Favorite Graphic Literature of the Year

For the Literary reader: A plethora of choices, from one part of the world to another, graphic storytelling of all sorts...
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Whatever Happened to the World of Tomorrow (Abrams, $24.95) is one of the most unique and effective graphic novels I’ve ever read. Fies draws himself as a kid with his dad, giddy and amazed at the World’s Fair in New York in 1939. His excitement about the future reflects the world he grew up in, and as he gets older the attitudes around him change. Issues of “Space Age Adventures,” a golden-era style comic book Fies created, are inserted throughout making you feel like you’re rummaging through old comic books. Thad Ellerbe
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Originally serialized in the New York Times Magazine, George Sprott (Drawn and Quarterly, 24.95), is a masterly accomplished work of literary graphic fiction. Quite simply the life and death of George Sprott, adventurer, lecturer, T.V. personality, the work as a whole accomplishes what all timeless pieces of fiction do: offer the reader a glimpse of a life and time, at moments lost, at all times stricken with the incongruities of life in all its elements. Filled with subtle humor, short “interviews” with old friends and acquaintances, and the clean, well wrought panel work of Seth, George Sprott is a must read for anyone concerned with serious, literary work, be it in graphic form or not. Adam Waterreus
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Aya: The Secrets Come Out AYA: THE SECRETS COME OUT (Drawn & Quarterly, $19.95) is the third volume of writer Marguerite Abouet’s and illustrator Clément Oubrerie’s stories about three girlfriends in 1970s Abidjan—during a short-lived, “golden era” in Ivory Coast. Aya (D&Q, $19.95) introduced us to the friends and family of Aya, Bintou and Adjoua, caught up in teenage romances. Aya of Yop City (D&Q, $19.95) continued the girls’ stories and solves some mysteries about paternity. Aya: The Secrets Come Out raises the possibilities of faraway Paris. Abouet’s narratives are charming, and grounded in detail: we get an insider’s view on family, class, and city and village tensions. Oubrerie’s drawings (richly colored pen-and-ink) bring the homes, night clubs, and streets of Abidjan to life. Each book has sweet bonuses like glossaries, proverbs, interviews, recipes, and even instructions on how to tie a pagne (with and without a baby on your back). András Goldinger
Every few years a graphic novel comes around that is so good you have to stop reading for a while, because if you read anything else you’d only be disappointed. A few years ago this happened to me with Tony Millionaire's Billy Hazelnuts. The Squirrel Machine (Fantagraphics, $18.99) is a lot like Billy Hazelnuts, but surprisingly Millionaire gets left in the dust.  This is a masterpiece of comic fantasy.  When I finished this book I immediately read the introduction again
and then the rest all over again, and then all over yet again. Read it if you think you can handle it, for it abandons anything typical in a narrative and accomplishes its ends as only serial art of the highest quality can.  Read this book to see what heights serial art can achieve in narrative and in creating worlds that exist in a character's head.  This is a fine, gut-wrenching book written and drawn by a true master. Thad Ellerbe
A graphic adaptation of Peter Manchette’s savage noir thriller of the same name, West Coast Blues (Fantagraphics, $18.99), is a later work by Tardi and one can see the looseness in the work, (especially when compared with You Are There) but the character of the artwork 
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compliments the gritty tale wonderfully—Tardi lends his art a brutality and malevolence which is all too apparent in the text—from the two assassin’s hunt for George Gerfaut to revenge he wreaks in the end, West Coast Blues is an unflinching story, perfect for any fan of the thriller. Adam Waterreus
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C. Tyler’s, You’ll Never Know Book One: A Good and Decent Man (Fantagraphics, $24.99), is a memoir of Tyler’s father and his time in World War II, the hidden details of which Tyler longs to discover. But the book is also an impressive and beautiful history of the era, documenting her father’s childhood, her parent’s engagement, and her own young life, in which Tyler creates a panorama of images that sweep across the page. Her pen, ink, and color transform her creative panels (at times part faux-scrapbook) into vibrant memories intertwined with her restless imagination. Adam Waterreus
Neil Gaimen’s beautifully written, Batman Whatever Happened to the Caped Crusader (DC, $24.99) is a final ode to Batman, and a capstone to the incredible events at the conclusion of Final Crisis. Bruce Wayne is dead and so what will happen to the figure known as Batman? Recounting past exploits, romances, near death experiences, and, in all, the extremely important part Batman has played in the DC universe, Whatever Happened to the Caped Crusader is a wonderfully conducted eulogy to this iconic hero. Adam Waterreus
