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INTRODUCTION: THE POWER OF
A GRAPHIC NOVEL MEMOIR

In the pantheon of American civil rights
literature, few works manage to educate,
inspire, and challenge readers quite like
M a r c h  B y  J o h n  L e w i s .  T h i s
groundbreaking graphic novel trilogy, co-
authored by the late Congressman John
Lewis and Andrew Aydin, with stunning
artwork by Nate Powell, is far more than
a simple autobiography. It is a visceral,

heart-wrenching,  and  ultimately
triumphant retelling of one of the most
defining  periods  in  American  history.
March By John Lewis  chronicles  the
congressman’s  journey  from  a  young
boy in rural Alabama, who dreamed of
preaching,  to  becoming  a  key  figure  in
the  fight  for  racial  justice  and  equality.
By  using  the  accessible  medium  of
sequential art, Lewis translated the raw
emotion,  brutal  violence,  and profound
courage of the Civil Rights Movement for
a  new  generation.  The  trilogy  is  not
merely a historical document; it is a call
to action, a lesson in nonviolent protest,
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and a testament to the enduring power
of ordinary people who dare to demand
extraordinary change. This article delves
deep  into  the  narrative,  art ist ic
significance,  and  lasting  legacy  of
March By John Lewis, exploring why it
remains  essential  reading  for  anyone
who cares about justice and democracy.

THE GENESIS OF A TRILOGY: WHY
A GRAPHIC NOVEL?

The decision to tell Lewis's story through
a graphic novel was not accidental. In an
interview,  Lewis  recounted  how  his
staffer  Andrew  Aydin  suggested  the
medium  after  Lewis  mentioned  his
childhood love for a comic book about
Martin  Luther  King  Jr.  Titled  "Martin
Luther King and the Montgomery Story,"
this  1950s  comic  had  a  profound

influence  on  the  young  Lewis,  teaching
him  the  principles  of  nonviolent
resistance.  Lewis  wanted  to  replicate
that  educational  impact  for  a  modern
audience. Thus, March By John Lewis
was  born  with  a  specific  mission:  to
reach young readers  who might  never
pick up a traditional  history book.  The
graphic  novel  format  allows  for  an
immediate,  emotional  connection.
Readers  do  not  just  read  about  the
brutality of Bloody Sunday; they see it
unfold  in  stark  black-and-white  panels.
This visceral  quality makes the history
feel  present,  urgent,  and  deeply
personal.

BOOK ONE: THE EARLY BATTLES
AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF
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NONVIOLENCE

The  first  volume of  the  March By John
Lewis  t r i logy  sets  the  stage  by
interweaving  two  timelines.  The
narrative opens on January 20, 2009, the
day  of  Barack  Obama’s  presidential
inauguration.  We  see  an  elderly  John
Lewis preparing for the ceremony, and a
young  family  visits  his  office.  This
framing device allows Lewis to tell  his
story to the children, making the history
feel like a direct conversation with the
reader.  The  story  then  flashes  back  to
his childhood on a farm in Pike County,
Alabama. We see young John practicing
his  sermons  on  the  chickens—a
charming  and  poignant  detail  that
reveals  his  early  ambition.
However, the idyllic pastoral scenes are

soon disrupted by the harsh realities of
J im  Crow  segregation.  The  book
powerfully  depicts  the  "Whites  Only"
signs,  the  daily  humiliations,  and  the
constant  threat  of  violence.  A  pivotal
moment  comes  when  Lewis  first  hears
Dr .  K ing  on  the  radio .  The  book
meticulously  details  Lewis’s  training  in
nonviolent protest. Readers learn about
the "rules" of the sit-ins: no laughing, no
talking  back,  protect  your  head.  The
reader experiences the tension of sitting
at a lunch counter, feeling the ketchup
poured on your head and the cigarette
burns on your neck, without retaliating.
This volume culminates in the Nashville
s i t - ins  and  the  Freedom  Rides ,
establishing  Lewis  as  a  fearless,
disciplined young activist. The artwork in
March  By  John  Lewis  uses  high-
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contrast  b lack  and  white  ink  to
emphasize  the  moral  clarity  of  the
struggle. The light often shines on the
faces  of  the  protesters,  while  the
segregationists are frequently shown in
shadow,  visually  reinforcing  the
narrative's  ethical  framework.

