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Dystopian literature and graphic novels. An introduction 
Dystopian literature is characterized by a setting in a possible future version of 

the reader’s world, and the agenda of the author is to issue a warning against a 

contemporary trend that could result in a horrible future for humankind.

When thinking of dystopian literature the thoughts are drawn to prose novels 

and such classics as George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) and Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 

(1954), both portraying a dystopian setting of a dysfunctional society and the issuing af 

a warning to the readers. 

In 1984 it is a case of communism gone bad resulting in a totalitarian 

government controlling the population right down to whether they think the right 

thoughts, whereas Fahrenheit 451 warns of the eradication of books and keeping people 

ignorant. The Handmaid’s Tale (1986) by Margaret Atwood concerns a fundamentalist 

theocracy where women are considered the property of men and are nothing but 

breeding machines, caused by indifference and little resistance to political changes 

during the 80s.

V for Vendetta (1982-85) by Alan Moore and David Lloyd tells a similar story of a 

future London ruled by a fascist government, and the protagonist V and his 

accomplice Eve’s attempts to overthrow the government. However, the difference 

between V for Vendetta and the above-mentioned novels is that V for Vendetta is a 

comic, originally serialized in the beginning of the 80s, but was later republished as a 

graphic novel in 1990. 

Comics, and graphic novels for that matter, have been considered inferior to 

prose literature and still is, though graphic novels such as V for Vendetta, Art 

Spiegelman’s Maus (1986-91) and Neil Gaiman’s Sandman (ten volumes 1991-97) have 

gained wide acclaim and recognition, thereby helping to legitimize this kind of 

literature. They demonstrate that comics and graphic novels can be just as complex 

and rich as prose literature.

Research question 

The purpose of this paper is not to suggest an exact definition of what a 

graphic novel is, nor to examine the entire potential of the comic book medium, but 

instead to examine the dystopian story told as a graphic novel, with basis in V for 

Vendetta, the only dystopian graphic novel available. How is the dystopian story 

reflected in the artwork and is there any difference to the story when it is conveyed in 
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the medium of the graphic novel, as compared to prose novels? Can a graphic novel 

tell a dystopian story as well as a prose novel?

Glossary 

Before proceeding, there are a couple of terms that should be clarified. Comics 

is the medium in general, everything from newspaper funnies to graphic novels. A 

comic book is, as the name implies, a book with a story told in the comics medium, and 

can be any kind of story from Tintin to Mickey Mouse to Promethea. Graphic novels are 

comic books with complex characters and storylines, specifically aimed at an adult 

audience. Examples of these are Maus andWatchmen (1986-87) by Alan Moore and Dave 

Gibbons. A graphic novel needs not have been created all at once; often it is a 

collection of serialised comics issues, but this does not influence the continous flow in 

the story, as there usually are no resumés.

Method 

In order to determine how the dystopian story of V for Vendetta influences the 

artwork an analysis of the visual part of the graphic novel will be presented, with 

special emphasis on the dystopian elements. The analysis will be based on the books 

Understanding Comics (1993) by Scott McCloud and Comics and Sequential Art (1985) by 

Will Eisner. These books describe the visual storytelling techniques of comics and 

graphic novels and will therefore be the foundation of the visual analysis of V for 

Vendetta.

Furthermore, in order to illustrate certain points about drawing style versus 

contents in the visual analysis, Promethea book 2 (2001), Johnny The Homicidal Maniac  

(1997) and the Tintin series by Hergé will be used as examples.

To examine whether there are any differences to the dystopian elements and 

story line in the graphic novel compared with prose novels, the story in V for Vendetta 

will be compared with analyses of the stories in 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale.

On the basis of these analyses it can be determined what characterises the 

artwork in a dystopian graphic novel, and whether there are any differences to how a 

dystopian story is conveyed in the medium of the graphic novel as compared to in 

prose novels. 
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Visual analysis of V for Vendetta 
The following visual analysis will focus on the elements relevant to the way the 

dystopian story is represented visually in V for Vendetta, such as drawing style, the 

reader’s identification with the characters, the backgrounds, and so forth. This is to 

determine what visual characteristics a dystopian graphic novel has, and an analysis of 

how the general comics elements such as how closure functions would be irrelevant to 

the evaluation of the dystopian flavor in the book. 

The analysis starts with the basics, drawing style and art, and moves on to the 

representation of characters, society and environment. Unless otherwise noticed, the 

page numbers indicated are pages in V for Vendetta.

