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If you’ve been keeping tabs on the publishing industry, you already know that comic books—and their format spin-off graphic novels—have recently attracted more attention from publishers, librarians, booksellers, and readers alike. With comics tie-ins (like Spider-Man, The Hulk, and X-Men) and graphic-novel-based movies (like Ghost World, From Hell, and Road to Perdition) enjoying much success at the box office, both comics aficionados and those who stare blankly when you mention Stan Lee or Will Eisner are rediscovering the art—and I’m not just talking about illustration. 

It’s prime time for graphic novelists, but before you go running for your pens, you need a basic understanding of the format and how its segment of the industry is different from the rest of the comics-publishing world.

Although many, even within the trade, use the terms interchangeably, there are a few key differences between a comic book and a graphic novel. First, graphic novels are book-sized volumes of material not previously published in traditional “comic book” periodical form. Also, a distinction can be made regarding plot accessibility. In other words, comics periodicals are generally part of a lengthy, on-going series, so someone new to a title might have to read six or eight back issues just to understand the story. On the other hand, graphic novels are usually self-contained. Of course, there are always exceptions, such as Neil Gaiman’s 10-part Sandman series, but even those installments are easily digestible on their own.

The next nomenclatural hitch is the use of the term “novel” when, in the true sense, graphic novels do not have to be works of fiction at all. It’s important to understand that “graphic novel” is a format (i.e. telling a story using sequential art), not a genre, that encompasses works of nonfiction, as well. Joe Sacco’s The Fixer addresses issues of western journalism while reporting from Bosnia; Chester Brown presents a comic-strip biography of the Canadian politician Louis Riel; Pulitzer Prize winner Art Spiegelman’s MAUS is his father’s Holocaust memoir. 

So don’t think that just because your protagonist isn’t a superhero, warlock, or robot that you’ve ruled out a career in comics. It doesn’t matter whether you write history, philosophy, literature, romance, mystery, fantasy, action, comedy or sci-fi; there’s a place in the world of graphic novels for your work, as long as you have a story to tell.

You’re bound to have some questions before delving into the oft-misunderstood realm of the graphic novel. To help you get started, we’ve assembled four industry insiders—Jamie S. Rich, editor-in-chief of Oni Press; Jeff Mason, publisher of Alternative Comics and Indy Magazine; Jennifer de Guzman, editor-in-chief of SLG (Slave Labor Graphics) Publishing; and Lee Dawson, publicist for Dark Horse Comics, Inc.—to give you some insight on breaking into the panels and navigating the gutters.

What’s the best way for someone with a manuscript for a graphic novel to approach a publisher?

Rich: Whatever way they can. The big conventions are often the best starting point, something face to face. Printed preview books and online displays are also good showcases.

Mason: First, find out whether or not that publisher has submission guidelines. Check that publisher’s website. Read those guidelines, and follow them exactly. Don’t submit your rough draft, your first draft, or your second draft.

de Guzman: The best thing to do is to find out what each publisher prefers. Here at SLG Publishing, for example, we don't look at art or writing on its own—we only consider projects that have both an artist and a writer attached to it. Other publishers might not take unsolicited submissions or they might have specific procedures for making proposals. As with any other writing market, you should know the submission guidelines before you send something in or approach a publisher.
Dawson: Well, it is tough to break in, especially for writers. Many comic companies don't accept writing submissions—not only because of the amount of time it takes to wade through them but also because of potential legal problems (e.g. someone sends in a writing submission, and then claims at a later date that the company stole their idea). I would suggest checking the company's website for submission information. At Dark Horse, that's where we keep ours. Ideally, the best bet for both writers and illustrators is to try and self publish and get noticed that way. We have discovered numerous writers and artists through their self-published work.

What’s the biggest mistake you see new or potential writer/illustrators making?

Rich: They spend too much time worrying about what a publisher may want or too much time trying to recapture comics from their youth. We need more passion in our potential creators; we need people who have a burning desire to tell stories. You don't see novelists rehashing characters that are over half-a-century old because it gives them the tingly feeling of being a little kid. We need less people that think to themselves, "Gee, wouldn't it be cool to be in comics," and more that have an inner flame that says, "I must relate this story to the world."

Mason: The biggest mistake I see is writers and illustrators not attempting to familiarize themselves with my company, my policies, and my attitudes before attempting to submit work to me. It is essential that you know who you are trying to interact with!
de Guzman: Not knowing the submission guidelines is a big mistake. Submitting projects that don't fit the publisher is another. Writers often make the mistake of e-mailing me with ideas and asking if we'd be interested in a project like they describe, but we can't tell just based on an idea. The execution of the idea is more important.
Dawson: Lack of originality is probably the number one writing taboo. Illustrators need to be sure they can draw hands and faces conveying emotion, as opposed to just a static battle scene. Most importantly, writers need to be able to tell a story in sequence.
Would you encourage writers who are interested in the format to attend comic conventions? If so, what can they hope to take away from the experience?