BOOK TWO: THE FRONT LINES OF
THE MOVEMENT

The second volume of March By John
Lewis  deepens the narrative,  focusing
on the escalation of  the struggle.  This
book covers the height of the Civil Rights
Movement,  including  the  Birmingham
campaign,  the  March  on  Washington,
and  the  tragic  bombing  of  the  16th
Street  Baptist  Church.  Lewis  was  the
youngest  speaker  at  the  March  on
Washington, and the book captures his

internal  conflict.  He  had  originally
written  a  fiery  speech  criticizing  the
Kennedy  administration  for  not  doing
enough, which he was forced to soften.
The  artwork  portrays  this  tension
beautifully,  showing  the  weight  of
responsibility  on  his  young  shoulders.
A  significant  portion  of  this  volume  is
dedicated  to  Freedom  Summer  in
Mississippi, where volunteers risked their
lives to register Black voters. The book
does not shy away from the terror of the
era.  The disappearance and murder of
James  Chaney,  Andrew  Goodman,  and
Michael  Schwerner  are  handled  with
so lemn  grav i ty .  The  nar ra t ive
emphasizes the collective nature of the
movement.  It  was  not  just  about
charismatic  leaders;  it  was  about
hundreds of  unknown brave souls who
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faced  jail,  beatings,  and  death.  The
reader sees the strategic debates within
the  movement—the  disagreements
between more moderate groups and the
younger,  more  impatient  activists  like
Lewis.  This  complexity  is  one  of  the
greatest  strengths  of  March By John
Lewis.  It  refuses to sanitize history or
present  a  monolithic  view  of  the
s t r u g g l e .  I t  s h o w s  t h e  h u m a n
disagreements,  the  fear,  and  the
strategic  calculations  that  went  into
every  protest.

BOOK THREE: BLOODY SUNDAY
AND THE SELMA-TO-
MONTGOMERY MARCH

The climactic third volume of the March
By  John  Lewis  trilogy  is,  without
question, the most powerful.  It  centers

on  the  Selma-to-Montgomery  marches,
specifically  the  horrific  day  known  as
"Bloody  Sunday."  On  March  7,  1965,
Lewis and fellow activist Hosea Williams
led  over  600  marchers  across  the
Edmund  Pettus  Bridge  in  Selma,
Alabama.  The  narrative  builds  the
tension masterfully. The reader sees the
marchers kneeling to pray, and then the
charge of  the Alabama state  troopers.
The artwork becomes chaotic and brutal.
Horses  trample protesters.  Tear  gas  fills
the  air.  Clubs  smash  against  skulls.
Lewis’s skull was fractured in the attack.
The  sequence  i s  dep ic ted  w i th
devastating clarity, forcing the reader to
witness  the  cruelty  that  the  marchers
endured.
This  volume  is  not  just  about  the
violence,  however.  It  is  about  the



6

6 March By John Lewis 2026-06-13

response. The images of the violence on
Bloody  Sunday  flashed  across  television
screens  worldwide,  shocking  the
conscience  of  the  nation.  The  book
details  the  subsequent  "Turnaround
Tuesday" and the final, successful march
to Montgomery, protected by federalized
National Guard troops. The narrative arc
is  emotionally  draining  but  ultimately
cathartic.  It  concludes  with  Lewis
addressing  the  crowd  in  Montgomery,
and then a somber return to the 2009
inauguration.  The  final  panel  shows
Lewis  standing  on  the  steps  of  the
Capitol,  looking out  over  the crowd,  a
living link to the past fulfilling the dream.
The beauty of March By John Lewis is
that it ends not with triumph, but with a
challenge. The final pages ask the reader
to consider what they will do to continue

the fight for justice.

THE ARTISTIC GENIUS OF NATE
POWELL

While the text of March By John Lewis
is  compelling,  the  artwork  by  Nate
Powell  elevates  it  to  a  masterpiece.
Powell’s black-and-white illustrations are
expressive,  fluid,  and  emotionally
devastating.  He  uses  a  technique  of
"splash pages" that bleed to the edge,
immersing  the  reader  in  the  action.
During  the  sit-in  scenes,  the  panels
become tight and claustrophobic. During
the march, the panels open up, giving a
sense of scale and momentum. Powell is
particularly masterful at drawing faces.
He  captures  the  quiet  dignity  of  an
elderly woman at a protest,  the steely
determination in Lewis’s eyes, and the
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raw, animal fear of a young man being
beaten.
One of the most innovative aspects of
the art is how Powell handles violence.
He  often  shows  it  indirectly.  For
example, during the beatings, he might
show the hand of  a  trooper  holding a
club, and the next panel shows a spray
of blood, but the actual impact is left to
the reader's imagination in the "gutter"
between panels. This technique is more
effective  than  explicit  gore  because  it
forces the reader to mentally complete
the action. The art in March By John
Lewis  does  not  just  accompany  the
story; it tells the story. The rhythm of the
panels, the use of negative space, and
the  stark  contrast  between  light  and
shadow all  contribute to the emotional
impact. The visual language of the book

makes the struggle accessible, breaking
down complex  historical  events  into  a
sequence  of  powerful  images  that
anyone  can  understand.

