
ARABIC GRAPHIC NARRATIVES (200-LEVEL)
Course Syllabus (sample)

Instructor: Benjamin Koerber 
Office: Lucy Stone Hall Room B315 
Email: benjamin.koerber@rutgers.edu

COURSE DESCRIPTION:

This course introduces participants to the study of Arabic graphic narratives in 
translation.  While the focus will be primarily on graphic narrative forms produced 
during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries – e.g. comics, graphic novels, newspaper
cartoons (karikatir), graffiti, and Internet memes – we will also investigate parallels in 
pre-modern adab works such as the illustrated maqamat of al-Hamandhani and al-Hariri 
and the colorful manuscripts of al-Qazwini's para-zoological Wonders of Creation.  In 
addition to studying the formal dimensions of these works, such as composition, style, 
and language, we will also discuss their relation to other narrative media and genres, as 
well as their controversial role in society and politics.   Finally, since graphic narratives 
are an incontrovertibly transnational enterprise, course participants will have the 
opportunity to view Arabic works in a global creative context.   No previous knowledge of
Middle Eastern languages or literatures is assumed.

COURSE OBJECTIVES:

Course participants will learn to engage intelligently with the following conceptual and 
theoretical issues, among others:

* The relevance of “youth” as a category defining the graphic artist and graphic art
* The transgressive potential of graphic narratives vs. their complicity in dominant 
power structures and metanaratives
* Critical intertextual or “intramural” modes such as irony, satire, parody, pastiche ... 
* Moral panics (Cohen and beyond)
* The circulation, adaptation, and translation of graphic narratives beyond reductive 
notions of “influence” and imitation
* “Western” versus local theoretical and critical approaches to graphic narratives

PREREQUISITES: None

REQUIRED TEXTS:

Selections from the following books, among others, will be made available on SAKAI:

Baetens and Frey, The Graphic Novel: An Introduction (CUP, forthcoming 2014)
Contadini, Arab Painting (2010)
Irwin, Islamic Art in Context (1997)
Malti-Douglas, Arab Comic Strips (2000)
McCloud, Understanding Comics (1993)
Walid Taher, A Bit of Air (trans. Husen, 2012)
Hilal Chouman, Limbo Beirut (trans. Stanton, forthcoming)
Magdy El-Shafee, Metro (trans. Rosetti)



GRADE DISTRIBUTION:

Participation (20%)
Homework (20%)
Presentation (20%)
Midterm Exam (20%)
Final Paper (20%)

PARTICIPATION:

The participation grade is based on attendance, and contributing (verbally, or through 
other complex sign systems comprehensible to all participants) to class discussions.

HOMEWORK:

Students are required to post one (1) question and one (1) short comment about the 
assigned readings on the SAKAI forum before coming to class.  The point of this 
assignment is to focus your ideas for class discussion.

PRESENTATION:

Beginning in the third week, students in groups of two (2) will present during the first 20
minutes of a class on a non-Arabic graphic narrative related (whether by generic, 
topical, or stylistic similarity) to the reading for that particular week.  The purpose will 
be to encourage and hone our skills at comparatism.

MIDTERM EXAM:

The Midterm Exam will be take-home, and completed within the space of 2 weeks 
(including the spring break or Thanksgiving recess).  It will consist of a series of short 
essays and graphic exercises.

FINAL PROJECT:

The final project will require students to create a graphic critical essay (on the model of 
the Introducing book series) on one of the issues listed under “course objectives.”  One 
class session will be dedicated to learning (or reinforcing) graphic argumentative styles 
and the “rhetoric” of the image.  Students who are not comfortable drawing will be able 
to prepare a digital project using image editing software (or a word processor, as long as 
text is inserted within, and made an integral part of, the image) .