Wizard of Oz (Marvel, 29.99) This adaptation of Frank Baum’s original tale finds its way to Marvel readers through the artful simplicity of Eric Shanower’s story telling. With art by Skottie Young, the reader is taken all over Oz with Dorothy and her friends as they search for the Wizard. The story as told by Shanower and visualized by Young is sure to appeal to young and old alike. This Marvel edition of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz includes alternate cover designs for the book and varying ideas for character representations. Meghan Tucker

Few and Far Between: Some Amazing but Hard-to-find Books
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Proclaimed paintoonist, Jerry Moriarty’s stunning collection, The Complete Jack Survives (Buenaventura, $34.95) is as close to graphic poetry that I’ve ever encountered. Published first in RAW magazine, Moriarty’s comics are usually short, five panel scenes based on his father, or Jack, “an average man wanting to be average." The reproduced prints in the collection are handsomely large sized, which shows off not only Moriarty’s beautiful pen work, but, at times, the creative process, as blurred, mostly erased, figures and letters make their ghostly appearance across the page. This collection is imagistic, thoughtful, spare and moving. Adam Waterreus
Tom Gauld’s, The Gigantic Robot (Buenaventura, $16.95) is a short fable of impressive depth. Take a moment and you’ll see—it is short, but rich in its representation of history and society, in its culmination of goals, and in the failure of ever achieving them. Gauld’s art is perfectly paced and quickly perceived. A small, but momentous work. Adam Waterreus
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Paired side by side, Eroyn Franklin’s, Another Glorious Day at the Nothing Factory’s (Eroyn Franklin, $25) softly and mournfully poetic prose and gorgeous paper cut silhouettes, are wholly new and completely engrossing. Detailing the tragic but inevitable breakup of husband and wife, the unnamed narrator goes on to offer, glimpse by glimpse, domestic life, burgeoning love, mistakes and the pit of existential quandaries. Franklin’s paper cut illustrations are not only fresh in their approach to graphic storytelling but, paired with her prose, accentuate, translate, and delve deeper than just words. This is a rare find. Adam Waterreus
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Literary Japan: Graphic Fiction and Nonfiction for Adults
Taniguchi Jiro’s art is of a quality rarely seen in comics. Like any superb draftsman he can render any building, landscape and especially a cityscape with such realistic precision you will no doubt be amazed. But this is no simple draftsman—he’s an artist and a storyteller. (Reviews by Adam Waterreus)
The Walking Man (Fanfare/Ponent Mon, $16.99)
This is one of the best experiences I’ve had in comics in a long time. Contemplative, exquisitely drawn, and rendered in such peaceful art and prose, it’s impossible not to feel at ease with this work. Taniguchi’s nameless character enjoys the little things in life: taking a walk with a stranger, catching a rare view of the town from a tree, taking a nap in freshly fallen leaves. But it isn’t just the central character’s attitude toward such everyday life, but the way Taniguchi presents it—forcing the reader eyes to wander over the page, enjoying too the scene drawn out in such detail and with such attention, jumping from one panel to the next with as much deliberation and care as the walking man himself. Beautiful and breathtaking! 
The Quest for the Missing Girl (Fanfare/Ponent Mon, $25)
Taniguchi’s superb art and elegant storytelling goes in a new direction in this enticing drama. Shiga is a mountaineer and spends all his time at his alpine “Refuge,” but when his niece goes missing in the city a long held promise to his dead friend is awakened and he must go down into the city to recover his niece. Taniguchi’s peerless drawing style is matched with a tight wound mystery, from mountaintops to dance clubs, illicit affairs, and hard-boiled action, The Quest for the Missing Girl is a well written, compact mystery.

A Distant Neighborhood Vol. 1 (Fanfare/Ponent Mon, $23)
In A Distant Neighborhood, Hiroshi Nakahara is transported back in time, to when he was fourteen. Nakahara spends his days as he remembers them, at school, studying, spending time with his friend Takashi Hamada, but not everything is the same, he now enjoys schoolwork, he excels at track and he now has the courage to ask the prettiest girl in his class on a date! Taniguchi renders Nakahara’s time as his old self with compassion, revealing slowly the problems he’d so long ago forgotten. Volume Two of this great story will be out soon!