Drawing style 

The story influences how the artwork looks, and at the same time the artwork 

helps enhance the perception of the atmosphere of the story. For instance, the art in 

the Tintin series by Hergé is very clear and colorful, which adds to the impression of 

the series as appealing and straightforward. In Promethea 2 (2001) there is a scene 

where the art becomes more and more realistic and clear, finally resulting in photo-like 

art, to emphasize the move into a hyper-reality (see appendix 2). Generally, the art of 

the Promethea series is very colorful and imaginative, reflecting the emphasis on 

imagination and magic in the storyline.

To make another comparison, a comic book like Johnny The Homicidal Maniac 

has dark, jagged and disturbing artwork (see appendix 3), corresponding to the story of 

a deranged and philosophical mass murderer.

In V for Vendetta the art is bold and dark, which adds a feeling of bleakness and 

depression to the story and emphasizes the impression of a dysfunctional society 

where people are unhappy. In many panels almost half the space is black, whether it is 

shadows or background illustration (see for example pp. 67, 115 and 190) – this is even 

the case in panels portraying situations in clear daylight (see for example p. 99). 

The brush stroke itself is rough and thick, as opposed to the fine and gentle 

lines of a comic such as Tintin. The rough brush stroke gives the reader the feeling of 

bluntness and complements the perception of the society in V for Vendetta as harsh and 

cruel. The bold and heavy lines also emphasise the rigid and stagnated society 

portrayed in the book.

Definition of the relationship of art and language in V for Vendetta
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McCloud introduces a triangle used to define comic art on pp. 52-53 in his book 

Understanding Comics (1993). 

McCloud’s triangle

As the first balloon explains, the top of the triangle, the picture plane, 

represents pictures in themselves, such as abstract art. The lower left corner, reality, 

represents realistic, almost photo-like art, and the right corner, language, represents 

words in themselves. The further towards the right, the more iconic the art becomes, 

until it crosses the language border and becomes words. 

If we place V for Vendetta in McCloud’s triangle we would need to put it in two 

different places. As the backgrounds are fairly realistic they would be towards the 

lower left corner, whereas the representation of characters would be more to the right; 

in the middle of the triangle, as the character representation is somewhat iconic. The 

language of the graphic novel would be towards the lower right corner, as the language 

is fairly complex. 

This means that it is a graphic novel the reader can easily relate to. Because the 

backgrounds are realistically drawn, it is easier for the reader to imagine him- or 

herself in the world presented (Understanding Comics: 43), and the fairly iconic 

representation of the characters does that the reader readily identifies with them 
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(Understanding Comics: 42). The complex language is an indicator that the story has a 

message and that it is important, a story focused on beautiful art only would have a 

shallow story line without much dialogue or explanation.

This corresponds with the purpose of V for Vendetta to tell a dystopian story. 

Dystopias are concerned with warning the contemporary readers against a possible 

future scenario and the importance of conveying this message to the reader (Dark 

Horizons: 7); therefore V for Vendetta has a strong focus on content over surface. 

Color vs. black and white artwork 

Originally V for Vendetta was published in black and white, but when reprinting 

the series for a 10-issue run DC comics decided to add color to the artwork . 1

When the artwork in comics is black and white, the ideas behind are perceived 

more easily (Understanding Comics: 192), as opposed to when color is used – then the 

colors attract attention to themselves and make objects more obvious (Understanding 

Comics: 189). To give a few examples, one of the major themes in the Promethea series is 

imagination, and therefore the art in itself is emphasised with bright colors and 

unusual page layouts, whereas Johnny The Homicidal Maniac instead is concerned with 

the actions in themselves and the philosophical debates the main character Nny has 

with his surroundings and himself, which are easier to perceive when the art is black 

and white.

As V for Vendetta is idea-based instead of being interested in conveying a 

superficial action story, the choice of black and white art is appropriate. 

As to why DC comics decided to add color to the original there could be two 

explanations: firstly, perhaps DC thought color would add something to the story, and 

secondly, perhaps they wanted V for Vendetta to attract more readers, as full-color 

comics are more appealing than black and white comics. As the edition of V for 

Vendetta used for this paper is the colored collected edition, the colors should also be 

taken into account. 

The colors applied to V for Vendetta might brighten up the story a bit, but the 

colors do not create a gaudy effect. On the contrary, the colors are uniform and add to 

the impression of society as dull and dreary. The dominating colors are brown, blue-

grey and dark green, which together with the dramatic shading of the original black 

and white story add to the heavy and bleak impression.

