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INTRODUCTION

Comic Books as History Teachers

Matthew Pustz

As strange as it might sound, Spider-Man was one of my first history teachers. Oh, it wasn’t that my parents didn’t pay any attention to my education. My family frequently visited historical sites while on vacation and I had more than my share of “How-and-Why” books that talked about events like World War II and the American Revolution. And I’m sure that my elementary school teachers talked about history in a very rudimentary sort of way. But the first time I really remember thinking about the past, and how it was different from the present, happened when I was reading a Spider-Man comic book.

I was probably 10 or 12 years old when I bought a copy of Marvel Team-Up #42 featuring two of my favorite characters, Spider-Man and the android Avenger called the Vision. Although it was a typical superhero comic of the 1970s, with brightly-costumed characters and battles between good and evil, it was also very different than any comic I had read before. This story took place, not in contemporary New York City or even somewhere fictitious like Metropolis or Gotham City, but rather in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1692, during the famous witch trials. The trials were, in fact, an important element of the story. Spider-Man and his co-star had gone back in time to search for the Vision’s wife, the Scarlet Witch, who had been kidnapped from the present by a frenzied preacher named Cotton Mather.1

I didn’t know at the time that Mather was a real person (albeit without the mystical powers he’s depicted as having in the comic), but I did have some vague idea that the four-issue long story was based on reality, and I was fascinated by this. Looking back at the story as an adult, I can see why. The comics do a surprisingly good job of teaching readers about the events in and around Salem in 1692. Although Marvel Team-Up doesn’t give us much of an interpretation as to why the witch hysteria happened, the comics spend a relatively large amount of time explaining the basic events. In issue #42, for example, three pages out of eighteen total pages of story in the comic are spent showing the initial accusations of witchcraft. There are two more pages of historical narrative in #43. Because of this, readers like myself came away from Marvel Team-Up knowing the basic outline of what happened in Salem in 1692. In fact, one fan responded to the story by claiming that writer Bill Mantlo did a better job of telling the story of the Salem witch trials than did his history professor.2

There are certainly some problems with the Marvel Team-Up version of the Salem witch trials, but it’s probably too much to expect that a story in a superhero comic book would represent the events of the Salem witch trials with complete accuracy. In a way, though, Marvel Team-Up manages to capture one of the most powerful lessons to be learned from the witch hysteria. We can see this on the final page of the story arc (see Figure 0.1). Most of the characters have forgotten about the accused of Salem, but not Spider-Man. He returns to the village, but he’s unable to stop the executions. This final image emphasizes the tragedy of the event: that innocent people died, that heroic efforts couldn’t stop what by then had seemed to be the inevitable result of the hysteria.3 It certainly was an image and lesson that could stick with a young reader (and certainly stuck with this particular young reader). Seeing Spider-Man’s grief and anger, we understand that these were needless deaths. In this way, the presence of the superhero and readers’ identification with him enhances the narrative impact of the historical information.

The Marvel Team-Up Salem witch trial story is a great example how comic books can contribute to what I call “casual learning.” This concept is similar to “collateral learning,” an idea developed by Steven Johnson in his book Everything Bad Is Good for You where he argues that disreputable entertainment like television shows and video games help to improve people’s cognitive abilities.4 According to Johnson, a video game, through its complicated system of quests, helps players think about multiple layers of problems and the steps that it would take to solve them. A complicated TV show like Lost makes regular viewers smarter by requiring them to hold multiple plot lines in their heads at the same time and demanding that they have a good memory of events from the series’ first season so that they can make sense of the show’s conclusion years later. Of course, this collateral learning is not the direct goal of video games and television shows. Depending on your level of cynicism, the purpose of a program like Lost is either entertainment or selling products through advertising. Johnson does not ignore this aspect of popular culture but argues that collateral learning takes place as an accidental by-product of certain aesthetic and economic trends that pushed the culture industries toward more complicated entertainment.

