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On the Aug. 13, 2013 broadcast of Comedy Central’s The Colbert Report, comedian Stephen 

Colbert turned to his special guest U.S. Congressman John Lewis from Georgia and held up a 

copy of March: Book One. “This is a graphic novel; it’s essentially a comic book of your early 

days in the Civil Rights movement,” Colbert began. “Is that dignified enough for the Civil Rights 

Movement? Cause what you guys’ve got in spades is dignity, okay? Is this lowering the dignity 

of Civil Rights by making it a comic book?”  

With an earnest shake of his head, Lewis refuted the question’s claim and re-assured Colbert 

by explaining that, “there was another comic book that came out in 1957 when I was 17 years 

old… It was called Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story.” On the screen behind the 

interview table, an illustration of King’s face appeared on the cover of the ten-cent comic 

published by the pacifist advocacy group, the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR) nearly sixty 

years earlier. Lewis went on to describe what the story meant to him as a teenager: “I read it and 

re-read it and this book inspired me when I went away to school in Nashville, Tennessee. And it 

inspired other young people.” 

 

Colbert:  “Had you met Dr. King at the time?” 

Lewis:  “I didn’t meet him until 1958.” 

Colbert:  “So you had this before you met Dr. King. So this would be like meeting 
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Superman to you?” [laughter from audience] 

Lewis:  “Well, it was meeting my hero. He became my hero. He became my 

inspiration. My leader. He inspired me to say no to segregation and racial 

discrimination.” (Colbert). 

 

Published by Top Shelf Productions, March: Book One (2013) and March: Book Two (2015) 

were released during the 50th anniversary commemorations of several major Civil Rights 

Movement milestones, including the 1963 March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom, and the 

1965 Selma to Montgomery marches for voting rights. Certainly John Lewis’ participation in 

these events is already widely known. In addition to representing Georgia’s 5th District in 

Congress since 1986, he published a 544-page memoir, Walking With the Wind: A Memoir of the 

Movement, with Michael D’Orso in 1998 and remains a vocal advocate for social equality and 

fairness at all stages of the democratic process. With the March trilogy, however, the civil rights 

leader collaborated with writer and Congressional aide Andrew Aydin and artist Nate Powell to 

inspire new readers, particularly young people, through a form that Lewis has said conveys 

“action” and “drama.” 1 

Book One of March opens forcefully, with a glimpse of the vicious attack that Lewis and 

hundreds of other demonstrators suffered at the hands of Alabama state troopers on the Edmund 

Pettus Bridge during the 1965 incident that would come to be known as “Bloody Sunday.” 

However, the bulk of the volume goes back to Lewis’ childhood in Pike County, Alabama and 

recalls his college years in Tennessee when he first met King and joined in the efforts to 

desegregate Nashville’s lunch counters. Book Two turns to Lewis’ role in protests such as the 

Freedom Rides in the South with the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) and 
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behind-the-scenes preparations for his appearance as the youngest speaker to address the March 

on Washington as the chairman of SNCC in 1963. Powell’s artistic style on the pencils, inks, and 

lettering is in keeping with his work on another Civil Rights era graphic novel, The Silence of 

our Friends, co-written by Mark Long and Jim Demonakos in 2012. Powell’s black, white, and 

gray drawings furnish Lewis’ recollections with a balance of stark, expressive details, deep 

shadowy backgrounds, and text that sometimes unfurls in and out of panels like smoke. The 

effect is intensely haunting and contemplative, but not at all bleak, even in Book Two’s 

heightened portrayals of the violence directed at the demonstrators in the Jim Crow South.  

Both published volumes of the March trilogy have enjoyed the kind of critical attention and 

commercial success that is not only rare for an American comic book (with no zombie 

apocalypse), but also virtually unprecedented for a graphic memoir in the twenty-first century. 

Book One spent over fifty weeks alone on the New York Times Best Sellers List for Paperback 

Graphic Books and earned industry honors, book award nominations, and a special recognition 

Robert F. Kennedy Book Award as well as being named an American Library Association’s 

Coretta Scott King Honor Book. Cameras from CNN followed John Lewis on the floor of the 

San Diego Comic Con in 2013, while he and his co-creators discussed the comic in dozens of 

print interviews and on television shows such as Meet the Press, The Rachel Maddow Show, and 

The Daily Show. 

