
Ruth Tait - 1918090
Professor Sarah McLean Knapp
Visual Narratives - VISC 3B90
Research Paper : “The Abortion Inquest of Dr. Emily Stowe, 1879” graphic narrative 
supplemental

My career has been one of much struggle characterized by the usual persecution which 
attends everyone who pioneers a new movement or steps out of line with established 
custom.

-- Dr. Emily Stowe
The doors of the University are not open to women and I trust they never will be.

-- Dr. John McCaul, Vice-President, University of Toronto

	
 This essay is a critical commentary addressing the subject of graphic novels whose 

content deals specifically with aspects of feminist engagement within this form. In the 

preliminary project proposal I submitted, I pinpointed my concern over the problematic nature of 

visual codes for the physical representation of women, in particular within the world of comics. I 

have made it one of my areas of study to develop comics that draw women not only as active 

protagonists in the narrative but as anatomically realistic -- an intervention into the most 

oppressive conventions characterizing the male-dominated comic industry. These characteristics 

include as their most provoking the idealization of the female form according to male preference 

and portraying women as intellectually inferior. In response to these issues I have developed as a 

visual component of this research paper, an excerpt from the story of a well-know woman’s life 

from history -- a moment where she was challenged both as a woman and as a professional to 

defend her right to exist in the manner which she chose. My project proposal also considered the 

possibility that among the subjects that lend themselves very well to the graphic novel form, pre-

photographic history is a good candidate. Bringing to life an aspect of our own history, which is 

obscured by time and intervening historiography is to my mind, an exciting investigative quest. 

Given the time involved in this process which includes the drawing and rendering of the pages 

1



but also the historical research -- the excerpt submitted is quite short. But I hope that it 

demonstrates a kind of storytelling that is engaging, despite not conforming to the predominant 

superhero model.

	
 I have set out the story in a format (landscape) such that it can appear to good advantage 

either on paper or on a computer screen. The screen version is rendered in colour; the paper 

version in black and white. Text for the story is adapted from sources cited in my bibliography. 

Apart from the likenesses of Emily Stowe and Augusta Stow Gullen where photo references 

were available, the likenesses of the other characters are simply imagined (from appropriated 

material). The biographical details of the protagonist are sketchy. There were numerous 

contemporary newspaper accounts of the trial -- but time and logistical constraints limited the 

research to the volumes cited in my bibliography. I have included some biographical information 

to set the scene of the inquest -- the inference being that this is a moment out of a larger 

narrative(see “Abortion Inquest”). 

	
 While the work of this essay strives to find arguments in support of womens’ comics, 

there are within the comics genre, structures that belong to the form in general. As a creator in 

the form, it is important to break apart and understand its elements -- how they work as a 

language (for it is my belief that they are a kind of language) and as communication; to 

determine what methods are called for by the material. Scott McCloud’s exhaustive examinations 

of comic form in a series of books, has developed a comprehensive and detailed analysis of the 

various aspects of the language of comics. He offers a definition of comics

as juxtaposed pictorial and other images in a deliberate sequence intended to convey 
information and/or produce an aesthetic response in the viewer (McCloud, 10).

He builds from this to examine particular components such as the function of icons which range 

from symbol (e.g. letterform, whose meaning is fixed) through to mimetic resemblance (whose 
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meaning is transmutable) (McCloud, 27). This breakdown is understood to lie on a continuum -- 

mimetic image to icon -- as the rational “stripping down [of] an image to its essential meaning in 

order to amplify that meaning” (McCloud, 30). In McCloud’s view it pushes the range of the 

image towards universality. McCloud believes that the iconic face is a representation of the face 

you have but don’t see (McCloud, 40). I would add that it is my belief that psychologically, we 

are also wired to recognize the pattern of the face no matter how simplified, as a function of a 

preconscious desire for the parent’s face. 

	
 Essentially, McCloud sees comics structure as possessing certain rules that support the 

act of reading with comprehension the narrative in sequence, and diverge from traditional single 

image narratives in these specific ways: a style that supports simple over complex; iconic over 

realistic; subjective over objective; universal over specific. These four characteristics help form 

the “vocabulary” (McCloud, 47) of comics. Comics execution and uptake is nevertheless not 

fixed, is still developing and, depending on the work’s unique style, can deliver a “bumpy ride” 

to coin McCloud’s phrase. 