 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/V_For_Vendetta1
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Light and shadows 

Atmospheric lighting can alter the emotional nuances of the story (Comics and 

Sequential Art: 15), and Eisner shows two different examples of atmospheric lighting in 

Comics and Sequential Art on page 149. If we compare the different examples of lighting 

with the drawing style of V for Vendetta, it is clear that V for Vendetta is on the dramatic 

end of the scale, representing the dark and fearsome. The dramatic lighting adds a 

sense of uneasiness and lack of comfort to the story. 

Frames and panels 

The frames and panels in V for Vendetta are fairly straightforward and 

rectangular. They vary in size in order to show elapse of time or give an overview of a 

situation, but otherwise there are no unusual sizes or shapes of the frames and panels.

The usage of frames and panels for elapsing time is for example seen in the 

scene on page 71 where Mr. Almond pretends to shoot his wife. Each frame is either a 

short moment, or a longer period of time. The first frame, where he stands in the door 

opening, is wide, meaning that he watches her for a while. Then he moves to the bed 

in the two following frames, in less time than he watched her in the first frame, and 

therefore these frames are narrower than the first frame. When he pulls the trigger, we 

see the cock of the gun being pulled back and then released in two very narrow frames 

– both frames showing a very short fragment of time. 

The minimal use of the potential in panels and frames might be ascribed to two 

things. Firstly, comics did not experiment that much with frame size and shape in the 

beginning of the 80s, as compared to what we see today (see for instance Promethea 

and Johnny The Homicidal Maniac). 

Secondly, it might be a deliberate choice of ‘traditional’ square panels because 

these panels keep the reader focused on the story itself, instead of distracting him or 

her with strange or funny shapes, or unusual panel arrangements. 

Finally, perhaps Alan Moore and David Lloyd simply did not consider using the 

shapes of the panels and frames for emotional influence (Comics and Sequential Art: 

43-48), though it could have been done in a way that would have been deferent to the 

story and not distracting from the contents of the graphic novel, because both of the 
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creators were in the beginning of their careers , and therefore perhaps had not 2

considered enhancing the emotional emphasis in this way. 

Furthermore, somber panels and frames give V for Vendetta a more serious style 

than otherwise might have been the case if flashy panels and frames had been 

implemented. Flashy panels and frames would have been just as appropriate as giving 

1984 a gay and bright cover, and would not match the traditional artwork. 

Visual representation of Eve and V

In the beginning of the book Eve is drawn as a typical sweet and innocent girl, 

and this vulnerable and childlike appearance makes it hard not to sympathise with her. 

This sympathy indirectly creates sympathy for V – Eve evokes a sense of protection in 

the reader, and as V assumes the role of her protector and saviour, the reader assumes 

he must be a sympathetic character.

After the staged interrogation Eve transforms into a woman – the innocent 

babyface is gone, replaced by a determined and handsome face (V for Vendetta: 174). 

This symbolises the realisation of Eve’s true character, from the innocent and naïve 

child unaware of the prison that the English society anno 1997 is, to the woman who 

has awakened and finally realised what freedom is, and that freedom is more 

important than happiness.

As pointed out above, the more cartoonish and generic a character is drawn, 

the more the reader identifies with the character (Understanding Comics: 42). Most 

readers can identify with the sweet and innocent young Eve and the older, 

independent and grown-up Eve, but the character V takes this even further. 

Throughout the entire story he is seen wearing a mask with a benevolent trickster 

smile, and his true identity and face is never revealed. 

This has two consequences to the perception of V. Firstly, as his ‘face’ does not 

reveal any sensations such as surprise, pain or disappointment, V seems invincible. 

Because his face is so generic and never changes its expression, it is easy for the reader 

to identify with him – the reader gives life to the mask and imagines what kind of 

person is behind it. 

Secondly, Vs function in the story is more that of an idea than of a real human. 

V represents the ideas of anarchy, independence and integrity, and possesses an almost 

supernatural ability to beat the government and its henchmen. Therefore, if V were 

 Alan Moore entered comics scripting in 1980, and David Lloyd began drawing in 1977. V for Vendetta, 2

creator information on the back.
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equipped with a normal face showing emotions, he would not convey the same sense 

of stoic superiority. Eve is the tangible and human character who doubts and is subject 

to human error, whereas V is the indestructible idea. He even says it himself on page 

236: “Ideas are bulletproof”. An idea must be the same throughout the story; therefore 

V must wear a mask and not a face.