The exchanged quoted above from The Colbert Show during the promotional tour for March: 

Book One takes advantage of Lewis’ stature to parody the knee-jerk association of comics with 

mindless entertainment, fit only for children and recreational reading. Through his blustery 

persona as the show’s faux conservative pundit, Colbert voices the concerns of readers who may 

be aware of Lewis’ leadership during the 1950s and 1960s, but are reluctant to pick up a graphic 
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novel about the subject. He finds the form off-putting and given its connection with superheroes, 

too trivial to represent the gravitas of the Civil Rights Movement. 2 When Representative Lewis 

responds, it is not to supply details about March itself, but to lay the foundation for an origin 

story that is just as likely to intrigue experienced comics readers as it is those resistant to the 

form. He opts for his own personal encounter with the FOR comic book from 1957 3 and 

effectively historicizes the medium as a place already acquainted with anti-racist sentiment, 

where even Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. felt at home. By the end of the exchange Lewis has 

established his bona fides as both a former teenage comic book fan and an elder statesman for 

social justice. Colbert’s reorientation of King as a real-life Superman further invites readers to 

treat Lewis’ graphic memoir as part of a rich narrative continuity established at the intersection 

of the Golden Age of Comics and the Civil Rights era.  

Just as intriguing as the conversation staged for Comedy Central’s late night viewers is the 

enthusiastic endorsement of U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee Chairman Patrick Leahy during a 

voting rights hearing shortly after the publication of March: Book One. Comics news outlets 

such as Bleeding Cool and The Comics Beat commented on the irony of Senator Leahy’s praise 

in light of this same committee’s investigation on the impact of comics books on juvenile 

delinquency in 1954. 4 On his blog, Powell posted a photograph of Leahy (who is also a well-

known Batman fan) waving a copy of March from the dais and contrasted the moment with the 

infamous 1950s hearings that occurred “on the heels of Dr. Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent, 

crippling the American comics industry” (Powell, “Recap”). The reception of comic books at 

these two hearings takes on added symbolic resonance when one considers EC publisher Bill 

Gaines’ strident attempt to explain to the earlier subcommittee that even his shock comics could 

convey important social messages against racial discrimination. These claims were ultimately 
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overshadowed by psychiatrist Dr. Frederic Wertham’s testimony about the virulent race hatred 

promoted in comic books, leading Senator Estes Kefauver to say of the comics under 

investigation: “I have looked through these stories… I can’t find any moral of better race 

relations in it” (Juvenile Delinquency 105). In response, the Comics Magazine Association of 

America (CMAA) developed a stricter Comics Code, convinced that the sustainability of the 

industry depended on knowing the line that separated the good taste of an educational comic 

from the sensational violence and prurient content of an entertaining one.  

Six decades later, Representative Lewis is the first sitting member of Congress to publish his 

own graphic novel and the Medal of Freedom recipient speaks almost affectionately of his own 

juvenile delinquency, often declaring in interviews that it was a comic book from the 1950s that 

“inspired me to make trouble. But it was the good kind of trouble” (Cavna, Aug 2013 & Dec 

2013). If in 2013, the Chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee had any qualms about the 

depiction of violence, defiance of authority, or inclusion of the racial slur “nigger” in March — 

elements that would have been deemed too objectionable for the comic to receive the Comics 

Code Authority’s seal of approval in 1954 5 — it did not detract from his recommendation. Not 

only did Leahy recommend the comic to the American public during a Senate hearing, he made a 

point to declare that it “will be seen by all five of my grandchildren” (Wickline). 

 From Stephen Colbert’s playful provocation about whether or not comics are “dignified 

enough” to Senator Leahy’s endorsement of the book for the children in his own family, I 

believe that the marketing and early critical reception of March provides comics studies with an 

opportunity to revisit the tensions between so-called entertaining and educational comics, and to 

do so in a way that acknowledges the pivotal role that racial representation has played in 

bridging these two categories. My inquiry considers how Top Shelf’s promotional strategies 
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strive to align the importance of March as a classroom resource with the pleasures of the trilogy 

as a comic book series “event.” Likewise, my survey of over fifty reviews and interviews in the 

months after Book One and Book Two appeared examines a variety of perspectives, from 

librarians, historians, clergy, high school students, artists, and academics to major newspaper 

book supplements and Goodreads online reviewers. These readers often express concerns about 

the aesthetic and interpretive potential, instructional capacity, and age appropriateness of comics 

that recall early debates within the industry. Just as prevalent, however, is a willingness to 

grapple with the quality of the memoir’s storytelling and its presumably unexpected visual and 

verbal complexity. Reviewer Shea Hennum from The Comics Alternative explains, “March is 

allowed to actually be about something — and, more importantly, someone - without becoming a 

textbook or falling into a pontification pothole.” As a result, the public discourse surrounding the 

March trilogy suggests that the efforts of Lewis, Aydin, and Powell to confront America’s 

volatile racial past also expose, and perhaps even work to alleviate, a persistent anxiety over the 

educational and social value of comics. 

 

* 

 

The general consensus among reviewers is that March is an important comic. Washington 

Post, Atlanta Magazine, USA Today, WhatCulture and Comic Book Resources are just a few of 

the many print and online sources that proclaim the books to be “important” and “inspirational.” 