	
 Panels are an important part of the communication architecture of comics; panels by 

inference include the space in between one panel and the next, an area which Hillary Chute calls 

“the rich empty space between the selected moments that direct our interpretation, [which is] for 

the reader to project causality [...] that exist between the punctual moments of the 

frames” (Chute, p.8). This space invokes time, the unseen, the unsaid, the inferred, the redacted; 

it invokes the silences in a visual (akin to musical) score, which McCloud states “engages all the 

senses” (McCloud, 90). It is in fact, the use of panels that asks for the simplified drawing of the 

characters in order that the eye flows over the page fluidly. McCloud calls this 

“closure” (McCloud, 90). 
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 McCloud also charts some colloquial uses of line and shape that have become part of 

general iconography of North American comics e.g. zip ribbons, to indicate rapid movement, 

impact stars; the word bubble, the thought bubble, the third person narrative panel. (For 

examples of these see “Abortion Inquest”). Note that in Japan the iconography that has grown up 

within the comics culture is markedly different thus requiring an integration into another culture 

of comics literacy. Frederick Schodt says “[t]he Japanese comic is designed for Japanese readers 

who share particular attitudes and customs many of which are unknown outside of Japan [...] 

cannot be understood unless the reader is Japanese” (Schodt, 10). 

	
 The most interesting and most dynamic aspect of comics narrative to my mind, is the way 

in which meaning is developed and explored through the navigating of the sequence of images, 

as if they were words in an expanding, visual sentence. A graphic narrative deals with time 

differently to a text-based story. With text, it makes no sense to scan the next page before reading 

the current one -- but graphic narratives allow and in some sense encourage such arbitrary 

scanning. Being a visual medium, the eye is invited to explore, to take in much more that a strict 

linear progression. A page can invite the eye to start at the bottom and move to the top of a page 

-- as I have done when showing a character climbing a hill (starting at the bottom, arriving at the 

top (Tait, Bush Garden, 6)). Graphic narrative has been handed the mantel of being a branch of 

literature; but because it is also a visual medium it inevitably has links to the sensibility and 

study of film narrative. I have found film study a very useful model for understanding narrative 

flow in comics. David Mamet, in his small but highly regarded book “On Directing Film” 

describes the story as “the essential progression of incidents that occur to the hero in pursuit of 

his one goal” (Mamet, XV) and screenwriting as “the assiduous application of several basic 

questions. What does the hero want? What hinders him from getting it? What happens if he does 
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not get it?” These statements are deceptively simplistic. As the book goes on to explore, it is 

precisely how these things are communicated visually that establishes the “art” of film. For 

Mamet as well as for Eisenstein, the secret to this kind of storytelling is effectively in “the 

uninflected cut”. “Eisenstein suggested [...] a movie as [...] a succession of images juxtaposed so 

that the contrast between these images moves the story forward in the mind of the 

audience” (qtd. Mamet, XV). Eisenstein called this method of filmmaking “montage”. His ideas 

on montage were influential in the development of a visual narrative language which to a large 

extent is present in our current cultural consciousness but perhaps unacknowledged. The use of 

the cut in film requires that the viewer be able to piece together the meaning of the narrative over 

time (sequence of images) without elaboration or as Mamet calls it, unnecessary “narration”. The 

cuts may be of unrelated images whose juxtaposition relays an idea or a mood. Since we are all 

purveyors of visual narratives whether through film, t.v. or graphic novels, we have access to this 

language which is growing tendrils through society and changing its viewers to become more 

easily acquainted with its rules. So, cuts in film are becoming shorter -- demands on audience to 

make the associative leap across each cut greater and mediums are borrowing from each others’ 

respective languages in ever-increasing self-referencing ways. It is these circumstances that I 

believe underlie the use of graphic novels as conveyors of culture today and, as society changes, 

so do the types of narrative that appear between the covers of these novels. Osama Tezuka, 

author of “Astro Boy” states: I felt that existing comics were limiting [...] drawn as if seated in 

an audience viewing a stage[...] this made it impossible to create dramatic or psychological 

effects, so I began to use cinematic techniques [...] French and German movies that I had seen as 

a schoolboy became my model. I experimented with closeups and different angles [...] I made a 
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point of depicting a movement or facial expression with many frames [...] I incorporated tears, 

anger, grief and hate” (Schodt, 63).