Rich: Yeah, I would encourage them to. I think they need to network with artists and editors and generally get known, schmooze their way into maybe getting people to look at their work. It's a tough road for writers, though. It's not like they have the instant quality recognition artists have. Their work needs to be digested, to have someone spend time with it. That said, I once had a teenage kid come up during portfolio review and plunk down a couple of pages of script and say, "I know this is for artists, but just read a couple of panels, look at construction and dialogue, and tell me what you think." He was a smart, smart kid. I don't think I ever heard from him again, though, which is a shame.

Mason: I would say that this is almost essential. Go to comic book conventions to meet people, to learn about the career you are hoping to pursue, and learn to be more at ease with yourself and the notion of being a professional.

de Guzman: Writers who want to get into the business could learn a good deal from attending comic conventions. Comic-Con International in San Diego is the convention to attend. It might be overwhelming to someone who is not familiar with the industry, however. The convention hall is always packed, and the sheer number of booths makes it impossible to know what to do without a game plan. Check the programs and see when publishers are holding submissions workshops; as far as I know, writers and artists must attend these workshops to even have their work considered by DC. Independent publishers often hold panels on what kind of books they're looking for and how to approach submissions, as well. The other thing to do is to look at the books. Check out what is out there, what kind of books each publisher puts out, and become familiar with the market.
Dawson: Yes definitely! Comic conventions are the best way to network with other creators and a chance to talk with publishers. As a writer, you may not be able to show your work and get feedback, but a lot can be gleaned from a conversation with the right folks.
In your experience, does the industry regard creative-team jobs (i.e. when the writing and illustrating are not done by the same person) with any less respect? And what advice would you give a writer who’s looking for an illustrator for a graphic-novel project?

Rich: I think there is a certain snobbery that exists amongst certain members of the indie community. I personally think it’s bunk. It's like saying an actor has to also write and direct. This is classically a collaborative medium, and so there is no shame in being realistic and choosing to write the books but realizing you can't draw and vice versa. I would tell any writer looking for an artist to be very selective, though. Your artist is going to be the first thing a potential publisher sees about your package. That's your first foot forward, and if the artist is terrible, you may never recover. Ask yourself if you'd pay money to buy a book this guy drew. Ask yourself, "Is he as good as half the people working in comics today?" and if the answer isn't, "No, he's better," move on. Same goes for artists looking for writers, though I think it's much easier for an artist to show off, since you can look good without having the words read.

Mason: No, the industry does not give less respect to writers and illustrators than to individuals that both write and illustrate. In addition, creative teams can create comics quicker than a single cartoonist. My best advice would be for individuals to attend comic book conventions, talk to people, and use the Internet to try to connect with a creative partner.

de Guzman: Creative teams are the standard in the big two—Marvel and DC—so there's nothing disrespectable about them in the industry. They're less common in independent publishing, but in my experience, they're not looked down upon. Writers who are looking for illustrators should try to get involved in online comics communities. There are often illustrators looking for writers and writers looking for illustrators there. Comic book writers and illustrators are very active in the online world. The comic book industry still is very insular, and anyone interested in becoming part of it probably would do well to make some contacts and get his or her name out there.

Dawson: Creative teams are held in the same regard as the single writer/artist. The bulk of the industry is made up of creative teams, and some of the most esteemed and popular titles in the medium’s history were co-created. It sounds obvious, but I would suggest the writer look for an illustrator who will truly compliment the tone of the work—even more than choosing the "best" artist. If the illustrator is able to capture the emotion of the writing, it will really enhance the story beyond simply being technically proficient.

What is your opinion on graphic-novel-writing contests? Do you find that they’re being used as serious tools to find new talent, or are they more of a sales/publicity gimmick?

Rich: I honestly can't say. I know I am personally very cynical about such things, but I can't speak for the intentions of others.

Mason: I think that they are useful to both the publishers and the new talents. They are both serious tools to find new talent as well as a sales/publicity gimmick. The best of both worlds.

de Guzman: I haven't heard much buzz about graphic-novel-writing contests. I know that Dark Horse had a contest to get new comics published on their website, but I haven't heard anything about writing contests specifically.

Dawson: Actually we are running a sort of graphic novel contest right now. It's actually a talent search but for finished projects. We are indeed using it to find talent, as opposed to getting more sales or publicity. These types of things are too much work to be used only as promotional tools!

Are graphic-novel anthologies more of a stepping stone for those seeking independent publication, or are they considered an end in themselves?

