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Women’s comics biographies

Telling the story, life and work of a ‘creative character' involves a series of reflections on the
process to represent, through the use of graphic signs and color, the design or artistic pro-
cess hidden behind the works, that should be communicated and transposed in a clear and
emotional way. In recent years, celebrated or somewhat forgotten designers and architects
have become the subjects of interesting comics (fig. 3). Among these, we find works aimed
at portraying the many nuances of Le Corbusier's life, such as the works Le Corbusier, archi-
tecte parmi les hommes, by Baudoui, Thévenet, Rebena and the series of plates Infographic:
The Life of Le Corbusier by Mahé, autobiographies on Sottsass as Ettore. Mr Sottsass Jr e il mi-
stero degli oggetti by Giacon, translated into animated episodes for Kartell, or the recent Mies
by Ferrer Casa. These are flanked by works that rediscover female figures, sometimes over-
shadowed and now becoming an interesting object of investigation also through comics.
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Fig. 3. Graphic novels

dedicated to designers in
the last ten years.
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Fig. 4. Excerpts from the
comic book dedicated to
Eileen Gray by Malterre-

Barthes and Dzierzawska,

where the graphic
choices supporting the
emotional narration of
the designer’s life are
evident.

Eileen Gray: A House Under the Sun by Charlotte Malterre-Barthes and Zosia Dzierzawska is
the first case under examination. The volume, which investigates Gray’'s character from the
point of view of a designer, architect and artist, a feminist and, last but not least, a woman,
focuses the reader’s attention on the realization of villa E.1027 in Roquebrune-Cap-Mar
tin. The illustrations that describe the genesis of the project are, in fact, among the most
interesting from the representation point of view. The vignettes crumble in the designer's
flow of thoughts and the two-dimensional technical representation breaks into the thre-
e-dimensional one of the narrated story, supporting the physicality of the characters (fig.
4). The chromatic choice is sophisticated and functional to the communication. The years
relating to E.1027 are characterized by the use of white and shades of gray-blue contrasting
with the garish colors used to represent the artistic intervention of Le Corbusier. In fact, Le
Corbusier disfigures and destroys the harmony created by Gray in her own house and this
sensation is emphasized in the graphic novel by the chromatic choice and by the contrast of
order and disorder of the vignettes. Also the choice of graphically breaking the rigid layout
of the page is symbolic and it allows the authors to represent key moments of the desi-
gner's life like the stream of consciousness, the design process, an architecture, an important




Fig. 5. Excerpts of
vignettes from Lina.
Adventures of an architect.

place or particular sequences, where the rhythm of events is concise and non-linear. The
experimentation carried out by Angela Leon is different in the comic strip Lina. Awenture di
un‘architetta. Some representation choices are imposed by the addressed target, especially
regarding the lettering, which is cleared by the balloons, often becoming the narrating voi-
ce of events and thoughts. Despite this, the work of the Spanish author manages, in some
passages, to investigate the architect’s work and his influences through simple and effective
iconographic representations. The strokes, which in part evoke children's drawings, do not
detract from the representation of the subject because of the choice of framing and the
balance between image and background. The presentation of Gio Ponti's Superleggera, for
example, recalls Casali's photographs used for advertising, going beyond the mere repre-
sentation of the object and investigating the modes of communication historically adopted
(fig. 5).

The last work examined here is Charlotte Perriand. une architecte francaise au Japan | 940-
1942 by Charles Berberian, in which a careful stylistic choice is evident and is oriented
towards the representation of the cultural context in which the story is set. The book con-
centrates on a precise period of Perriand’s life, her journey to Japan, and is divided into two
parts: the first relates the architect's experience starting from her abandonment of Le Cor
busier's studio, while the second contains an interview with her daughter Permette. The lat-
ter is accompanied by illustrations of furniture made by Charlotte Perrinad and characters
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Fig. 6. Pages from the
biographical comic

strip on the architect
Charlotte Perriand

by Charles Berberian,
which clearly show the
representation of the
Japanese cultural context.

from her time in Japan. The layout of the drawings is quite traditional and follows a rigid
compositional grid. The chromatic choices, the use of the graphic sign and the mixture of the
techniques of representation are instead peculiar A large part of the story is characterized
by vignettes with a cream background, where the black stroke recalls the Japanese shodo,
the art of traditional calligraphic writing. The whole work’s style explicitly recalls oriental
culture, thus becoming a symbol of the protagonist’s influences and stylistic research. Du-
ring her journey, various aspects of the traditional culture and craftsmanship of Japan were
assimilated by Perriand, who internalized them and took inspiration for her own projects.
This research is underlined by the author inserting checkered pages, like those of a travel
notebook. These are sometimes in the foreground and other ones used as background for
the conversations between Charlotte and a raven with glasses, an omnipresent symbolic
figure of the master of the modern movement. Realism is not searched from the chromatic
point of view. The color, influenced by the Japanese sumi-e ink technique, is emotional or
symbolic. The dominant chroma is the blue, that is used in many of protagonist’s reflective
moments, in the nocturnal scenes or as an accent color for details, memories or important
passages, such as the abandonment of the agency in order to be able to sign her own works
or the study of traditional Japanese building techniques.Yellow and ochre are added in some
landscape views, while red is introduced predominantly only to depict the attack on Pearl
Harbor and the change in the political situation at the end of 1941.The second part of the
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volume contains design sketches, often highlighting a background checkerboard, reintepre-
ted into the style proposed by Berberian in the first part of the comic. These pages also
focus on Japanese period details, showing typical traditional costumes, interiors, and people
Charlotte Perriand relates to (fig. 6). A concise biography of the architect closes the work.

Conclusions

Architecture, instead of being a simple construction of places and spaces, is first of all the
the designer's mind idea material projection, the vision materialization and the creation of
an atmosphere. When comics narrative makes designers and architecture the protagonists
of its stories, it focuses precisely on the narrative dimension. Indeed drawing, used both in
comics and architecture, has the unique ability to show the concepts of time, space and
movement in an effective and immediate way. The drawing is for comics and architecture a
shared representation tool and as Will Eisner points out, in relation to the former, “it must
be kept in mind that this medium is visual, and that the reader absorbs the ‘tone’ of the story
and other abstract concepts through drawings” [Eisner 2010, p. 331].

The comics stories are a way to know the world as well as the architectural practice and
they allow to catch aspects that often go unnoticed. For this reason, biographies of ar-
chitects and designers in comics are referring to the indissoluble bond between the two
practices and they represent an effective and convincing choice for the communication of
immaterial contents that go beyond the project and beyond the designer. They also lend
themselves to the expression of stylistic choices, which are communicated through drawing
in a simple and intuitive way even to non-specialists.

Notes
[I] Although the paper was conceived jointly, Sara Conte is the author of the paragraphs Introduction and Interweaving between

architecture and comics and the related images, Valentina Marchetti is the author of the paragraph Female comic book biogra-
phies and Conclusions and the related images.
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