Basically, V is a very unusual type of character to be found in dystopian 

literature. Winston Smith from 1984, and Offred and Moira from The Handmaid’s Tale 

are ordinary humans, more or less successful in their rebellions. All three are brave, 

because they dare to rebel against the established government, but they are also just 

humans, with fears and doubts and anxieties, like their counterpart Eve in V for 

Vendetta, we see her cry, happy, frightened and angry, whereas V shows no emotions. V 

is extraordinary in the sense that he is an idea in himself and in the story he basically 

functions like an invincible superhero – he even wears a costume and a mask - until he 

finally is shot. But even then it is probable that he knew he was going to die and 

allowed it – his time as destroyer of the government is over, and it is time for Eve to 

take over and help in the reconstruction of society. As he explains on page 248, V has 

been the destroyer, now Eve is to be the creator. Because V is constant, his 

representation is more static than that of Eve’s, and because he is successful in fighting 

the government, his appearance seems ‘superior’ with the mask and the romantic 

costume.

V controls everything that happens, even his own death, whereas Winston 

Smith or Offred and Moira have nowhere near the same amount of control over their 

lives and destinies. Guy Montag, and perhaps Offred as well, do end up escaping the 

dreadful society, but neither of them is in any position to make a significant difference, 

whereas Eve survives to see the reconstruction of a better society and even becomes V 

and what he represents when donning the mask. 

Backgrounds 

The backgrounds and environments in V for Vendetta are drawn realistically. The 

background in the scene on page 100, where Eve is abandoned on the street, looks 

almost like a copy of a photograph, and the movie posters on the walls of Vs home are 

very detailed, adding a sense of reality to V’s lair.

Whereas characters in comic books often are iconic in order to make the 

reader sympathize with them, backgrounds are on the contrary drawn realistically. 

This stimulates the reader’s senses and creates an environment for the reader to 
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imagine him/herself in (Understanding Comics: 43), catching the reader’s attention 

further and makes the story more believable. If the reader can imagine being there, he 

or she can also relate to the occurrences in the portrayed world. 

The city 

The environment shown in the backgrounds is harsh and dull. There are hardly 

any people in the streets (pp. 102, 131), either due to curfews or due to the fact that 

quite a lot of people have been sent to resettlement camps or executed, resulting in a 

much-reduced population. The London of V for Vendetta is a dark city of brick walls 

and desolate buildings, and the weather appears to be cloudy and grey; there is neither 

sunshine nor snow. Like the society in itself, the city is stagnated and cannot move on. 

Dystopian elements 

In 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale the population is constantly surveilled, which 

is also the case in V for Vendetta. There are surveillance cameras on every street corner 

(pp. 9, 188), the police – whether in civil or in uniform – patrols the streets constantly 

(pp. 11, 102) and factories resemble concentration camps with barbed-wire fences (p. 

9). Everything is ordered. Notice for example the people on the trainstation (p. 22), 

where everyone enters in one big group, and the full church (p. 44). It can easily be 

imagined that people who do not go to church on Sundays will eventually be picked up 

by the secret police for not acting like model citizens. 

The Larkhill Resettlement Camp, the striped uniforms that commander 

Prothero’s dolls wear, and the ovens they are burned in are reminding the reader of the 

German KZ camps of World War two, in order to show that the England in V for 

Vendetta is just as horrible as Nazi Germany was. The burning of the dolls shows what 

was done to human beings at Larkhill Resettlement Camp, and depicts how insensitive 

the commander was and is to human life, as he could easily torture, starve and execute 

living beings, whereas he is shocked when V burns his dolls (p. 34-35). 

Furthermore, a very direct visual message is conveyed when we see V blowing 

up The Old Bailey, the Houses of Parliament and 10 Downing Street. This is a strong 

and definitive message of rejecting the authorities.

The government 

The heart of the government is a bare room with Fate, the big steel machine of a 

computer, and the leader, Mr. Susan, who is in love with his England, personified in 
11



Fate (p. 38). Mr. Susan is consequently drawn with the same facial expression 

throughout the series. As a counterpoint to Vs benevolent and tricky smile, Mr. Susan’s 

face is rigid with narrowed, almost closed, eyes, as if he has closed his eyes to the 

world and is only concerned about his love for Fate, the computer system of the 

government.