Some follow the lead of USA Today in calling the graphic memoir “the story of a true American 

superhero” by using the rhetoric of superhero comics to frame Lewis’ historic influence. A 

Huffington Post blogger observes that Lewis fought “the most pernicious supervillain of all: 
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racism in America” (Yanklowitz). Alternatively, The New York Times reminded readers that 

although The Incredible Hulk actor Lou Ferrigno lined up to see Lewis in San Diego Comic Con 

in 2013, the Congressman’s appearance there “was serious business” (Stolberg). His was not a 

comic that would get students “sent to the principal’s office,” as CNN’s Fredricka Whitfield 

noted. It is this seriousness that reviewers consistently emphasize, often by weighing the comic’s 

merits as a “history teaching aid”(Burns) in classrooms and affirming that the book should be, in 

the words of Michael Cavna from the Washington Post, “stocked in every school and shelved in 

every library.” 6 

The praise for March: Book Two is particularly strong, as Lewis, Aydin, and Powell draw 

readers into the increasing dangers of the Movement through a more urgent narrative pacing and 

artwork that strikes the right balance of daring and restraint. Not surprisingly, March is often 

compared to other critically-acclaimed graphic memoirs such as Art Spiegelman’s Maus: A 

Survivor’s Tale (1980-1991), Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis (2000-2003), and Alison Bechdel’s 

Fun Home: A Family Tragicomic (2006), though Lewis’ contribution to the genre has generated 

far less controversy. 7 Indeed, while both volumes include depictions of violent beatings, 

humiliating retaliation against the peaceful protestors, and deadly bombings alongside white 

supremacist iconography and racial slurs, the explicitness of such scenes is seldom questioned. 

Several reviews and interviews with Lewis take note, in particular, of Book One’s chilling 

account of 14-year-old Emmett Till’s murder in 1955 as something that all Americans need to 

see. And when A.V. Club’s Oliver Sava likens Book Two to a “horror title,” it isn’t an insult, but 

a testament to how the story challenges readers’ expectations and leaves them “deeply unsettled.” 

Put succinctly by another reviewer, “This is a comic you have to stare down. This is a comic 

about fear and, as is the purpose of non-violent resistance, you are confronted with that fear and 
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that injustice” (Sharma). 8 

These reactions to the March trilogy aligns well with the public relations narrative crafted by 

Top Shelf Publications in cooperation with the creative team. Initial press releases underscore the 

landmark significance of a graphic novel written by “an American icon” and the publisher’s 

trustworthiness as stewards of Lewis’ story. In addition to being based in Georgia, Top Shelf 

boasts that it is “the first and only graphic novel publisher to be certified by the House 

Committee on Standards” 9 and names the “thoughtful and award-winning works of Alan Moore, 

Craig Thompson, and Jeff Lemire” among their publications. Instructors received advanced 

copies of March: Book One that were accompanied by an 11-page teaching guide written by 

Peter Gutierrez, a former school teacher affiliated with the National Council of Teachers on 

English, that contains an advisory note about language and a list of how the comic meets 

Common Core State Standards. Along with tracking media appearances and reviews, Top Shelf’s 

press blog also takes special note university and city-wide reading programs that have adopted 

the book in order to spark community dialogue and reflection.  

Significant, too, are Top Shelf’s efforts to call attention to the excitement of March’s 

narrative content and form, and to convince readers that a graphic memoir whose volumes are 

designed to resemble second-hand textbooks also belong outside the classroom. 10 Publishing the 

story in three parts aids in this strategy; the trilogy unfolds in a manner akin to a comic book 

series event more commonly associated with superhero comics such as DC’s Crisis on Infinite 

Earths and Marvel’s Civil War that feature prominent crossover characters and upend story 

continuity to introduce bold new conflicts. As Lewis comes of age in the movement, his 

narrative voice supplies key details without losing a sense of awe and fascination in his first 

encounters with King and other large-than-life historical figures such as Eugene “Bull” Connor, 
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President John F. Kennedy, Bayard Rustin, James Farmer, Diane Nash, and Stokely 

Carmichael. 11 His recollections are also interspersed with striking cameos of President Barack 

Obama on the day of his first inauguration and Lewis’ preparations to attend the ceremony. At 

best these temporal shifts between the 1950s and 2009 thread the comic’s difficult episodes with 

strains of hopefulness, though I would also argue that the references to the first African-

American president come across at times as an attempt to corral the messiness of social and 

political change into a simpler, linear narrative of progress. 12  

In addition to the “crossover” appearances in March, Lewis’ memoir maintains a serial 

structure between volumes; the fearsome stakes of the Civil Rights Movement are conveyed 

through heightened opening, closing, and interlude scenes that document incidents such as 

“Bloody Sunday” and the Birmingham Sixteenth Street Baptist Church bombing. The heavy 

dialogue and narrative exposition crafted by Lewis and Aydin often fall away in these moments 

to allow the intensity of Powell’s images to slow the comic’s progress and invite deeper 

reflection. Book Two ends, for instance, with a sequence that shifts from President Obama’s 

words in his inaugural speech about being “mindful of the sacrifices borne by our ancestors” to 

the lone figure of a black man using a pay phone near Sixteenth Street Baptist. No sound or 

movement accompanies the September 15, 1963 date stamp before the next two-page spread 

jumps from an image of the church to panoramic plumes of smoke and broken stained glass amid 

the explosive boom. A wobbly speech balloon rises through the dust with the words, “Denise? 

