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In this short but incisive booklet, Vittorio Frigerio tackles the varied relationships of 

proximity or distance, fascinations and divergences, between comics and literature in the context 

of European comics history, more specifically Franco-Belgian bande dessinée and its trans-Alpine 

connections with Italy. In eight condensed chapters, Frigerio aims to deflate the ‘common doxa’ 

around the roman graphique and the reframing of comics as literature over the past half-century. His 

central premise is that the legitimization of Franco-Belgian comics as literature has relied on a 

series of misleading assumptions and bold pretensions of novelty that actually rehearse old debates 

that go back a long way in the history of literature. As a scholar of nineteenth-century popular 

literature1, Frigerio expertly highlights the permanence of distinctions between highbrow and 

lowbrow, between industrial and avant-garde production that have structured the discourses about 

comics as literature, warning us against the teleological danger of rereading the history of bande 

dessinée as a progressive conquest of autonomy modelled on a ‘littérature haut de gamme’. 

The booklet is explicitly presented as a critical analysis of the discourses held by various 

actors – mostly by a handful of creators and critics. The introduction puts forward its general 

ambition to debunk this rhetoric of literariness: some transformations of the medium ‘peuvent 

aussi bien relever plus de la parole plus que de la pratique, de la projection que du fait effectif, de 

la repetition que de la nouveauté’ [‘may well be more words rather than deeds, projection rather 

than actual facts, repetition rather than newness’]. To do so, Frigerio’s discursive analysis rests on 

two cornerstone examples: on the theoretical side, it can be read as a response to Jacques 

Dürrenmatt’s Bande dessinée et littérature, which it frequently cites, begging to differ2; and, on the 

historical side, as a demythologization of Hugo Pratt’s Una ballata del mare salato and (À Suivre), by 

extension, as the starting point for the Franco-Belgian graphic novel. 

While the overarching conclusions are on point, the overall place given to Dürrenmatt’s 

Bande dessinée et littérature as the main exponent of critical discourse may give a somewhat misleading 

picture of comics studies – including in different linguistic and cultural traditions (and Frigerio is 
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an extremely well-read and linguistically versatile scholar) – especially since the academic 

institutionalization of comics as literature has emerged as a widespread concern in the field, rather 

than an unquestioned assumption. Bart Beaty has returned to this question multiple times, and it 

is rather surprising to find no reference to his monograph Unpopular Culture, which precisely 

describes the 1990s European alternative comics in Bourdieusian terms3. Similarly, the discourse 

around comics as literature is often referred to in sweeping terms – such as ‘les déclarations des 

auteurs « indépendants »’ [‘the declarations of “independent” creators’], for instance4 – but we get 

relatively little to see in terms of actual discursive productions, while there are good reasons to 

believe these are more varied and complex than they may appear.5 

That said, Frigerio’s exposition of several lieux communs is rather meant as a way of casting 

light on the blind spots left in this general understanding of comics as literature, and the various 

chapters do so very convincingly by turning to telling examples and detailed histories. Of special 

note is the comparative approach taken throughout the book, especially invested in the trans-

Alpine relationships between Italy and the Franco-Belgian cultural sphere, as in the careful study 

of Hugo Pratt’s career and its deep connections with popular literature. And as Frigerio shows, 

the bold declarations of literariness around (À Suivre) might have ultimately less to do with high 

literature – which at the same time was marked by the Nouveau Roman and a strong antagonism 

towards narrative – than with a tradition of adventure literature à la Stevenson. But also, Frigerio 

highlights the too-often overlooked corpus of Italian fumetti, specifically the cheaply produced and 

anonymous comics that feature long-length, black-and-white genre narratives and which were 

translated in France into what is called petits formats, found at the very bottom of the cultural 

hierarchies that the comics world has reproduced in its drive for legitimacy. Those forgotten 

historical connections are brought out in detail, often with rich footnotes, and give a fascinating 

array for the kinds of research that Frigerio rightly calls for and that a narrow reframing of comics 

as literature would tend to overlook.  

Such historical inquiries demonstrate the dangers of folding comics onto assumptions of 

literariness that in fact result from complex social and historical factors. If the pamphlet-like tone 
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might no longer seem as urgent – comics scholars have grown more aware of the pitfalls of the 

developmental narrative6 – Frigerio’s booklet is a vital reminder of the importance of situating 

ideas of comics’ relationship to literature within their cultural and material contexts and, especially, 

in their complex local, national, and transnational histories. 

 

- Benoît Crucifix, Ghent University 
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