormally and pragmatically, poetry comics is neither a
stable form nor a neatly bounded one. and as such, its
stability is ensured by Jiscuurses and institutions.



tven more so than older, less medium-specific
genres, the notion of poetry comics is tragile, pro- (uestioning the code

visional and flickering. N SetngﬂtiviLy‘.t
egative capability

Upague, thicE, dense

Lhallenging closure

tmbracing the code

Lohesiveness
Lertainties
Iransparent
Liosure
Instead of a binary distinctions, genres ofter multidimensional
clusters. A map ofters a useful metaphor here.
: . These borders are erected,
A possible map of poetry comics petroled and challnged by
.. .. .. creators, critics and readers.
Qnd nelghbonng pFOCtICeS This is especially visible in

borderline cases.

l’l\lA(larlrr(‘l J%\%ch(r)]mics | don't know it poetry comics is the most

useful terminology. [...] It you go back to
early comic strips like beorge Herriman's ™
Krazy Kat |...], those comics function so po-
etically. (Rarris and damm Z0Z1)

Ihe origins of what | call com-
ics-as-poetry qo back to the ="

1930s, with Warren Lraghead I

7

being one of the earliest exem-
nlars of the genre. (Clough 2017) =

N Visual poetry

\
\
\ I While it is true that comics
\ ¥ poetry and visual poetry
\  share several tormal ele-
\  ments, the use of segmented
‘I Images., caEtinns, qutters
 and speech balloons .are‘ ot
' | CONsIStent or criucal I
Poetfy COMICS ( visual poetry as they are in
| comics poetry.  (Bennet
X \  ZUl4b)
. \
Ad(lpJ[OJ[IOI’IS | |
i i
| \
I~. \\
Ihere has always been a I SN 7 <
tension between illustra- ,' / RN
. . - / =
tion and cartooning, anc / 2~ v S~
| poem adaptation] is a / TN —=—m—T T N
perrect example of where I’ B PR | — There's a ot of carryover be-
the line is drawn between 4 " in Abstract Comics (2009) = tWeen tnis form and “art
the two forms. (Clough 7 comics, indie comics, Or
2013) / “abstract comics” on the one
AbSJ[mCJ[ COMICS hand and various kinds of
visual poetry on the other.
(Lrum 2013)
Uther discursive communities may
araw other borders. For instance,
IJUleﬂ /”kl E’{”Ck #IU on Amazundwﬂl Poetry comics thus remains imperefecl’[lﬁ/‘
vEuEllurEeEuE‘ %Eg;mst” CTITEIE & aetined, still an amorphous category, wit
- porous borders. Yet, the same can be said

of most emerging genres, especially i
the absence of strong thematic content.



Lonclusion

N-gram:  Use of “poetry

Ihe n-gram on the right suggests baoth the rising atten- E”m‘.iﬂlin U BUUQ‘E'ZSD‘/élmEPiEEIH
tion paid to the notion in critical discourses and the im- nglish corpus (to Z013)

portance of the name in shaping these discourses. Again,
this is is surprising. lo quote trom Raphaélle Moine's
study of genres in cinema:

"A cinematic genre only appears when it is named and
designated as such, since its existence is tied to an
awareness of it that is agreed upon and shared by a

community” (2008, 142)

In view of the previous page, it might even be tempting to M\
sugqest that poetry comics is primarily a name, lumping
together widely divergent practices. 1960 1980 2000

("comics poetry” does not return
sufficient data for a similar graph)

Mill, after a decade of sustained use, there is little doubt that poetry comics fulfill the various functions of genres:

2 "label" tven to authors who may

applied by critics, pub- e reluctant to embrace it
<4 ishers, libraries, ete,. W\ (Harris and Damm 2021

A
3 blueprint”, a "contract’,

which can be used helping readers form

by creators v Specific expectations
| B | | Ihese functions have been
sometimes made explicit, as Ihat contract is also prescrip- dentified by Rick Altman far
in Uver the Line or the Ink tive, inviting readers to ap- cinema (1999). For a more
grick call for contributions, proach the work in the “cor- detailed  application  to

'ECl manner. comics, see (Labarre ZUZ0)

Many testimonies from creators suggest that this cycle was al-
ready in place in various teaching institutions before the current
wave of poetry comics. However, the availability of celebrated ex-
emplars and t?\e existence of an internet-enabled generic commu-
nity should ensure the durability of the genre.

Ihe intersection of comics
and poetry is likely to
remain somewhat uneasy.

And poetry comics have arguably
emoraced highorown culture, in the
wake of a general reevaluation of
the |egitimacy of the form.

but that unlikely intersection is now a productive,
well-settled genre, beyond adaptations and beyona
what would have appeared as a raducal incongruity
tor mid-ZUth century cultural consumers.
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