Addie?” in reference to two of the four girls that were killed that day. And though words mark 

this as the end of Book Two, the following two pages are nearly blank save for a small broken 

and charred telephone in the lower right corner. 13 

Critical attention to the design and emotional impact of scenes such as this one prompt Top 
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Shelf’s marketing to occasionally re-direct consumers away from pedagogical expectations to the 

quality of the reading experience March offers. Upon reaching the #1 spot as a New York Times 

bestseller, the publisher’s blog declared: “And it’s not just important: it’s actually GOOD!” And 

the excerpts from reviews that followed this headline are introduced with the claim that “critics 

agree that March is terrific entertainment, education, and inspiration in one” (Top Shelf News, 

“John Lewis”). Such remarks return us to the presumed divide between educational and 

entertaining comics, reframed here through the connotative terms “important” and “good.” We 

can infer from the juxtaposition in the Top Shelf post a concern that public perception remains 

inclined to separate the two — that most really “important” comics are not good (as evidence by 

more than one reviewer’s relief over the idea that March does not read like a “textbook”) and 

that most really “good” comics are not all that important. Consider, in this respect, a blogger 

from Geeks of Doom who believes pages of the comic should be on the walls of an art museum 

because “it is just that good” or a Goodreads user from Chicago who closes her favorable 

comments about Book One with: “I hate to call this an ‘important book,’ but it really is. Just 

incredible.” At the conclusion of Noah Sharma’s particularly thoughtful and nuanced 

examination of Book Two at Weekly Comic Book Review, he articulates the pull between the 

important and the good in this way: “There’s a lot of talk about how March will bring this 

history to a ‘new generation’, as if this was some trick to get school children to appreciate some 

of our national heroes. No doubt it will prove a powerful teaching too, but, well intentioned as it 

is, such praise doesn’t do the book justice. Timely beyond words and timelessly moving, March 

is a story we all should hear.”  

 

* 
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Before taking a look at how these tensions play out in Lewis’ graphic memoir through 

specific examples, it may be useful to consider what March has inherited from its 1957 

predecessor. Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story was produced by the Fellowship of 

Reconciliation to be used as an instructional tool for the masses to join the movement (FOR, 

Aydin 115). The sixteen-page comic book is divided into three parts, beginning first with a 

single-page summary of King’s life inside the front cover, then an eight-page original story of a 

black family man who reluctantly participated in the bus boycott, and finally, a six-page account 

of the “Montgomery Method” complete with a step-by-step guide for deploying nonviolent 

action against “any kind of evil.” FOR mailers advertised the comic with two separate sections 

explaining how the story would appeal to children and to adults. For children, the ad emphasizes 

the “thrill” of the story and reassures parents: “Most comic-books glorify violence — this one 

demonstrates the real heroism of ordinary men, women and children who pit their whole strength 

against evil but refuse to hate or use violence while they do it.” For adult readers, the comic 

serves as “a book of directions for others who would work for freedom” (Aydin 59-60). 

Through the work of art historians such as Sylvia Rhor who curated an exhibit on Martin 

Luther King and the Montgomery Story at the Pittsburg Toonseum in 2010, and Aydin’s research 

in his 2012 Master’s thesis, we know that FOR wanted to use the comic specifically as a means 

to reach “semi-literate persons,” particularly those among the “masses of exploited African-

Americans” (Aydin 52). Working with Toby Press (owned by the brother of Al Capp) and 

Graphic Information Services, their primary concern was that the comic written by Benton 

Resnick be factual, brief, and easy to read. Aydin notes that because the comic did not receive 

the CMAA’s seal of approval, the FOR could not rely on commercial distribution. Instead their 
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staff and other civil rights groups that bought copies in bulk gave the comic away at 

“nonviolence seminars in Negro churches and colleges” alongside other informational pamphlets 

(which is how a copy ended up in Lewis’ hands 14). They also worked to convince newsstands 

servicing black consumers to carry the comic for sale (Aydin 69-70). Shortly after the 

publication of March, Top Shelf worked with FOR to bring their comic back into print, often 

selling it alongside Lewis’ memoir in promotional bundles. 