He often passes time just sitting and contemplating this love of his, and speaks 

to the machine as if it has a personality of its own (p. 184); he even kisses it (p. 229). 

From this it can be concluded that he is not mentally stable, worshipping a machine 

without caring for human beings. He is a representant of the government indifferent 

to humans; the only thing that moves him is Fate.

The tower where the surveillance departments reside is a high and threatening 

construction in the middle of the city. No matter where you are, you can see the 

building – and it sees you as well (p. 184). 

Art and culture 

In the scenes at Vs place we see books, posters, art and stage magic (pp. 18, 94, 

166), whereas the art and culture of the outside world is limited to trivial TV shows 

such as the racist Storm Saxon (p. 107), the mindless, sex-focusted sitcom You Have To 

Laugh (p. 108), and the questionable entertainment of scantily clad women at the 

Kitty-Kat Keller (p. 205). All this is an indication of the intellectual poverty of the 

society in V for Vendetta, probably because people should not be encouraged to think 

too much about things, in case they would get the wrong ideas and start to rebel.

V has collected treasures otherwise lost to the world, as seen when V is playing 

Motown music on the jukebox and Eve does not know what it is (p. 18). As V says: “No 

Tamla and no Trojan. No Billie Holiday or Black Uhuru. Just His Master’s Voice. Every 

hour. On the hour.” (p. 19) The juxtaposition of Vs interior and the culture of London 

serves to demonstrate that V represents the true and important values of intelligent 

art and culture, of freedom of choice and diversity, as opposed to the mindless biased 

entertainment of the fascist regime.

Absence of classic comics elements 

V for Vendetta is unusual in the sense that it lacks a number of classic comics 

elements. There are no sound effects, no thought ballons and no colorful superhero 

costumes other than the outfit that V is wearing - which does not have the same bright 

appeal as Superman’s outfit. Furthermore, the costume of V reminds the reader of Guy 
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Fawkes , a key person in V for Vendetta, and not of a strong superhero as such. The 3

costume serves as a pointer towards the idea of anarchy as the vehicle of change in the 

story.

The absence of these elements serves to distance V for Vendetta from traditional 

comic books, in order to make the reader take the story as seriously as possible, and 

give the story a more adult appeal. As sound effects and colorful costumes remind the 

reader of one-dimensional stories focused on action, the absence of these gives the 

story a more serious appeal to the kind of audience that otherwise would not consider 

reading a comic book. 

 Guy Fawkes was an anarchist who attempted to blow up the House of Lords on the fifth of November 3

1605*. His deed was immortalised in a rhyme, which V recites on page 14, when he blows up the Houses 
of Parliament.
* http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guy_Fawkes
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V for Vendetta and other dystopian novels 

V for Vendetta and 1984 

In 1984, Oceania is at constant war, and the constant warfare is used as an 

excuse for the rigid control of the population (1984: 215-19). In V for Vendetta, there has 

been a nuclear third world war, where no countries but England survived. The chaos 

that erupted after the war’s end gave rise to a fascistic regime (V for Vendetta: 27-28). 

The society in 1984 is bleak and haggard. Everything is bad quality, from the 

buildings to the food, and people are in poor health. In V for Vendetta the city is grim 

and bleak as well, the streets are dirty and the general ambiance is depressed and dark.

The government of Oceania controls the population via the telescreens 

installed in every home, the Thought Police is a secret police spying on people, and 

even children are encouraged to report their parents if they do anything unorthodox. 

In V for Vendetta the population is surveilled as well, there are cameras on the streets, 

and even hidden cameras in people’s houses. There is a secret police as well, which 

goes by the name of Fingermen. 

On a deeper level, the population in 1984 is controlled right down to their 

thoughts. The ultimate goal of the government is to control the space inside people’s 

heads: the ‘few cubic centimetres’ in 1984 (1984: 32) and ‘the last inch’ in V for Vendetta 

(V for Vendetta: 159-60), both representing integrity and individuality. If this can be 

conquered, the government holds the ultimate control of the population. 

The government works to make the language Newspeak the common language 

in Oceania; a new kind of English whose vocabulary is strongly reduced. The idea is 

that rebellious ideas cannot be expressed in Newspeak, ensuring total control of the 

population (1984: 60). The same removal of potential rebellious thoughts is present 

when it comes to popular culture. There are no remnants of the art and culture of the 

era before the revolution (supposedly sometimes in the 50s or 60s), and the 

government produces all music and literature; it even controls the production of 

pornography (1984: 50). In V for Vendetta art and culture have been severely reduced, 

other than the books and paintings present in Vs home there is no evidence that 

people read any books, or that there is any art left. 