[image: image]

Casual learning is similar to Johnson’s “collateral learning.” It is certainly incidental to the main purpose of the cultural text, whether it is a television program, video game, or comic book. Casual learning, though, comes from the content of the text rather than its structure. It reflects knowledge or understanding more than a cognitive skill. In this sort of way, there are dangers involved with casual learning when the original text is flawed or inaccurate. For example, a story in DC’s World’s Finest Comics from 1969 features some elements similar to those in Marvel Team-Up. The problem in this story, though, is that the creators have conflated almost a hundred years of American history into one vaguely “colonial” moment when both the Salem witch trials and the American Revolution took place simultaneously.5

Despite dangers like this, “casual learning” suggests that the medium of comics has a great deal of potential for the teaching of history. Stories like these can be useful for teaching historical facts (if they’re accurate or if a teacher is able to help students identify the fiction and the mistakes) but they are probably more significant for their ability to help readers develop the skill of historical thinking. This concept involves a real, meaningful comprehension that life was different in the past, that people were different in the past, that those differences are determined by certain historical factors that are shaped by complex causes and effects that are driven by actual human beings actively working (but not always consciously working) to change society. There are, of course, many ways to learn this lesson, but if comic books can do this, we should be willing to use them. At the same time, I am not arguing that they should be used exclusively and every other tool for teaching about the past be thrown away. What the phenomenon of casual learning suggests, though, is that there is potential for the comics medium to teach serious topics in a way that might reach students differently and perhaps at times more effectively than more traditional texts. This potential also exists when comics are used as primary sources or as secondary texts that can be used to augment other pedagogical techniques.

It is the goal of the chapters in this book to illustrate some of the ways in which comic books can help teachers guide their students to a greater understanding of history. In their chapters, Jessamyn Neuhaus and Bridget M. Marshall explain how they used comic books in their classrooms. For Neuhaus, comic books were tools to teach her students about the methodologies of doing history. For Marshall, a particular graphic novel was the impetus for an analysis of primary sources in the study of American literary history. The chapters by William Grady and Alison Mandaville demonstrate how comic book creators themselves sometimes function as historians, perhaps by engaging in discourse with national historical myths or by using comics to create personal narratives that connect to key moments in American history.

The bulk of the chapters in this volume demonstrate how comic books can function as dynamic primary sources that can help scholars, teachers, and students to understand various periods of modern American history. For example, Martin Lund writes about the cultural, political, and economic forces shaping the creation of Superman during the 1930s. Jeanne Gardner examines the complex and often contradictory values of the era immediately following World War II by focusing on romance comics. John Donovan uses the Jack Kirby and Joe Simon comic Fighting American to help us think about the 1950s and its Cold War mentality. Chapters by Peter Lee and Matthew Pustz analyze comic books that touch on different aspects of the 1970s. Finally, Matthew Costello examines how the series American Flagg! reflects certain aspects of Ronald Reagan’s America.

Another section of Comic Books and American Cultural History demonstrates how comics and graphic novels derive their power from the use of historical identities. Todd Munson, for example, shows us how Gene Yang uses the racial stereotypes from the early twentieth century in his graphic novel American Born Chinese. Philip Payne and Paul Spaeth examine how creators have used Nick Fury as a symbol of the “Greatest Generation” to commemorate World War II. The queer identity of the superhero Northstar is the topic of Ben Bolling’s chapter.

The final group of chapters examines contemporary history, in particular the events surrounding and produced by the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Yves Davo shows how Alissa Torres tries to personalize and re-historicize 9/11 in her graphic autobiography American Widow. Jeff Geers shows us how the series Ex Machina reflects the cultural anxiety produced by 9/11. The impact of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq on the role of superheroes is examined by A. David Lewis.

These chapters appear at a unique time for comic books. Suddenly, it seems, they have become respectable—or at least they have become respectable when they’re called “graphic novels” and found in their own dedicated sections in Barnes & Nobles and independent bookstores all across the country. Librarians have come to realize that graphic novels are a great way to get adolescents to check out books from and spend time in the library. For adults, graphic novels have become an established—if still a little exotic—part of many Americans’ regular diet of reading material. In early 2011, even my mother’s reading group in Madison, Wisconsin, was talking about graphic novels.

One result of this increased respectability is that teachers are becoming more and more comfortable using graphic novels in the classroom. Most of this is happening in literature classes, but there is also the potential for comic books to be used to teach history. Some historically-themed graphic novels, like A People’s History of American empire, by Howard Zinn, Mike Konopacki, and Paul Buhle (2008), function as textbooks. The cover of A People’s History announces that it is a “graphic adaptation” of the work of left-wing historian Howard Zinn who appears throughout the story as a narrator. One of the strengths of the book is that it integrates other kinds of visual material into the comics format. A section about labor activism at the end of the nineteenth century, for example, includes photographs, period drawings, and newspaper editorial cartoons, as well as more traditional comics.