Much of the contemporary research and analysis of Martin Luther King and the Montgomery 

Story focuses primarily on its publication history and the social impact of the “little book [that] 

became like a bible” for Lewis in the late 1950s (Holland). We know that a North Carolina A&T 

undergraduate who encountered the comic who would go on to organize one of the first sit-ins in 

Greensboro in 1960. The title would be banned in South Africa after being read by anti-apartheid 

activists and more recently, as Rhor notes, Arabic editions of the comic were distributed in Egypt 

among protestors during the Arab Spring of 2011. Aydin even posted a photo on Twitter in 2015 

of the Congressmen presenting copies of the translated MLK comic along with March to Malala 

Yousafzai,the Nobel Peace Prize laureate and Pakistani activist, beneath the caption: “Comic 

Book Diplomacy.” 15   

We know, in other words, that Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story is an 

“important book”— but is it actually GOOD? It’s a question that appeared to be of interest to the 

comic’s subject, at least. When FOR’s publication director Alfred Hassler sent King a draft of 

the script, he replied with feedback that included a number of minor corrections (such as the 

order in which the protestors were indicted and arrested). King prefaced his comments by noting 

that, “these points might not necessarily be important because at times you must stray away from 

the exact facts to create the drama of the situation.” He went on to praise the overall impact of 
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the story in his closing: “Again, I would like to say what a fine piece of work this is. You have 

done a marvelous job of grasping the underlying truth and philosophy of the movement.” 16  

I read King’s remarks in this brief personal correspondence as astute and attentive to the 

complex ways in which lived experience is creatively rendered through art. His understanding of 

what it means to “stray away from the exact facts” and still produce a story that remains faithful 

to the “underlying truth” is the kind of sentiment that keeps Martin Luther King and the 

Montgomery Story from becoming more than what the FOR advertised to adults as a “book of 

directions.” Robert Kirby from The Comics Journal likens the quality of the story to other non-

fiction historical comics of the era: “technically proficient but generic art, devoid of personality, 

the message itself obviously being more important than the (comics) medium.” But a closer 

analysis reveals strategic efforts by the comic’s writer and artist to personalize the message. 

Indeed, the majority of the comic depicts the stages of the bus boycott through a fictional 

character named Joe Jones, described in the script as “a hardworking, responsible member of the 

Montgomery, Alabama community, and a Negro.” 17But with Jones staring down at the gun in his 

bedroom drawer in the first panel, the comic swiftly establishes his indecision over whether or 

not to use the weapon as the plot’s central conflict. At one point, Jones lifts his infant son into the 

air beside a narrative box that reads: “We used to play — the baby and I — right next to the 

bureau with that loaded gun. I wondered if I’d have the courage to use it to defend my family” 

(2).  

In the pages that follow, readers see Jones participating in the nonviolent protest under 

King’s leadership while also encountering vivid images of the retaliatory night bombings, 

shotgun blasts, cross burnings, and a parade of Ku Klux Klansman. During a moment in which 

blackness was regularly parodied or demonized in comic art, Martin Luther King and the 
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Montgomery Story takes a risk in portraying the fear and ambivalence behind one man’s journey 

to non-violence. The visual representations of dangers that are designed to “thrill” the story’s 

audience are resolved in the final panels, not just by the success of the boycott, but through 

Jones’ emphatic declaration: “I’ve thrown my gun away.”  

 

* 

 

With these observations in mind, my inquiry returns to the specific choices that Lewis, Aydin, 

and Powell make in the March trilogy. How does the graphic memoir imagine the “underlying 

truth” of Lewis’ experience during the Civil Rights era? To what extent do the storytelling 

strategies, including elements of design and style, align with readerly expectations about what 

important comics should do? In exploring these question, I have the found Atlanta magazine’s 

“He Read/She Read” review of March: Book One to be particularly helpful. The feature 

addresses a wide range of issues through a provocative dialogue between historian Rebecca 

Burns and her husband James Burns, a comic book artist. Burns the artist reflects on Powell’s 

expert pacing in the review and compares the layout to “Will Eisner’s sense of page design” in 

reference to the pioneering creator of The Spirit from the 1940s. That James Burns, who is also a 

professor at the Savannah School of Art & Design, would highlight qualities such as the comic’s 

framing devices and gray tones is perhaps not all that surprising. His most substantial critique, 

however, is about the depiction of Lewis’ face, which he argues is imprecise and “visually 

confusing” at times, and reflects poorly on the Congressman’s personality since “in person, he 

conveys a vitality and strength that does not come through in the comic” (Burns). As a result, 

James Burns’ comments about the consequences of Powell’s aesthetic choices ends up 
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showcasing the inextricable relationship between content and form, despite the magazine’s 

efforts to partition the discussion of these elements. 

Rebecca Burns qualifies her considerate praise of March as “an important book” with even 

more specific concerns about clarity.  The plea for “a few more details” recurs repeatedly in her 

remarks. For Burns the historian, the opening pages are incomplete without “the word Selma, or 

a date” and the fact that SCLC leader Hosea Williams is “referred to by first name only” is 

troubling. Such details should be explicit, she suggests, for young readers to fully grasp the 

lessons of the graphic memoir; instead, “there’s an assumption that the reader will connect an 

awful lot of dots” (Burns). When it comes to key milestones such as the student sit-ins of the 

1960s, she argues that some of the more sophisticated artistic elements may obscure the comic’s 

true purpose. As the review’s historian struggles to uncouple Lewis and Aydin’s writing from 

Powell’s art, the more strained the expectation for educational and entertaining comics becomes. 

