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L. Kutch 

 
Examining the Boundaries Between Classic Art and Comic Art in the Graphic Novel     

 
Over the past decade, virtually every industrialized country around the world has 

experienced a remarkable increase in both the volume and the thematic reach of the graphic 

novel.  In Germany, several independent publishing houses have produced an astonishing 

number of titles in recent years.  The famed Frankfurt book fair now features an entire exhibit 

area dedicated to the graphic novel, even though according to the now very popular German 

graphic novelist Flix’s biographical Held, serious acceptance of comic art and graphic texts was 

not the case at all when he first tried to market his wares.  Flix has since earned his place as a 

prolific and respectable graphic novelist, as this subsequent page from the same graphic novel 

suggests. For reasons of popular appeal, as well as sound pedagogical justification, incorporating 

graphic novels into humanities classrooms across the curriculum, in my case the German 

language classroom, not only boosts the attractiveness of the subject matter for today’s visual 

learners, but the inclusion of graphic texts also supports linguistic, cultural, and artistic literacy.  

When we speak about including graphic novels in college level courses, the question inevitably 

arises, much as it did for Flix in those early attempts to sell his product at the book fair, about the 

overall quality and specifically the aesthetic value of graphic novels.  Current debate topics range 

from acknowledging the graphic novel as a respectable art form to reconciling the common 

notion of comics as pure entertainment and the perception of classic art as serious and 

inaccessible (Goldstein 254).  The very layout of the German graphic novel Klee, in which 

Christophe Badoux intersperses graphic artistic versions of selected Klee works into his Klee 

biography underscores the contested intersection of classic and comic art.  This particular 

graphic novel, therefore, serves as a compelling example of a work that can strengthen dexterity 
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in art analysis and appreciation by simultaneously introducing students to Paul Klee’s ‘classic’ 

art and the comic art style of the graphic novel.   

In this talk, I will use specific examples from Klee and outline methods that instructors 

can employ to have students not only regard and evaluate the art itself, but also encourage 

students to contrast and compare the styles of art.  Through a series of guided activities as well as 

open-ended discussion questions about the value of comic art in a history of world art, students 

ideally uncover some striking similarities between Klee’s and Badoux’s art, and increase their 

own understanding of the impulses behind both types of artistic production.  Although I 

concentrate on a German graphic novel in the presentation, the ideas that I present will enable 

instructors from other disciplines within the humanities to easily apply and adapt the described 

approaches and techniques. 

Like graphic novels that present, for example, an adaptation of a classic canonical work, 

such as Kafka’s Die Verwandlung, Klee also challenged traditionally understood boundaries of 

art aesthetics with his artistic theories and experiments.  Also like this adaptation of The 

Metamorphosis, however, Klee’s decision to challenge accepted characteristics of quality and 

classic art was surely not without criticism.  Although part of his larger theory of art production, 

Klee’s pieces often had the reputation of appearing childlike and simplistic in an untrained way.  

Coincidentally critics might also characterize much of the artwork found in graphic novels using 

these same terms.  One of the lines of inquiry for classroom discussion, especially with Klee’s 

earlier works, could emphasize the simplicity, and address which themes they convey.  When 

surveying the works of the two artists under consideration here, the instructor can encourage the 

students to see the many parallels between Klee’s composition and Badoux’s layout.  In fact, this 

relationship between layout and composition in general is key to discovering how any novel like 
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this one that includes comic reproductions of classic art, can also raise awareness and encourage 

appreciation of both types of art.  

Klee, by Christophe Badoux, presents, with an emphasis on the visual and a reduction of 

detail, a biographical account of the Swiss/German artist Paul Klee.  The physical size of the 67- 

page book reminds the reader of an artist’s monograph, which would typically include 

biographical information as well as reprints of the artist’s major works in full color.  Klee 

provides a chronological retelling of events in the artist’s life, and it also presents the graphic 

novelist’s interpretations of significant paintings that marked milestones or important chapters in 

Klee’s artistic development.  For example, Klee’s first etching Jungfrau im Baum (Virgin in a 

Tree) appears between pages in which Badoux describes Klee’s first experiments with drawing 

around 1898 and his entry into art school in Munich in 1901.  With this first example, the 

instructor could first conduct a study of the original Klee piece, thereby emphasizing its style, 

technique, and lack of color.  The instructor could also draw further attention to the artist’s 

choices in providing or neglecting the detail of the original.  A discussion about the artist’s 

techniques and choices could also lay the groundwork for a consideration of the same choices 

that a graphic novelist would make.  Additionally, an examination of Klee’s piece in the context 

of Jugendstil drawings, which one biographer claims this drawing recalls, could also take place 