Other historically-themed graphic novels feature cohesive narratives. Works like Satchel Paige: Striking Out Jim Crow (2007), by James Sturm and Rich Tommaso, and Nat Turner (2008), by Kyle Baker, are not especially analytical but instead tell compelling historical stories through comics. Sturm and Tommaso’s book uses a simple style to emphasize the dignity of the African-Americans who were forced to deal with racism and inequality in the early decades of the twentieth century. Baker’s work depicts the famous 1831 slave revolt in large, mostly silent panels that reflect the horror of the events depicted in the story with immediacy and darkness. His mastery of facial expressions adds to our understanding of the people involved, from the whites’ desire for revenge to Turner’s serenity with which he approached his death. Despite their focus on the visuals, neither work ignores the facts behind the stories they tell. Satchel Paige includes an afterword that features in-depth explanations of the historical context of particular panels that illustrate topics like the importance of the railroad in African-American culture and the ubiquitous presence of lynchings in the South. Nat Turner includes a bibliography and takes its text directly from historical documents.

The third category of comic books that could be used as secondary texts in the history classroom focuses on biography. The benefit of using comics for biography is that creators can emphasize the expressionistic experience of historical events. In Maus, for example, readers connect with the personal experiences of Vladek Spiegelman, and it is this connection that makes comics especially effective for historical biography. The immediacy of comics is what also helps it to be able to record events and emotions directly and personally. Comics as a medium is inherently expressionistic. As art, it is created, sometimes as a representation of reality and sometimes as an expression of emotion. When it is created by one artist, it reflects an individual point of view, and as such we almost instinctively know that it is personal. The expressionistic quality of comics allows us to experience a personal story more directly than we can in perhaps any other medium.

This is what happens in Josh Neufeld’s A. D.: New Orleans after the Deluge (2009). Neufeld is able to take an event that we all remember, that we all think we know about, and make it new by focusing on the stories of a handful of people who survived the hurricane and the mistakes that happened afterward. Readers can feel the physical power of the storm, but more importantly they can feel the fear that people in New Orleans must have felt. Neufeld’s art is simple and clear, and this helps the reader connect with the anger, sadness, and horror that the characters are feeling. As a work of history, Neufeld is able to capture the reality, the truth of the situation in a way that other kinds of texts might not be able to. One sequence, for example, focuses on a woman named Denise who, in the aftermath of the storm, finds herself waiting for help outside the convention center with thousands of other people. The people are frustrated and need food, water, and shelter. We learn about the sacrifice of strangers and how leadership sometimes came from people who might otherwise have been considered thugs. As the hours go by, tensions rise and the largely African-American crowd begins to feel like they’ve been abandoned. Rumors begin to spread that some of the levees were destroyed on purpose to flood the black community out. A double page spread, focusing a single panel on the faces in the crowd, crystallizes the fear: “There ain’t gonna be no buses comin’! They gonna open the floodgates and drown us! They brought us here to die!” Amidst the crowd, seeing that people are dying, Denise slowly realizes that there might be some reality behind these fears.6

A. D. is among the best recent graphic novels, and among the comic books with the greatest potential to be used in a history classroom, because of its powerful use of the medium and its overall human significance. It provides us with a new way of looking at an event, and that is what is most important about using comic books as a way to discuss, study, and teach American history. However, I’m not recommending that we give up our textbooks, our primary written documents, or even our traditional classroom techniques. In her chapter in this volume, Jessamyn Neuhaus reminds us that comic books are as fraught with challenges as every other primary source that we might use. The same is true with comics as secondary sources. But what comic books and graphic novels do offer are new tools that could help make our teaching of American history more effective. Like a good documentary, fiction film, or, hypothetically, even historically-themed video game, comic books can be used by teachers to connect their students to difficult subject matter or simply to tell old stories in new, perhaps more effective ways. In particular, using comic books as primary documents in the classroom or in our own scholarship can open up new visions of American history, often by helping students develop the skills of doing history and thinking historically. In many ways, this is the most important job of any history professional, whether she is a high school teacher, college professor, or museum interpreter. While we cannot abandon the teaching of facts, what is more important is that the history profession helps people to develop and hone their history skills. It is the job of educators not so much to fill buckets as to light fires and give people the tools to learn—and to want to learn—for themselves.