It is worth noting that doubts over visual and verbal clarity may be one reason why Martin 

Luther King and the Montgomery Story bookends the story of Joe Jones and his gun with two 

shorter non-fiction features. Straightforward text dominates the one-page biographical comic that 

introduces King, while Jones’ story is followed by an illustrated step-by-step guide that repeats 

much of the same material about how to put non-violent resistance into action along with added 

context about the philosophy practiced by Gandhi. The “how-to” portion is also addressed 

directly to the reader, as in: “First, decide what special thing you are going to work on” (14). The 

Fellowship of Reconciliation included such practical considerations for young people to apply 

the Montgomery Method to their own communities during the late 1950s. The March trilogy is 

much less focused on hands-on participation and appears to lack these plain-spoken coaching 

tips. The more detailed material from Top Shelf’s teaching guide and the short written biography 



	 16	

of Lewis are not incorporated into the text, but are appended or online.  

Yet the instructional signposts are here, and arguably as urgent, though they rely more 

strongly on the comic’s visual components. An intertextual reference in Book One to the MLK 

comic (1:67) is accompanied by detailed scenes of workshops where the protestors rehearsed 

their responses to the hateful words and cruel retaliatory acts that they would encounter at the 

segregated lunch counters. As the sit-ins begin to escalate, Lewis makes reference to a handout 

of “Do’s and Don’t” for new volunteers that is reprinted in full on the pages of March (1:97) and 

throughout the memoir we see the process of SNCC participants following the rules and even 

defying them, as in the case of Stokely Carmichael who refused to adhere to protocol during 

demonstrations (2:112). These measures lead at least one reviewer to characterize the comic as a 

“robust crash course” in non-violent resistance and “more handbook than history lesson” 

(Jefferson). The comic also draws heavily from landmarks and other symbols to stand in for 

dates and locations. Even without Powell’s sketch of the wide Edmund Pettus Bridge sign 

stretching across the top of the first page of Book One, his illustrations of state troopers beneath 

the iconic steel arch, plowing into the peaceful protestors with horses, dogs, and batons arguably 

do more to broadcast the 1965 incident in Selma than a date stamp. And there are key visual 

metonyms in the trilogy - including references to chickens and other birds, and to ringing phones 

- that are drawn directly from the Congressman’s experience to make contiguous associations 

between seemingly unrelated moments. When Lewis’ gaze lingers on a group of ducks splashing 

in a pond outside Mississippi State Penitentiary in Book Two (2:99-101), the ducks not only 

strike a contrast between the jailed and the free, but also invoke the life lessons young John 

learned from the chickens on his Pike County farm. 

In other words, March approaches the interpretive work required to decode the comics page 
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as part of its learning experience. The risk of losing readers who may not be able to connect the 

dots is nevertheless rewarded by a richer, more emotionally penetrating narrative that speaks to 

what King described as the “underlying truth and philosophy of the movement.” Indeed, Lewis, 

Aydin, and Powell go a step further in Book Two where the pace quickens and the conflict 

between the younger activists in SNCC and the more established civil rights groups became 

more pronounced. Bold-lettered names, carefully positioned speech bubbles, and even arrows are 

deployed to keep up with all the newly-introduced characters, but the pictures must also be 

“read” in order to piece together the story. In one remarkable sequence, Lewis recalls how he felt 

in 1963 upon hearing that the position of SNCC chairman had been vacated, leaving the 

organization without leadership. Spliced between the printed text of his anxieties over assuming 

the position are images of Lewis and his companions that night on a rainy car ride from 

Tennessee to the SNCC meeting in Atlanta. As Lewis deliberates, the car skids off the road in the 

dark and flips into the air. The scene closes on an image of the smoking, abandoned car with a 

silhouette of Lewis seated nearby in the drenching rain. Around him are the words: “We made it, 

eventually. Another car was sent to pick us up. And I was elected Chairman of SNCC” (2: 141-

142.) The intersecting word-picture combination (McCloud) provides no additional details about 

what happened on the road and instead uses the incident’s dramatic car crash to visualize the 

turmoil of Lewis’ life-changing transition in the Civil Rights Movement from participant to 

leader. 18 

Another bone of contention among March reviewers is the lettering. Powell’s handwritten 

text is simple and expressively spare, very reminiscent of his technique in The Silence of Our 