The populations in both 1984 and V for Vendetta have been beaten into 

submission. People might be unhappy, but they dare not rebel, as the consequences 

would be too horrible. In 1984 even keeping a diary will result in being executed, and 
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in V for Vendetta your crimes are retroactive. For instance, Eve’s father got picked up 

for having been a member of the socialist party in his youth (V for Vendetta: 28). 

The resistance in both 1984 and V for Vendetta is sporadic – in 1984 only 

Winston and Julia appear to be the only ones rebelling, and in V for Vendetta the only 

rebellion by others than V and Eve is by Mrs. Almond, who buys a gun and gets the 

chance to shoot the leader (V for Vendetta: 197; 235). Otherwise people are passive and 

put up with the hellish society. 

Finally, both 1984 and V for Vendetta contain a warning for the audience. Orwell 

wished to warn against false socialism, and his message was that people should 

distinguish between socialism and totalitarianism (1984: viii-ix). In V for Vendetta the 

warning is againt political irresponsibility. As V points out (V for Vendetta: 116-17), there 

might have been some horrible leaders – but who elected them in the first place? 

V for Vendetta and The Handmaid’s Tale 

Several incidents led to the state of Gilead. As is the case V for Vendetta, a 

radical change in society led to the totalitarian regime. At a point the President and 

the Congress are shot and the constitution is suspended (The Handmaid’s Tale: 183), 

which creates a situation of chaos similar to the one in V for Vendetta. After a while a 

fundamentalist government is established, and the persecution of minorities such as 

Quakers, doctors and ‘unfit’ people like feminists begin – a parallel to the persecutions 

in V for Vendetta. Furthermore, incidents like exploding nuclear plants, air poisoning, 

and a mutant strain of syphilis (The Handmaid’s Tale: 122) has caused low birth rates and 

lead to the extreme focus on childbearing.

Women are heavily repressed, which causes a lot of suicides, though 

measurements are taken to avoid this. For example, Offred has no access to knives or 

razorblades, and the window glass is shatterproof (The Handmaid’s Tale: 17). People are 

generally afraid of doing anything unorthodox, as it can lead to deportation or being 

executed. The society is extremely rigid and controlled, and is in the historical notes 

(The Handmaid’s Tale: 312) compared to the theocracy of Iran, not a country renowned 

for its liberal policies.

As seen in both 1984 and V for Vendetta, the government controls the 

population by means of a secret police named the Eyes; hidden microphones (The 

Handmaid’s Tale: 177); persecution of – especially religious – minorities; and sending off 

unwanted people to work in the Colonies clearing up toxic waste, a parallel to the 

resettlement camps in V for Vendetta. Furthermore, the women have their basic values 
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manipulated to a point of betraying themselves, an example being when Janine starts 

believing that it was her fault she got gang-raped when she was fourteen (The 

Handmaid’s Tale: 82). This could be compared with when Winston Smith betrays Julia in 

1984; and the scene in V for Vendetta when Eve is tortured in order to reveal 

information about V, where she could have surrendered the last inch of integrity (V for 

Vendetta: 160-61).

In The Handmaid’s Tale women are not allowed to read or write (The Handmaid’s 

Tale: 149), a very essential way of controlling people. As well as in 1984 and V for 

Vendetta, the entertainment is limited. The only entertainment that seems to be 

available is connected with religion: other than news, there appears to be only priests 

and choirs on television (The Handmaid’s Tale: 92), and when the Commanders and 

Wives go out, they go to Prayvaganzas, as theatres, dances and suchlike most likely 

have been banned by the strict, religious government. 

The story in The Handmaid’s Tale is told from the women’s perspective, and 

therefore the reader does not get a good impression of the men’s situation. Obviously 

the men, especially those with low status, must be frustrated over not automatically 

being entitled to a wife, but on the other hand they have more personal freedom than 

women do, as men are the ones that hold the power. 

The women are in a state of despair, and Offred reflects on not making a 

difference when the changes started taking place. But on the other hand she speaks of 

women getting used to the ‘walls’ built around them, and losing the taste for freedom 

(The Handmaid’s Tale: 143).

