
Studying Comics in a Teaching (Non-
Research) Institution

And Having a Good Time Doing It

Society for Cinema and Media Studies Conference 2018
Toronto

Peter Wilkins
Douglas College
March, 2018

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This was a roundtable that involved brief presentations followed by interactive discussion with the panel.The other panelists were: Benjamin Woo, Carleton UniversityCandida Rifkind, University of WinnipegSylvain Lemay, Université du Québec en Outaouais



Blog
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Blogging about comics is the starting point for everything at Douglas College. People kept getting hired who were interested in comics and we wanted to do something to celebrate and collaborate.At first David Wright and I started a little podcast called “The More Trivial the Better”. We talked about Watchmen, Fun Home, Jimmy Corrigan etcBut we had this idea of collaborative writing. He would write a paragraph and I would write a paragraph in response. David Wright and I started Graphixia which emerged from us experimenting with different online collaboration platforms: Dropbox, Google Docs and the like. We settled on Wordpress, and David a blog that we have been using for 7 or 8 years now. It’s a little teetery at the moment. We are having a big archiving project. Initial results from blogging were promising. It led to my first comics conference presentation in Alcala de Henares, Spain in 2011, where I met people who I still keep in touch with and work with today: Simon Grennan, Ian Hague, Rebecca Scherr and more.Dave and I then wrote an essay about Seth’s Dominion City that we took to present at an urbanism conference on heritage districts in Beijing. Brenna Clarke Gray, who had done PhD work on Chester Brown’s Louis Riel joined us around that time. Scott Marsden, who marked papers for us, turned out to be a huge comics expert: a collector who keeps having to reinforce his house against the weight of his collection. He joined us.Then we started adding people from other parts of the world. Comics PhD students Hattie Kennedy from Glasgow and Damon Herd, Damon Herd from Dundee, Paddy Johnston at Sussex, and Benoit Crucifix at Leuven in Belgium.



Collaborate
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The key to Graphixia’s success is collaboration. We leverage the blog to produce material for articles based on the writing back and forth principle: Brenna and I have produced 3 articles: one on Scott Pilgrim and Canadian Multiculturalism; one on authorship in comics; and another in progress on pastiche in the Riverdale TV showBrenna and Dave have produced an article on Bitch PlanetAnd we’ve done numerous joint conference papers and taken them to Spain, Belgium, The UK, and the US. This is actually the first time I’ve been at a conference in Canada (except for our own) to talk about comics. Collaboration allows for productivity— we keep each other responsible—, fun, and loss of ego. We forget who wrote what bit. With collaboration, there’s no excuse not to produce, even at a teaching institution. I read a post in Profhacker once (does that even exist now?) that said if you wrote 200 words a day, you could maintain a decent research program. So that’s our mantra 200 words per day.



Engage
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We do our best to get out there in the world. In 2013 we held an international Graphixia conference at Douglas. It created interest at the college. A variety of scholars came. Bart Beaty was one of the keynotes. We give talks whenever we get the opportunity: to classes, libraries. Brenna and I gave a seminar on being alt-academics at City, University of LondonGraphixia presented at the first University of the Arts, London community of practice event. We like to appear as a team. Or at least more than one person. I’m deputy editor at The Comics Grid.



Get Out of the English Department
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English departments in teaching institutions tend to be conservative in my experience and can be dubious about comics scholarship. At one point our department tried to impose a limit on comics texts we could teach. A certain percentage of the course had to be language-based rather than picture-based. I claimed I would only teach the words in comics so my courses would be 100 percent language and zero percent pictures. But outside the English department, things can be easier and attitudes towards comics more open. This year I’ve been working on a graphic medicine project with our Health Sciences department: collecting stories of dementia care and  presenting them in comic book form. People in Health Sciences have been really enthusiastic. I took two nurses with me to Seattle to present on the project at the Comics and Medicine conference last June and they were totally amazed at what was on offer. This May we will be presenting at the Western Canada Health Science Educators conference. One of my jobs at the College is working for the Training Group, our contract training arm, and one of our recent proposals involved a comics making project for refugee youth so they can learn language and work skills.



Be Punk Rock
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At Graphixia, we are dubious about integrating comics studies into the academy, at least insofar as it follows current teaching and publishing practices. Image rights issues mess up academic comics writing. In all the Palgrave and Routledge books on comics there are precious few comics images. It’s counter-intuitive and counter-productive. We should be exploring drawing as a way of thinking, of expanding Nick Sousanis’ Unflattening project to find ways in which comics can express theory. Be more Deleuze and Guattari.
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