Friends and his own graphic novel, Swallow Me Whole, which earned several awards (including, 

ironically enough, an Eisner for lettering). The printed words in March loosen up when people 
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are depicted singing or become more ornate when Lewis quotes scripture. But there are moments 

of chaos, particularly during confrontations with angry whites, when the scribbles in the word 

balloons are virtually indecipherable. Just scratches and loops with only a word or two 

distinguishable. In the Atlanta magazine exchange, “the use of scrawled, bewilderingly faint 

type” is “distracting” to Rebecca Burns who goes on to recommend that it “should have been as 

clear and easy-to-read as the rest of the text — or cut completely.” James Burns agrees and 

further constricts his understanding of the intended audience by jokingly attributing his distaste 

for the lettering on “being a geezer.” 19  

Nevertheless, while “accessibility” is often cited as an attribute of March, 20 in the case of the 

comic’s lettering, the text’s inaccessibility makes a crucial point. Comics criticism is useful in 

explicating Powell’s choices in this area, calling attention to how the expressive scribbles act as a 

visual manifestation of background noise as well as the chaotic rumbles through which hate 

speech belches to the surface. Hennum’s valuable discussion of the comic refers to the lettering 

as “uncommonly good” for establishing tone, while Jim Johnson at Comic Book Resources also 

singles out “the usage of small, scribbled and near-unreadable word balloons….[to] represent the 

meaninglessness, irrelevance or lack of attention paid to these words.” Even in the absence of 

distinct words, the emotional content of the sound remains apparent through a technique that 

Powell has likened to adjusting the “visual volume” 21 and “sensory saturation” 22of the work. In 

an interview with Cameron Hatheway for Bleeding Cool, Powell notes that viewers are 

accustomed to differentiating between images at a distance based on the degree to which they are 

out of focus: “We all accept the visual shorthand of having far-away objects harder to see, using 

thin, scribbly lines and diminished detail — my use of lettering helps apply an auditory 

dimension to our reading processes.” When the college-age Lewis is handcuffed in 1960 and 
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walked from Woolworth’s to the police wagon, the scribbled word balloons that hover over the 

heads of the crumpled white faces work to convey a sense of resentment, rage, and fear that is 

undeniably legible (1:102).  

The March team’s experimentation with visual and verbal manifestations of sound also result 

more formally in what Gene Kannenberg characterizes as “lexias” where expressive words read 

as image. He describes the concept as “a block of text which is designed to be read/viewed as a 

single unit, usually (although not always) a smaller sub-unit in a larger structure such as a panel 

or page” (309). In the Woolworth scene cited above, the word balloons arguably function in this 

manner as connotative units that materialize in the background of every speech and along the 

edge of every demonstration. An even more striking example of a lexia comes from Lewis’ youth 

in Book One where a favorite Bible verse is scratched into the silhouette of his body to signify 

his personal transformation through the scripture (27). Powell also indicates song by converting 

verses into ribbons of text (or wavy word balloon tails) that not only deepen the “auditory 

dimension” of the verbal representation, but invoke the strength of the song’s message in 

remaking physical spaces: a segregated lunch counter in Nashville (1:103), an Alabama bus 

depot (2:79), a Mississippi penitentiary (2:104). This is not to say that the practical concerns 

about Powell’s stylistic choices should be disregarded. Utility does matter; if buyers of the digital 

editions of Lewis’s graphic memoir are consistently having trouble making out the small printed 

text as some of the Amazon reviews suggest, the impact of the story is ultimately affected. 

Finally, the debate over the “visual shorthand” used in March also brings to the surface social 

and ethical dilemmas about how comics can confront racial terror and violence without creating 

the kind of spectacle that perpetuates, rather than diminishes its power. Even Powell, who was 

responsible for coming up with the crowd captions himself, seems to struggle with the sheer 
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volume of hate speech he was required to render. In response to the criticism of his lettering, he 

explains: “I figure, we can see that it’s there — does it really need to be so clearly readable all 

the time, especially if I’m the one filling it in there? We get it” (Bleeding Cool). Here Powell’s 

exasperation shifts the meaning behind his insistence that “not everything needs to be readable” 

away from stylistic matters to focus on how the comic’s creative strategy distances readers 

emotionally from the onslaught of hostility in the narrative. The blurry faces and scribbles 

forestall the mental exhaustion that might discourage them from finishing the book. The 

technique, then, could be considered intentionally “distracting” — it offers nonetheless a 

disquieting example of the way artfulness and accuracy vie for attention in the all-ages graphic 

memoir. As difficult as it may be for us to read and see the realities of racial hatred on the page, 

how much more difficult must it have been for Lewis to endure in person? How do we best 

honor that experience and come to terms with the “underlying truth” of our history? Can a 

representation in a comic book truly help us to get it?  