	
 Graphic novels are in essence a form in transition and, like any art movement, it is hard 

to analyze it at a time when one is immersed in it. The most useful strategy to form a critical 

commentary is to look at as many examples as is possible, of what is currently around. I stated in 

my proposal that I felt that graphic novels as a form would best lend themselves to treating 

certain kinds of narrative material (i.e. history, science fiction and fantasy and a niche form of 

journalistic “bearing witness”). This is by no means proscriptive and invariably the material that 

exists today is wide-ranging in style and focus, to the extent that much will fall outside the scope 

of this paper. In terms of this essay however, I feel it is useful to examine some of the work that 

is currently in circulation based on one single restriction -- that they are not superhero comics. In 

an essay I produced in 2012 for a class in feminism, I looked at the work of women’s 

autobiographical comics. The women that were considered were Alison Bechdel, Phoebe 

Glockner, Lynda Barry and Debbie Dreschler. There are of course, many other examples of 

authors working in this way who might have been included in this category. It is in fact, the 

overwhelming subject of preference for female comic creativity -- autobiography. In all of the 

cases the authors had experienced abusive and terrifying experiences in their early lives. To work 

through these experiences using the graphic novel form proved therapeutic. One reason for this I 

speculated, is that the form itself is being pushed to yield up a different kind of narrative -- an 

alternative space with which to confront one’s own reality. A theorist who speaks to this idea is 

Irit Rotgoff when she states that it is “imperative for a feminist epistemology [...to not] pursue a 

broadening of existing categories to include female subjects but revise[s] those very categories, 
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question[s] the historical narrative structure which produced them and dare[s] to imagine 

alternative narratives”. (qtd. in Jones, 317).

	
 The frontier nature of graphic novel form opens a variety of possibilities for invention. I 

have mentioned history and autobiography but there are other directions to note. One is within 

the education system, bringing comics creation into the classroom as both instruction and 

creative exploration; the other, is comics journalism. Jeff Adams has examined both of these 

extensively. Paraphrasing Sabin, he points out that the American underground comic movement 

“redefine[d] the medium as suitable to convey issue-based themes” (Adams, 19). Taking his lead 

from Albert Boine and Linda Nochlin, Adams draws a connection between the realism painters 

of the 19th century in both Europe and America and images of a social critique that were 

beginning to appear in illustrated news publications of the period. In the 20th century, realism in 

art for artists such as Bertolt Brecht, Otto Dix, George Grosz was that which “depend[ed] upon 

the absence of heroism associated with classical forms [...] a defence of socialism in the face of 

belligerent Fascism in 1930s Germany and [...] an art that, above all overturned ideological 

dogmas and replaced them with a political challenge offered from the standpoint of working 

class experience” (Adams 36, 37, 39). This art was posited as a popular art, an art of the masses. 

By this depiction, Adams argues “documentary graphic novels can be considered as examples of 

[art] realism”(Adams, 40).  As vehicles of resistance these works critique “power at the level of 

the state [and] may account for the very existence of some documentary graphic novels, 

especially Sacco’s and Satrapi’s work” (Adams, 42). In occupied Japan, following WWII, manga 

was “a means of cultural subversion” (Adams, 45). Japanese manga began life heavily influenced 

by U.S. occupation in terms of style, described as “Disney-esque”. But as Keiji Nakazawa’s 

Barefoot Gen reveals, it’s content fell far outside the American comics code of the 50s. Despite 
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the cartoony style, the work unflinchingly exposes effects of the Atom bomb on the population of 

Hiroshima and its aftermath -- the fate of the “hibakusha” or victims of radiation sickness. The 

work of graphic realism/journalism demonstrates an important branch of the comic cultural 

production. Where narrative to a greater or lesser extent is tied to actual events, so the frailties 

and strengths of humanity is resolutely examined and questioned in the interests of engaging in 

the real. They are works that write themselves out of the clay of our actions and intent. It is in 

this spirit that I have developed the graphic narrative of Dr. Emily Stowe. 

words: 2450

Note: the visual component of this essay exists as a web comic located at:
http://www.artbyrt.com/artbyrt_docs/splash_comix.html
There will also be a hard-copy black and white zine submission attached to the paper copy of 
this research paper.
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