(Jaffe 14).  When students regard Klee’s piece alongside a characteristic example of the 

Jugendstil movement (and also one that incidentally mirrors Klee’s in theme and setting), it 

should become clear that Klee adds much more dimension and detail, making his drawing look 

much more realistic and rendering the Jugendstil drawing more two-dimensional, and therefore 

more closely approaching the style of a comic look.   When we then compare Klee’s original to 

Badoux’s graphic novel rendering, some of the same descriptors of the Jugendstil painting apply: 
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Badoux’s drawing appears 2-dimensional and lacks the details and shading that emphasize the 

women’s musculature, and the birds’ finer aspects.  Oddly enough, in this particular comparison, 

the graphic novel rendering draws more aesthetic parallels to the Jugendstil piece than Klee’s, 

which originated in the same time period.  On a superficial level, students could conclude that 

Badoux adeptly accomplishes contextualizing and historicizing Klee’s Virgin in a Tree not 

primarily by basing his drawing on Klee’s, but by reproducing the Jugendstil tendencies of the 

time.  In a deeper analysis, students could analyze the impulses behind the art nouveau 

movement, for example as a reaction to the neo-classical movement that preceded it, and then 

make some comparisons with graphic novels and the impulses in literature or society that 

historically inspired them and continue to inspire them.   

Biographers and art critics often cite Klee’s visit to Tunisia in 1914 as a principal source 

of inspiration in developing his color theory and allowing him to move beyond the pencil 

drawings.  Although the color scene in Klee remains the same throughout, Badoux depicts this 

major turning point in Klee’s career by featuring larger panels.  This is also an instance where 

Badoux reproduces and includes one of Klee’s pieces, here the central piece of this time period, 

vor den Toren vor Kairuan.  Although the differences contribute well to a study of classic art 

versus graphic art, the reproduction and the original share a number of important similarities.  

For example, theories that Klee would later develop about geometric design pervade the graphic 

novel version.  When analyzing this particular painting, students could be asked to replicate the 

original with a single pencil or a set of colored pencils.  It would be interesting to see whether 

they would also insert lines that seem to divide the canvas into equal parts, or if they would 

choose sweeping lines that suggest the natural and vibrant landscape that Klee seemed to intend.  

Such an exercise would open a discussion of Badoux’s aims with his graphic novel interpretation, 
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and specifically, which aspects of Klee’s works he wanted to emphasize or reinterpret.  The 

instructor could then move the students to the next level that would involve answering questions 

of how graphic novels constitute meaning differently from other media (Tucker 28).  Since this 

painting played a central role in inaugurating Klee’s color phase when he discovered color, 

discussions could focus on what certain color choices impart.  Sample questions could include 

the differences in viewer’s perception given the two interpretations, and also how these color and 

composition choices can lead to different interpretations of virtually the same concept.            

Klee’s 1923 painting Die Seiltänzerin (The Tightrope Walker) follows a page in the 

graphic novel that describes Klee’s new appointment at Walter Gropius’s newly founded 

Bauhaus art community and school, and precedes a page that features one of Klee’s most famous 

quotations: “Art does not reproduce what is visible; it makes things visible” (43).  The placement 

of this work is significant because at this phase in his life, Klee experimented with geometric 

shapes and spoke of the architectural nature of his work, perhaps related to or inspired by 

Gropius’s contributions to modern architecture.  Before exploring this context, however, the 

instructor could begin with a few exercises that direct students’ attention to the details of the 

work itself.  Because of the similarities between the two renderings of The Tightrope Walker, a 

comparison between them can yield productive results in concentrating on what Klee himself 

might call the “architecture” of the work.  In order to highlight the details, the instructor could 

either have partners work together, or divide the class in half.  In one verison of the activity, the 

instructor could hand out copies of both Klee’s and Badoux’s drawings. In a pair, each member 

of the pair would have one of them, and for a whole class, half the class could have one and the 

other half could have the other.  Student pairs could first describe the pictures they were given to 

each other while the other partner notates similarities and differences.  They could then discuss 
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these notes, and might discover that the there are more similarities than differences between the 

two versions. Alternately, students could describe the picture to a partner who would then have 

to draw what s/he hears being described.  Then each pair could receive a copy of either Klee’s or 