Ultimately, I come back to my own experience as a comic book fan who was able to casually learn about the Salem witch trials from a Spider-Man comic book. What that story did was make me want to learn more. It taught me about causes and effects, about the consequences and emotions involved with historical events. The bottom line is that it made me want to study American history. And maybe that’s the most important thing that we can do as history teachers: to convince our students that the past is worth knowing about and that doing history can be fun. Whether we’re using them as primary sources during a classroom exercise or as a secondary source to help our students discuss Jim Crow, if comic books can help us to get people interested in learning about history, then they are a tool that we should embrace. Comic Books and American Cultural History, as an anthology, is not meant to be an exhaustive list of possible ways these tools can be used, but rather it is another step in the integration of comic books into the field of history.

Notes

1Bill Mantlo (w), Sal Buscema (a), and Mike Esposito (i). “Visions of Hate!” Marvel Team-Up #42 (February 1976), Marvel Comics.
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3Bill Mantlo (w), Sal Buscema (a), and Mike Esposito (i). “Death in the Year before Yesterday!” Marvel Team-Up #44 (April 1976), Marvel Comics.

4Steven Johnson, Everything Bad Is Good for You: How Today’s Popular Culture Is Actually Making Us Smarter. New York: Riverhead Books, 2005.
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6Josh Neufeld, A. D.: New Orleans after the Deluge (New York: Pantheon, 2010), 153.


PART ONE

Doing Cultural History through Comic Books


CHAPTER ONE

How Wonder Woman Helped My Students “Join the Conversation”

Comic Books as Teaching Tools in a History

Methodology Course

Jessamyn Neuhaus

I’m not a comic book fan. I don’t find comic books—from any era—especially entertaining or enjoyable to read. Maybe this seems like rank heresy in a volume such as this, however, I’m sure all of us contributors would agree that you do not need a closet full of mylar-encased comic books or a vast collection of superhero action figures to productively incorporate comic books into your academic work. I’m not a comic book fan but, as a scholar and teacher of popular culture and U.S. history, I am very interested in knowing how comic books function as significant cultural artifacts from the past, in understanding the enormous impact they continue to make on mainstream popular culture, and in exploring how comic books as a topic of study can facilitate successful student learning in my classes.

I currently use comic books as the content theme when I teach an undergraduate history methodology course called “Historical Practices,” the first in a sequence of three required classes for all history majors and social studies adolescent education majors at my small state university.1 The course introduces students to doing historical analysis, that is, primary source research rooted in an understanding of the pertinent historiography. In this chapter, I discuss how comic books help my students learn how to “do history” and to recognize history as an ongoing debate and “conversation” about the meaning of the past. Becoming familiar with a representative sampling of scholarship on comic books and discussing it in class effectively introduces students to the concept of learning the historiography of a particular topic. In addition, by examining actual comic books in class, students practice testing historical analysis against the primary source evidence itself—they “join the conversation.”

However, history instructors hoping to beneficially utilize comic books need to address a persistent problem in student preparation for college-level work in the field of history. Taught throughout high school and reinforced by society at large that history simply uncovers “what happened,” students usually do not realize that historians always contend with complex, often contradictory, primary sources that never completely reveal or explain the past.2 Moreover, many students believe that the narrative of history should concern itself almost solely with the most dramatic events and prominent people of the past. Students thus truly struggle with the concept that, when examined by historians, comic books can help us understand the past and that, like all primary sources, comics are subject to scholarly debate about their historical significance. Instructors need to be prepared for the fact that students will regularly dismiss comic books as “bad” primary sources and scholarship on comic books as “not real history.” This holds true for students who are ardent comic book fans, as well as those who’ve never read a comic book
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Figure 10.2 The Collapse of 1996, Howard Chaykin (w, a). “Hard Times.”
American Flagg! #1 (October 1983), First Comics, 17.© Howard Chaykin
used with permission.
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Figure 101 Postmodern page layouts. Howard Chaykin (w, a). “Hard
Times.” American Flagg! #1 (October 1983), First Comics, 15. © Howard
Chaykin; used with permission.
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Figure 111 First appearance of Danny’s “cousin,” Chin-Kee. Gene Luen
Yang (w, ). American Born Chinese (N and London: First Second Books,
2006), 48. © Gene Luen Yangs used with permission.
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Figure 9.1 Deathlok personifics the malaise of the 1970s. Mary Wolfman
(w), Ron Wilson (p), and Pablo Marcos (i). “Day of the Demolisher!”
Marvel Two-in-One #27 (May 1977), Marvel Comics, 15. Deathlok, ©
and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. Al rights reserved; images used with