Rich: I am not sure exactly what purpose they serve. I think the short story in comics is a terribly misunderstood form. I think most people in comics don't get the short story and end up giving us not very much of a story at all. They often rely on a bad twist ending, or go nowhere, or just seem to exist, as you say, as an end unto themselves. I personally rarely read them, and honestly, have lost any taste for editing them. So, at risk of sounding like a an old grump—which I very much am—I will settle on them serving their own purpose for the most part, with the occasional gem shining through. Which, in the end, has me going from caustic to wishy-washy. Ha-ha!
Mason: Certainly both, with most anthologies leaning toward one end of the balance or the other, depending on the anthology. 

de Guzman: It's certainly an accomplishment to be published in an anthology. Sometimes, as with the Bizarro Comics anthology that DC recently published, it's a sign that an artist or writer has "arrived" in the industry. However, it seems that the goal is usually to get a title all to oneself, whether it be writing a superhero comic for one of the big two or having one's own work published by an indie publisher.

Dawson: I think they can be an end in themselves, as getting published in any format is a great goal. It really depends on the individual and if he or she wants to take the story beyond the anthology.

What’s the street cred for strictly web-based graphic novels? Do you see all print titles eventually heading in that direction?

Rich: I don't know about heading in that direction. I think in general, right now, most people aren't as well trained to read on screen, and the interface still has issues. Perhaps a new generation will be more equipped for it, and we'll see more of it. I don't see web comics as less viable, at all, though. Whatever gets your work out there is good, and as long as you aren't using the digital element for trickery to hide problems with the work (which you can also do in print), then I think it's fine.

Mason: I don’t think that many print titles are soon to head to the Internet. Once truly easy, cheap, beautiful handheld electronic books are ubiquitous, I don’t think that we’ll see that much of a migration to the web.

de Guzman: I know that Artbomb.net and Dark Horse have done some interesting things with online comics, and there are some interesting independently-produced web comics out there, but I don't see comics moving in that direction any time soon. For them to do so would mean that the comic book industry would have to move much farther away from the collector mentality. The collector attitude is—happily, in my opinion—on the wane, especially when it comes to independent comics, but there are still collectors out there, and online comics don't lend themselves well to being collected. But, more generally, I think there is still an aesthetic aversion to reading things that aren't on paper, as well as logistical problems with transforming the publishing industry in that way. Some people were sure that the e-book would take the traditional book industry by storm, but that hasn't really happened. People have been reading books on paper for centuries, and it's going to take some time to alter people's preferences. It's a gradual process.

Dawson: Well, for a while there it was the talk of the industry that web comics might take over, but it really hasn't turned out that way. There are some great online comics, but it seems that the people have spoken, and they still love the printed versions over web-based stuff. I think this is true in the book world, as well. There's just no substitute for having that comic in your hand.

As a publisher of graphic novels, how do you feel you are regarded by the traditional publishing world?

Rich: I honestly don't know. I don't know anyone in the traditional publishing world! No one has offered me a job, so maybe that's your answer right there. Heh!

Mason: I believe I’m still pretty much under their radar. Those familiar with Alternative Comics seem to hold us in pretty high regard, and I hope to continue to earn that regard!

de Guzman: We attended BookExpo America this summer, and I got the feeling that the traditional publishing world is increasingly seeing graphic novels as a legitimate, and even important, part of the industry. BEA set up a "Graphic Novel Pavilion," and we got a lot of interest from bookstores and libraries that wanted to start up or expand a graphic novel section. There is still a declining perception that comics—or graphic novels—are a medium for kids, but we've been trying to educate people in that regard, showing them that graphic novels are a medium, not a genre. SLG, for example, publishes a large variety of graphic novels, from works that are appropriate for small children, like Patty Cake and Friends by Scott Roberts, to works that are aimed at mature audience, like Johnny the Homicidal Maniac by Jhonen Vasquez. 
Works that get a lot of mainstream media attention, like Joe Sacco's Palestine and Persopolis by Marjane Satrapi, are doing a lot to increase people's awareness. It's an exciting time for the graphic novel industry. I wouldn't say we're entering a new Golden Age, but I definitely see this as a time of transition. Right now, I'm just hoping that graphic novels will become part of what people think of when they see the word "books."

Dawson: The last few years, we have seen an explosion of graphic novels in the book market and libraries. Book buyers and librarians tell us that once they assign a specific graphic novel section, they see a tenfold increase in traffic and demand. (In the past, many stores would stick graphic novels in the humor section next to Garfield.) As a result, I think the publishing world has gained a new respect for the quality, diversity, and sales potential of the format.
Sidebar: Say What?

Graphic Novel: Book-length story told using sequential art, usually self-contained and previously unpublished in pamphlet form

Manga: Literally meaning “entertaining visual”; licensed editions of Japanese (or Japanese-inspired) comics re-released in English or in split-language, often read right-to-left

Pamphlet: Saddle-stitched publications with paper covers; what you think of when you hear the term “comic book”

Trade Paperback: A reprint collection of a comic series bound together as one volume 
Will Eisner: Often credited with the invention of the graphic novel after publishing A Contract with God in 1978.

Sidebar: Conventions

Comic-Con International, WonderCon, and Alternative Press Expo (APE) (www.comic-con.org)

MoCCA (Museum of Comic and Cartoon Art) Art Festival (www.moccany.org)

BookExpo America (BEA) (www.bookexpoamerica.com)

