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How did it all begin? How did the idea of adapting poetry into comics first strike

you? Were there any pre-existing models you could follow?

 

I recently rediscovered a short comic I drew in 1989, when I was ten years old. “Yerp’s

Battle of Bannockburn” is a parodic reinterpretation of Robbie Burns’s 1793 patriotic

poem “Scots Wha Hae” featuring Yerp the crocodile, the star of almost all of my early

comics stories. A decade or so after that, I returned to the idea of combining poetry

and comics when I began work on a graphic novel biography of the French poet Arthur

Rimbaud. I never finished that project, but it did spawn my first serious comics

adaptation of a work of classic poetry, Rimbaud’s “Sensations.” A friend of mine saw

that adaptation and suggested I do a whole series of comics adaptations of classic

poems, but many more years would pass before I took up his advice. I wasn’t the first

person to have adapted poetry into comics, that would be Dave Morice, who created

the first of his “poetry comics” in the late 70s. Back then, however, I wasn’t aware of his

work, which in any case is very different from my own in its overall approach. My main

inspiration were the beautiful comic book adaptations of myths, fairy tales, and classic

short stories that I had read in Italy, especially the works of Dino Battaglia.   

 

Describe the actual process of creating a comic. What are the tools you use, the

medium, etc.?

 

It’s hard to calculate how much time I take, because the number of hours and the times

of day I have to work on comics varies from day to day. Generally, if I’m not too busy

with other things I can get a short poem adaptation finished in about three weeks, I’d

say. The tools vary somewhat from one adaptation to the other. I often work with a nib 

 

 

Illustrator Julian Peters is  known for his comics adaptations of classic poems. The
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comics is all set to be published by Plough Publishing.
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pen, India ink, and a sponge with which I daub the ink on the paper so as to create various

texture effects. Other times I apply the ink with a paintbrush. In recent years I’ve often been

drawing the figures with a technical pen on watercolour paper, and then colouring the whole

thing in with watercolours.

 

How much of research goes into creating a piece?

 

Generally quite a bit. I try to read about the author, the context in which the poem was

created, and its critical reception. I also do a great deal of visual research, collecting

information on the costumes of the period in in which the poem was written (assuming my

adaptation is set in that same era), the historical and geographical setting, art from the era,

etc.

 

What are the limitations of adapting a poem into comics? Do you think it restricts the

possibilities of meaning?

 

I think of the comics adaptation as bringing out certain facets of meaning in the poem, but this

will necessarily obscure other facets or interpretations. However, the same could be said for

any work of art that deals with another work of art, or even a scholarly exegesis of a work of

art, for that matter. The comics adaptation is not intended as a replacement for the original

poem, just as a new way of experiencing it.

 

Do you get confused as to what the poet must have meant by a particular word, or

when there are multiple interpretations possible? How do you choose one from them?

 

I very often get confused as to the meaning of a word or whole sentences or passages. In such

cases I will read different analyses of the poem and, when these differ, choose the one that

seems most personally satisfying to me on an instinctive level.

 

Comics is still considered a low brow genre. Do you think you are breaking barriers in

making comics out of high brow poetry?

 

Comics has gone a long way towards critical acceptance in the last three decades, but it’s true

that comics are very far from enjoying the same cultural prestige as poetry, painting,

sculpture, and most other longer-established art forms. However, the truth is this outsider

status is a big source of vitality for comics, and can be very liberating for its creators, who will

rarely so preoccupied with how their work will be received by academics, professional critics,

and other cultural establishment types.
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This is related to the previous question. Do you feel attitudes are changing towards the

comic art form?

 

Oh yes, definitely! This year a graphic novel was even nominated for the Booker Prize. Overall I’d

say the situation is has changed beyond what would have been almost any comics artist’s

wildest dreams at the beginning of the millennium.

 

Especially in India, there is no serious comics genre as such, other than children’s comics.

Although Western comics have fan bases among city kids, most people are oblivious to

the existence or the richness of the genre. You recently attended a comics workshop in

India. How was your experience?

 

In January 2018 I attended the Anuvad Festival in Silchar, Assam, where I gave a series of comics

workshops to the student attendees. I was quite impressed by the artistic skills of some of the

participants, and also by what seemed like a readiness to attempt to apply the medium of

comics to poetic subject matter or to serious social questions.

 

I’m convinced that Italy’s long history of teaching Biblical stories and Catholic doctrines through

pictorial cycles in churches and illustrated primers for children has been a key factor in the

flourishing of comics art in Italy. Similarly in India there is an incredibly rich tradition of narrative

art stemming from Hinduism’s intricate storylines and endlessly multifaceted characters. I saw a

number of contemporary comics in India that took their inspiration from Hinduism, and I think

that is a direction that should be explored much further, incorporating and reimagining not only

the characters and stories but also the various stylistic traditions through which they have been

represented.
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"Annabel Lee by Edgar Allan Poe," originally published in
https://julianpeterscomics.com/. Republished here with permission.
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