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Yoshihiro Tatsumi
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 Yoshihiro Tatsumi’s immense  autobiography, A Drifting Life (Drawn & Quarterly, 29.95) is worth its weight in gold. Largely well known for his gritty, realistic short stories, Full of adolescent angst and energy, the reader is instantly drawn into Tatsumi’s childhood, alongside family, friends and his passion for manga. From Japan’s post-war years through its economic boom, this book combines complex history, memoir, and manga (Japanese comics) into a beautifully woven story of a man’s struggle for creative expression. Instructive as it is insightful. Adam Waterreus
Yuichi Yokoyama
It may take a bit to get in sync with this work. Take a moment and within Travel (PictureBox, 19.95) you’ll find yourself immersed in a world so like but unlike our own. Very simply: four travelers board a train, find their seats, ride the train to their destination, and get off. Along the way, Yokoyama creates boundless landscapes that speed by at the pace of the train. Perspectives shift as we watch others watch us, objects zip by, we float above and before, watching the speeding train pass platforms lined with passengers. Mesmerizing in its sequencing, this is a work that blew me away the first time I sat down with it. Adam Waterreus
Pitch Perfect Anthologies: From Sweden to Bob Dylan to the Web, there’s a little something for everyone!
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I won’t try and re-state it; Andrei Molotiu says it perfectly in his introduction to Abstract Comics (Fantagraphics, $39.99) that this book attempts to chronicle how cartoonist and other artists have “played with the possibility of sequential art whose panels contain little to no representational imagery, or that tells no stories other than those resulting from the transformation and interaction of shapes across a comic page.” And that’s the adventure really. For me it’s hard to slow down sometimes, as so often graphic storytelling is a combination of narrative and art that it’s easy to fall into reading mode—scanning left-right, left-right—that it becomes a treat to take in a page of art, take a panel, and consider how the shapes, texture, depth, and color interact with one another, how, if one takes the time, the enjoyment one finds in story—often a purely verbal or written one—can be translated into something completely different. Adam Waterreus
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BOB DYLAN REVISITED (W.W. Norton, $24.95) is a wonderful sampler of 13 of the best European comics artists, each with his take on a Dylan song. Only two are widely known here: Lorenzo Mattotti (cover artist for the The New Yorker) works his swirling, full-color magic on “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.” Dave McKean combines pen, brush, and Photoshopped collage in an epic “Desolation Row.” All of the other artists are worth further exploration, and their styles are wide-ranging. Among the many highlights:  Thierry Murat’s panoramic, sepia-crayoned “Blowing in the Wind;” Graimir Smudja’s richly detailed, film-noir take on “Hurricane;” Benjamin Flao’s pen-and-ink full-page blues history in “Blind Willie McTell;” and Bramanti’s “Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door” as sketchy, Rotoscoped western. Zep appropriately finishes the book with five chronological portraits for “Not DarkYet.” Andras Goldinger
From Wonderland With Love (Fantagraphics, 29.99) is Fantastic! Really, that’s all I have to say about this amazing collection. It blew me away. There was not one moment in the reading of this book (in one sitting, [image: image17.png]SoupprL
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slouched and unblinking on my couch, coffee going cold) that I did not completely love. HuskMitNavn’s “Newspaper Cartoons” will make you wonder and laugh, Nicoline Werdelin’s “Because I love You So Much” is a perfect combination of humor and tragedy told in combined four to five panel vignettes, which, all on its own is well worth the price of the book. This collection also has in it an energy not so often seen in comics: from a mad scientist heavy rock badger to the glorious, funny, and epic rock musical of Sloth by Ib Kjeldsmark, a lot of the cartooning is similar in character and pacing to street-art. Mythic and dreamlike, meditative and fantastical, this is a superb and surprising collection. Adam Waterreus
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The Act-I-Vate Primer (IDW, $24.99) is the first print edition of the webcomics available on Act-I-Vate.com, an award winning webcomic collective. Publishing something new every day, Act-I-Vate has assembled some of the best comic creators in the industry. There’s a little of everything in the collection, from the fantasy, sword and sorcery dreams of “Sam and Lilah,” to the childlike fable of “Goodnight Max” and the incomplete undersea fantasy of “Loviatan,” Act-I-Vate Primer maintains a surprisingly high quality of uncensored creator-owned work and is a perfect window into this fast growing, unbridled community. Adam Waterreus