permission.
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Figure 6.2 Struggling with the realitics of housework. Uncredited (w) and
Russ Heath (a). “Dream’s End.” Girl Confessions #34 (June 1954), Marvel
Comics, 4. Girl Confessions, © and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All
rights reserved and used with permission.
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Figure 31 Jumping from homodicgetic first-person narration and dialogue.
Garth Ennis (w) and Steve Dillon (a). Preacher: Proud Americans. (NY: DC
Comics, 1997), 14. © mics. Used with Permission of DC C
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Garth Ennis (w) and Carlos Ezquerra (a). Preacher: Ancient History.
(NY: DC Comics, 1998), 53. © DC Comics. Used with Permission of DC
Comics.
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(a). From The First Second Blog, http:/iwww.firstsecondbooks.com/authors/
oconnorBlogMain.html. Based on characters from Journey into Mobatok
Country, art by George O’Connor, words by Harmen Meyndertsz van den
Bogacrt, translation by Charles Gehring and William Staarna (NY: First
Second Books, 2006). Copyright George O*Connor, 2005.
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Figure 2.2 The “after” sketch of the main characters. George O’Connor (a).
From The First Second Blog, httpsliwww.firstsecondbooks.com/authors/
oconnorBlogMain.html. Based on characters from Journey into Mohatwk
Country, art by George O’Connor, words by Harmen Meyndertsz van den
Bogert, translation by Charles Gehring and William Staarna (NY: First
Second Books, 2006). Copyright George O’Connor, 2005.
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(@). “Together.” Girl Confessions #33 (April 1954), Marvel Comics, 4. Girl
Confessions, © and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All rights reserved and
used with permission.
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Figure 4.1 Alexander Hamilton, James Madison, and the process of making
history. Megan Kelso (w, a). Squirrel Mother (Seattle, WA: Fantagraphics
Books, 2006), 108. © Megan Kelso. Used with Permission.
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Figure 4.2 Alexander Hamilton celebrates with the main character. Megan

Kelso (w, a). Squirrel Mother (Scattle, WA: Fantagraphics Books, 2006),
121. © Megan Kelso. Used with Permission.
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Figure 13.2 Northstar announces his sexual orientation in battle. Scott
Lobdell () and Mark Pacella (a). “The Walking Wounded.” Alpha Flight
v1 #106 (March 1992), Marvel Comics, 20. Northstar and all related
characters © and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All rights reserved and
used with permission.
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Figure 0.1 Learning about the outcome of the Salem witch trials. Bill
Mantlo (w), Sal Buscema (a), and Mike Esposito (i). Marvel Team-Up
#44 (April 1976), Marvel Comics, 31. Spider-Man, © and ™, Marvel. All
Rights Reserved and used with permission.
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Figure 12.2 Sgt. Fury meets Captain America. Jack Kirby (p) and Chic Stone
(i)- Sgt. Fury #13 (December 1964), Marvel Comics, cover. Marvel, Nick
Fury, and all related characters © and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All
rights reserved and used with permission.
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Figure 121 Nick Fury as hard-as-nails, heart-of-gold World War II

noncommissioned officer, ¥ (p) and Chic Stone (i). Sgt. Fury #12

(November 1964), Marvel v , Nick Fury, and all related
ters © and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All rights

ed with permission.
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Figure 131 Pestilence accelerates the disease that is slowly killing Northstar.
Bill Mantlo (w) and David Ross (a). “Plague!” Alpha Flight v1 #44
(March 1987), Marvel Comics, 16. Northstar and all related characters
© and ™ Marvel Entertainment, LLC. All rights reserved and used with
permission.
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Figure 123 Sterakno’s Fury is a super-spy with fewer connections to World
War I1. Jim Steranko (a). Strange Tales #167 (April 1968), Marvel Comics,
Nick Fury, and all related characters © and ™ Marvel

Entertainment, LLC. All rights rescrved and used with permission.