Badoux’s version of the Tightrope Walker and compare the details of their drawings to the 

originals.  This initial exercise should make students much more aware of the details.  They will 

have described the geometric shapes, straight lines and angles, and should therefore begin to 

think about how Klee has placed these elements together to produce a work that the artist himself 

might describe as one that fuses “architectonic and poetic painting,” or that contains a “tectonic-

lyrical synthesis” (Kagan 52).  Because the realms of visual art and poetry are equally alien to 

most students, or in my case, the target language vocabulary to describe the picture is lacking, 

the graphic novel art and the original art can be implemented to build these skills and also to 

move students toward an in-depth understanding of this phase of Klee’s career.  At first, the 

piece’s clearly defined and “readable” structure would seem to contradict its opacity when 

students are asked to derive meaning or describe the artist’s how and why.  If students are given 

a structured template to build a poem in which they narrate the picture, then they can begin to see 

that the painting, as Klee described, contains both architectural and poetic elements.   

In addition to concentrating on specific examples of Klee’s art that Badoux intersperses 

throughout the book, the instructor can also view the entire graphic text as an artistic product that 

gives insight into Klee’s complete body of work and provides students with a cursory 

understanding of Klee’s artistic philosophy.  Expanding on the previously posed question of how 

graphic novels constitute meaning differently than other media, the instructor could ask students 

to comment specifically on ways that Klee the graphic novel communicates biographical 

information differently than a regular biography would.  In a graphic novel format, Badoux is 
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able to display a composite of Klee’s evolving philosophy of art in one style.  For example, in 

early years, Klee “chose line as the essential means of expression” “and translated “all the data 

of reality into his language of line” (Jaffe 13).  In subsequent years (the late 1920s), he chose 

stripes, “violent colors” and “fresh luminous tones” that suggested wide spaces (Jaffe 32).  In 

Klee’s work completed late in life, he concerned himself with organizing color into a pattern, 

and featuring grid patterns whose individual blocks contributed to a whole (Kagan 60).  Viewing 

this page from Klee the graphic novel, we observe all of these elements—lines, fresh luminous 

tones, and grid patterns— at work in one consistent look.  Klee developed his color theme and 

used a “grid to order the simultaneous presentation of several interpenetrating space layers” 

(Kagan 60).  He later expanded on that theme to explain that each layer and each shape had to be 

examined individually.  The shapes in the grids become analogous to the panels in the graphic 

novel: each panel tells part of the story of the whole biography.  Eventually, Klee’s original art 

even merges with Badoux’s when Klee’s Clown im Bett becomes an organic part of the graphic 

novel.  Students can discuss the artistic value of both productions when the styles approach one 

another so closely, that they are almost indistinguishable.   

Graphic novel biographies, such as the one I’ve discussed in this talk, can offer many 

opportunities for instructors to introduce and discuss aesthetic themes, even with “art reluctant” 

students, or with people who might not recognize the graphic novel as artistic.  When the 

instructor moves through the biography with both the detail of each drawing or painting and the 

overview of the artist’s life and oeuvre in mind, students can learn to appreciate both art that 

would be described as belonging to the canon and the sometimes less respected genre of graphic 

novel art. Klee in particular offers many parallels.  The words of one Klee critic could also easily 

apply to graphic novel art: “at first sight, Klee’s painting might seem haphazard and amateurish 
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(Jaffe 21).  The critic continues: “But in fact it was done with great care” (Jaffe 21).  Another 

biographer mentions Klee’s interest in “young people’s learning processes,” and emphasizes that 

Klee “regarded children’s art as pure creation” (Kagan 49).  While that may also essentially 

describe the often juvenile and simplified look of graphic novels, the same biographer goes on to 

say that children’s art “offers important clues as to what is truly essential and universal in the 

process of image making” (Kagan 49).  As instructors using graphic novels, it is our job to show 

not only skeptics, but also our students that authors and illustrators of graphic novels also design 

them with great care, and that they can also offer important clues about the essentials and 

universality of image making.  Klee subscribed to the Bauhaus philosophy that the student 

should not necessarily have to “obey the master’s rules, that they should find their own way” 

(Jaffe 24).  Indirectly, Klee and the Bauhaus underscore the innovation that many graphic 

novelists have undertaken, and that we can share with our students.  Just as Klee and his fellow 

Bauhaus artists reconfigured classic categories of art and architecture to create items functional 

for their time, so graphic novelists have modified a traditional genre for a new generation of 

readers and learners.  As instructors of various subjects, we can continue to learn about this genre 

through professional meetings like this one, and then continue to find innovative ways to read 

graphic novels with both eager and critical eyes.  

    

 

           

 

 

 