There is an underground movement, the Female Railroad, helping people 

escape to the neutral Canada (The Handmaid’s Tale: 313), and apparently they help 

Offred to escape, though the ending is ambiguious. Furthermore, it is not possible to 

determine how widespread and effectual it is. The only person we encounter in The 

Handmaid’s Tale who makes an active attempt at resistance is Moira, who is brave and 

inventive, but ultimately she is conquered and confined in the Club as a Jezebel. She 

displays the same kind of spunk and awareness as V, but as she is a mere mortal and 

does not have the same abilities as the quasi-superhero V, she cannot escape the 

society she despises.

The Handmaid’s Tale contains a warning similar to the one in V for Vendetta, of 

irresponsibility and lack of resistance to unfavorable changes in society, with a special 

focus on the rise of anti-feminism. At a point Offred thinks back to the rallies against 

the changes: she had considered going to one, but were quickly discouraged by her 
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husband (The Handmaid’s Tale: 189), thereby demonstrating her own lack of 

responsibility for her fate. 
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Evaluation of method 
Overall, the methods applied to analyse the visual part of V for Vendetta and the 

examination of 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale to determine how the contents of a 

dystopian graphic novel look compared to prose novels, have been unproblema

tic. The overall problem has been that there, to my knowledge, only exists one 

dystopian graphic novel, and that is V for Vendetta. It is hard to say something general 

about how a dystopian story functions as a graphic novel on the basis of just one book, 

and other dystopian graphic novels might be radically different. 

An analysis of additional dystopian graphic novels, if such had existed, would 

have given a more diverse and nuanced view of such books, and would have proved a 

firmer foundation for determining the characteristics a dystopian graphic novel. 
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Conclusion 

The artwork, layout and style 

If we use V for Vendetta as basis for how the artwork, layout and style look in a 

dystopian graphic novel, it can be concluded that the artwork is dark with its blunt 

brush-strokes and heavy shading, and the artwork adds to the impression of a bleak 

and oppressed society. 

The protagonists are iconic in their representation in order for easy reader 

identification, and the backgrounds are on the other hand realistic, to help the reader 

relate to the society presented. 

The layout and style are overall sombre and conservative, in order to make the 

graphic novel as serious and appealing to an adult audience as possible. For the same 

reason, classic comics elements such as sound effects and colorful costumes have been 

avoided. V for Vendetta aims to be a realistic story, set in a realistic society, with realistic 

characters. 

There are still some elements left from traditional comic books, such as the 

superhero-like V and the literary references to for example the Rolling Stones song 

“Sympathy for the Devil” or Shakespeare’s MacBeth. This is something commonly used 

to add credibility to the comic book using it (Mediekultur 30: 3). However, I do not 

think that the references found in V for Vendetta are meant to attract credibility to the 

book in itself, but instead to add a deeper meaning to the scenes where the references 

appear. 

The dystopian story as a graphic novel 

There are only two differences on V for Vendetta and the two books. Firstly, V for 

Vendetta has a definitively successful character – V actually manages to destroy the 

government, as opposed to Winston Smith, Offred and Moira, but this is only possible 

because he functions more like a superhero than an ordinary human being. However, 

this introduction of a quasi-superhero, and his influence on Eve, which causes that she 

is able to resist government control instead of becoming a victim, is the only extra 

feature in V for Vendetta that is not present in 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale. 

The definitive success of the protagonists is unusual, as the outcome in 

dystopian literature at best is ambiguous, as seen in The Handmaid’s Tale, where the 

reader never is told whether Offred actually escapes or not. The historical notes might 

hint that she did, but we do not know for sure. 
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The reason why V is more of a superhero than an ordinary human being might 

be because Alan Moore and David Lloyd felt they could get away with it in the comics 

medium; a superhero would not function as well in a prose novel. Perhaps they also 

wanted to transmit a positive message – that if people make an effort, they can change 

the world, instead of the hopelessness in the defeat of the protagonist as we saw it in 

1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale. But as it would not be plausible to let an absolutely 

ordinary human being single-handedly overthrow the government, Alan Moore and 

David Lloyd introduced a semi-superhero. On the other hand, one might argue that V 

actually is an ordinary human being – or started out as one, as he used to be a simple 

prisoner at the Larkhill Resettlement Camp (V for Vendetta: 81). 

Secondly, the discussion of freedom versus happiness is present in all three 

books, but in V for Vendetta freedom wins over happiness and security, whereas security 

prevails at the cost of freedom in 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale. But this is only a 

question of outcome, and not of the setting itself, and thereby V for Vendetta is still a 

dystopian story.