 

* 

 

 In his statement before the U.S. Senate hearings on comic books and juvenile delinquency in 

1954, EC Comics publisher Bill Gaines was unapologetic about the fact that his horror, crime, 

science fiction, and fantasy comics provided readers with “millions of hours of entertainment” 

(Juvenile Delinquency 97). When it came to the comics that used these same genre conventions 

to address social issues of the day, however, Gaines insisted that the educational intent was 

undeniable: “By specific effort and spelling it out very carefully so that the point won’t be 

missed by any of the readers — I regret to admit that it still is missed by some readers, as well as 
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Dr. Wertham — we have, I think, achieved some degree of success in combating anti-Semitism, 

anti-Negro feeling, and so forth” (Juvenile Delinquency 100). His explanation failed, in part, 

because the comics publisher was more concerned with arguing the ends than the means. While 

Wertham was directing the Senators to the words “spick” and “dirty Mexican” in a Shock 

SuspenStories comic, Gaines was urging them to pay attention to the plot and how the story 

ultimately condemned the hate behind those words. But he never convinced Wertham or the 

Senate Subcommittee that his comics could be educational, important, inspirational, or dignified 

enough. Nor did he convince the CMAA that the appearance of a black man in the EC fantasy 

comic, “Judgment Day!” about the wrongs of segregation, met the standards of the Comics Code 

seal. In the aftermath, white-owned comic book publishers became even more reluctant to depict 

African American characters in fictional stories or explicit address the fight for civil 

rights. 23Martin Luther King and the Montgomery Story and other comics about race and social 

justice that were produced on the behalf of groups such as the FOR, NAACP, and Urban League 

circulated outside the mainstream comics industry until the late 1960s.   

The March trilogy is a special beneficiary of this history. Many of the assumptions, 

concessions, and equivocations that framed the debate over comic books in the declining years of 

the Golden Age continue to circulate through the marketing and early critical reception of Lewis’ 

collaborations with Aydin and Powell. Yet the added scrutiny generated by Top Shelf’s high-

profile series event also provides comics scholars with a fresh opportunity to analyze how the 

discourse has evolved since the 1940s and 1950s; to observe the creative elements that steer 

interpretations of quality, effectiveness, and excitement now; and to carefully scrutinize the new 

seals of approval used to legitimize the comics form today. Even more significant, however, is 

the unapologetic relationship that March establishes with the long tradition of comics that 
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confronted racism and social inequality in order to stir up “the good kind of trouble,” be it in 

defiance of Jim Crow laws or the Comics Code Authority review board. “It feels wonderful to be 

able to foster timely and necessary social discussion,” Powell told the Washington Post. “Not 

just about this comic, but about comics themselves finally getting past the ‘Guess What? Comics 

Can Be Literature/Art’ stage in our culture” (Cavna). Indeed, John Lewis’ story prompts a 

conversation with the American reading public about comics that is sixty years in the making.  

 

 
1 Note that there have also been children’s books about Lewis and the CRM. 

2 Note that Colbert’s well-known interest in comic books reinforces the staged quality of this 

exchange. 

3 Clarify the Nov. 1957 publication date, although some sources say 1958. 

4 Cite Wickline and Auditore; Note that the investigation was part of a subcommittee within the 

committee. 

5 Note perhaps that the MLK comic also did not have the seal and/or point out that a great many 

comics published today would technically not receive the CMAA seal either… 

6 Note that variations of this phrase are present in at least three Cavna reviews and features. For 

similar sentiments, see: Keller, Cornog, and Kirby. 

7 Aydin cites Maus as an influence in his interview with Dueben. Others who make these 

comparisons include: Arnold, Mason, and Wildman. 

8 On the necessity of the comic’s depiction of violence, also see: Saecker, Hatheway, McMonigal, 

Cavna, Mason, and N. Stewart. 

9 Cite Top Shelf News. Note that the House Committee on Standards of Conduct has been 
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changed to House Committee on Ethics. 

10 Cite Powell/Ross interview; also note Aydin’s role as the Congressman’s Legislative and 

Technology Correspondent and that he and Powell assisted with the packaging and promotion of 

the book (Dueben). 

11 Grace Bello with Publisher’s Weekly also argues that the flashbacks to Lewis’ youth in Book 

One “borrows from superhero comic book structure.” 

12 Dominic Griffin offers a similar critique of President Obama’s appearances in the comic: 

“While it’s inarguable that drawing a line from the civil rights movement to the nation’s first 

black president has a certain level of dramatic power, it ultimately pales in comparison to the 

more challenging narrative that surrounds these flash forwards.” 

13 The appearance of the phone also brings to mind the image of Lewis’ cell phone buzzing with 

an incoming call at the end of Book One. 

14 Cite http://www.ew.com/article/2013/08/14/john-lewis-march 

15 Cite https://twitter.com/andrewaydin/status/613730411957612547 

16 Note that letter from King to Hassler is provided courtesy of Sylvia Rohr. 

17 Cite Aydin’s Georgetown Master’s Thesis 124. 

18 This technique is used elsewhere, for instance when the narrative illustrates what happened 

behind the scenes of the famous prayer photo (2:120-121). 

19 Interestingly, not every media outlet recommends March for children. Reader’s Digest 

identifies it as a graphic novel “every grown-up should read” (Raffel). 

20 See Cavna, Schenker, and Hunter. 

21 Cite Spurgeon 

22 Cite Bleeding Cool 
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23 A note here about African American newspaper comic strips. 
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