
READING COMICS AND GRAPHIC NOVELS 
 

It's not that it's difficult, but there's another level of literacy that you 
use, visual literacy, with its own vocabulary and analytic processes. 

 

Visual literacy is the ability to decode, interpret, create, question, 
challenge, and evaluate texts that communicate with visual images as 
well as, or instead of, words. 
 

 

 

The context or environment in which a text is created or responded to 
is an important consideration in the first stages of examining an image 
or visual text. It is important to begin by examining the image as a 
whole. 
 

The following questions offer a way to begin this discussion. For 
each question, you should be able to use evidence from the image to 
justify your responses, using the language of visual design. 
Through these discussions, different interpretations of the image 
may emerge which form the basis for further discussion and 
exploration. 
 

1. Where does this image come from? Is it part of a sequence 
(page from a book or website; clip from a film) or does it stand 
alone (art work, poster, advertisement)? 

2. What is its purpose? 

3. Who is it for? 

4. What is it about? 

5. What do you think about it? Why? 

6. How does it make you feel? Why? 

7. What puzzles you about it? 

8. What does it remind you of? 

9. What connections can you make to other texts and experiences? 

10. How do you think this text is positioning the viewer/reader? 

11. What might be missing from this image? 

12. Why has the image-maker chosen to show this image this way? 
How else might this be shown? What difference might this make? 

  



L. I. E. 
THE THREE LEVELS OF UNDERSTANDING AN IMAGE 

In order to develop your analytical thinking and semiotically-
informed observational skills, you need to become familiar with 
a focused, carefully-sequenced process that will result in 
visual comprehension. This process moves through three 
graduated levels of understanding: the literal, the inferential, 
and the evaluative. 

What do you see? The answer is in the image. Support your 
answers with evidence from the text. 

What do you think this means? Why? What evidence in the text 
supports your answer? (Use the literal information, combine it 
with other information from the image or context, and then any 
prior knowledge you might have to make inferences based on 
this information. This requires close analysis of the text and 
deeper thinking about this.) 

What do you think about this? (Combine the literal and 
inferential information from the text with other ideas and 
knowledge to extend thinking beyond the text.) 



ESSENTIAL TECHNIQUES 

Salience is how well an object stands out from the background. Our 
eyes are always initially drawn to salient features in an image; they 
are what's initially important in understanding the composition and 
structure of an image.  
 

An image or element within an image can be can be made salient through 
placement, color, size, focus, distance, or any combination of these. For 
example, what do you notice first in the image below from The Handmaid's 
Tale? 

 

notice the strong lines drawing your eye from the bottom of the image to 
the top. These lines are all vertical, and very precise. There’s a firm sense 
of regimentation coming from the lines, and they draw your eye back into the 
darkness. Fully ¼ of this image is the back wall of this large room, but the 
point at which the floor becomes the wall is pretty fuzzy, and the shading 
of the back wall makes it seem like we’re looking through a huge window out 
onto a darkened landscape where this regimentation goes on forever.  
 

The all-seeing eye is also a part of that back wall, and it too has linear 
features — its wings — but those are horizontal, so they distinguish 
themselves from the primary vertical lines in this image. And since the 
definition of the wall itself is blurred, the eye can appear to be just 
hanging in space, a large, imposing threat.  
 

So I’d say that the most salient feature here, to me, is the flying eyeball. It 
is the only thing that's not essentially a rectangle or bound to a grid in this 
spread; it breaks the rigid linearity of the rows. It is disproportionally 
large, and hovers over the grid occupied by the Handmaids.  



This one is pretty simple: the parts of the picture that are closest to you 
(the viewer) are in the foreground; the parts that are furthest away from 
you are in the background. 

 

Take a look at this single frame from Watchmen, and notice what elements 
go where. 

 

It's one of the first panels presenting Adrian Veight, or Ozymandias. The man 
himself is relegated to the background, while the foreground is populated 
with action figures, a newspaper, computer, and desk set. The placement of 
these is no accident, as they all tell us important things about Veight. 

 

  



Vectors are imaginary lines that direct the viewer’s eyes in a particular way. 
They are used to connect different parts of the image and to create a 
reading path from one part to another. 

 

Here's a page from Maus that shows what an author can do with vectors. 

 

Notice how the image itself is placed on the page with a lot of white space 
around it. So your eye is drawn to the black rectangle in the center of the 
white page. But the diagonals of the flames draw your eyes up and right, 
while the burning bodies create a path that is still vertical but a little 
straighter. This leads you first to the chapter title within the image, and 
then outside the black rectangle itself. There you see the houseflies, 
always attracted to rotting meat, that look as if they've landed on the page 
you're looking at.  

 

The ironic pun in the subtitle becomes obvious, as time flying leads to people 
dying. It's obvious that the soon-to-be-dead bodies in the flames will feed 
them. But the flies don't exist on that plane of the image; they look as if 
they exist outside the black rectangle, which means that they exist at the 
same level as you, the reader/viewer. As you move in and out of the black 
rectangle, the flies remind you of your own mortality, and of the common 
fate to be faced by you as well as those in the flames.  



Gaze refers to the way that people in an image are looking at the viewer. 
It’s a type of interaction that addresses breaking the fourth wall. 

 

The Demand: When a person in an image looks directly at the viewer, this is 
a demand. A demand asks for our attention in a confrontational way. The 
image and the viewer create a direct connection as the image looks directly 
at the viewer. The viewer becomes an active participant in a relationship 
between the image and the interpreter.  

 

The Offer: When a person in an image looks away from the viewer, this is an 
offer. An offer is a less confrontational way of engaging the viewer and 
usually shows that the person in the image is involved in some action.  

 

 

This detail from a cover image for Brian K. Vaughan's Saga series illustrates 
both versions of the gaze. Alana, the female in the background, demands 
engagement with you, because you could be a threat to her child, or to 
husband, or to herself. But her husband, Marko, in the foreground, offers 
you the potential for engagement, because he's paying attention to 
something else. 

 

  



SPECIFIC TERMINOLOGY 

 