When comparing V for Vendetta with 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale it is obvious 

that all three contain the same elements and patterns – war as background for the 

governments; surveillance and control of the population; degenerated culture and art; 

a few individuals’ sporadic resistance to the government; and a warning against a 

contemporary tendency. On this ground it can be concluded that the graphic novel has 

no difficulties in conveying a dystopian story.

Dystopian graphic novels in the future 

V for Vendetta is an early attempt at breaking with the stereotype of what comic 

books usually are – light and fun entertainment - and is proof that a graphic novel 

certainly can tell a story just as complex and serious as prose literature can. However, 

it is not perfect; it would be interesting to see a dystopian graphic novel without a 

superhero-style character. 

Furthermore, graphic novels have evolved much since the beginning of the 80s 

when V for Vendetta was published. If a dystopian graphic novel were created today, it 

would most likely be very different from V for Vendetta. The frames and panels might 

be used for enhancing the perception of the story; the enemy could be something else 

than a fascistic, totalitarian government – perhaps something along the lines of the 

movieThe Matrix (1999), concerned with technology and artificial intelligence. 
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Such a graphic novel would lean less on the classic dystopias, with their 

surveillance cameras and post-nuclear war scenarios, and instead focus on a modern 

approach to the genre; and utilising the possibilities of the medium of the graphic 

novel to the maximum. As the graphic novel has the advantage of graphic images in 

addition to words and prose text, it would be possible to create some very amazing 

dystopian graphic novels. 
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Finding literature 
Finding literature concerning graphic novels can be problematic, as the comic 

book medium until recently has been considered lowbrow, and therefore not worth 

writing serious books about. Furthermore, the books and articles that do exist are 

mostly concerned with superhero comics or newspaper strips. The various 

encyclopedias of comics can be used for finding information on specific characters or 

creators, but contain no information about visual storytelling tecniques; and searches 

in MLAs archives either turned up essays and articles I could not access, or which did 

not concern the visual storytelling tecnique itself.

What I did was searching the libraries in Copenhagen and Ballerup to find 

literature about comic books, and read everything that I located, and here I found 

Mediekultur 30. As the results were somewhat meagre, I searched www.bibliotek.dk, 

and found Comics & Sequential Art and Understanding Comics, the only two books 

available which describe the visual storytelling tecniques in comics, without confining 

the description of the artistic effects to only one type of comics, such as the 

newspaper strip. 

I own V for Vendetta, and as it is the only graphic novel with a clear dystopian 

story line in my extensive collection of graphic novels and comics, I chose it for this 

paper. I enquired at Fantask in Copenhagen, whose owner Morten Søndergård knows 

everything worth knowing about comics and graphic novels, whether there were other 

graphic novels with a similar story line. He mentioned Transmetropolitan by Warren 

Ellis and Sin City by Frank Miller, but said that none of these came anywhere near V 

For Vendetta. I have read both series, and though they are both set in dysfunctional 

societies, they just concern the characters living in it and their relations and 

businesses. They contain no rebellion or warnings, and are generally not concerned 

with the government – the corrupt governments are used merely as backdrops.

I chose 1984 and The Handmaid’s Tale because Erika Gottlieb uses them in her 

book Dystopia East and West in order to examine dystopian characteristics, and 

therefore I assumed they were two good representants for the dystopian genre. I 

chose 1984 because it probably is the most famous dystopian novel, and The 

Handmaid’s Tale because I also wanted to include a less known dystopia, instead of 

using another classic such as Brave New World or Fahrenheit 451. 

I had borrowed a lot of books on dystopias from the library, and found that the 

introduction of Dark Horizons is a fine, short introduction to dystopian literature. As I 

could not get it in time from the library, I purchased it from amazon.co.uk. 
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Upon writing the paper I had to find information on Guy Fawkes and the exact 

details on how V for Vendetta had been published. As searching DC Comics’ homepage 

for information on V for Vendetta did not result in the information needed, I looked to 

www.wikipedia.org, and there found information on the publication of V for Vendetta, 

as well as information on Guy Fawkes.
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Appendix 1: Page from V for Vendetta.
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Appendix 2: Page from Promethea 2 (2001) by Alan Moore, J. H. Williams III and 

Mick Gray showing the move into hyperreality.
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Appendix 3: Page from Johnny The Homicidal Maniac (1997) by Jhonen Vasquez, where 

the main character is suicidal, hence the title ‘Johnny the Suicidal Maniac’. 
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