EDUCATIONAL IMPACT AND
LEGACY

Since  its  publication,  March  By  John
Lewis  has  become  a  s tap le  i n
classrooms across the United States and
the  world.  It  has  been  praised  by
educators  for  its  ability  to  engage
reluctant  readers  and to  make history
feel  relevant.  The  trilogy  has  won
numerous awards, including the National
Book  Award  for  Young  People 's
Literature.  Its  official  designation  as  a
"common text" for entire school districts
and universities highlights its value as a
teaching tool. The book is not just taught
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in history classes; it is used in literature,
social studies, art, and civics courses. It
provides  a  framework  for  discussing
current social  justice movements,  such
as Black Lives Matter, by drawing direct
parallels to the tactics and philosophies
of the 1960s.
The  legacy  of  March By John Lewis
extends beyond the classroom. It serves
as  a  counter-narrative  to  the  "Lost
Cause" mythology and sanitized versions
of the Civil Rights Movement. It reminds
readers that the struggle was dangerous
and that progress was achieved through
immense  sacrifice.  For  young  activists
today, the trilogy is a tactical manual on
peaceful  protest.  I t  teaches  the
importance of discipline, fellowship, and
unwavering commitment to a cause. The
simple  phrase  "Get  in  trouble.  Good

trouble, necessary trouble," which Lewis
popularized and is featured in the books,
has  become  a  rallying  cry  for  a  new
generation.  The  book  is  a  bridge
between  the  elders  of  the  movement
and the youth of today, ensuring that the
lessons of the past are not lost.

WHY MARCH MATTERS NOW
MORE THAN EVER

In  an  era  of  deep  political  division,
attacks  on  voting  rights,  and renewed
racial tensions, March By John Lewis
feels profoundly urgent.  The book is  a
direct  response  to  those  who  believe
that change is impossible or that protest
is  ineffective.  It  is  a  living  testament  to
the  fact  that  ordinary  people,  when
organized  and  committed,  can  topple
oppressive  systems.  The  story  of  the
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Selma march directly led to the passage
of  the  Voting  Rights  Act  of  1965.
However, as the book notes, the fight is
never over. The conservative backlash,
the gutting of the Voting Rights Act by
the  Supreme  Court,  and  the  current
wave  of  voter  suppression  laws  make
the message of March By John Lewis
essential reading for the preservation of
democracy.
Furthermore,  the  book  confronts  the
reader  with  the  real i ty  of  white
supremacy and systemic racism. It does
not offer easy answers but demands that
we look at the ugliness of our history to
understand the present. It is a tool for
empathy.  By seeing the world through
Lewis ’ s  eyes ,  readers  f rom  a l l
backgrounds  can  develop  a  deeper
understanding of the Black experience in

America.  The  book  is  also  a  powerful
antidote  to  cynicism.  It  shows  that
progress is  possible,  even if  it  is  slow
and  painful.  It  encourages  us  to  find
hope  in  action.  John  Lewis  spent  his
entire  life  fighting  for  a  "Beloved
Community," a society based on justice
and love. His graphic novel trilogy is his
final sermon, his lasting gift to the world,
teaching us that  the march for  justice
continues, and that we must all  find our
place in it.

CONCLUSION: THE ONGOING
MARCH

March By John Lewis is more than a
book;  it  is  an experience and a moral
compass.  Through  the  compelling
combination  of  Lewis's  firsthand
testimony,  Andrew  Aydin's  narrative
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s t r u c t u r e ,  a n d  N a t e  P o w e l l ' s
breathtaking  artwork,  the  trilogy
achieves  something  rare.  It  makes
history  feel  alive,  immediate,  and
personal.  It  transforms a reader into a
witness.  The story of  John Lewis—from
sharecropper’s son to freedom rider to
congressman—is  the  quintessential
American  story,  a  testament  to  the
power of faith, discipline, and nonviolent
resistance.
The trilogy does not allow the reader to
passively  consume  history.  Instead,  it
asks a question that echoes long after
the  final  page  is  turned:  "What  will  you

do?" As John Lewis himself  often said,
"When  you  see  something  that  is  not
right, not fair, not just, you have a moral
obligation to speak up, speak out, and
get in trouble." March By John Lewis
provides  the  inspiration,  the  tactical
wisdom, and the historical context to do
exactly that. It is a book that instructs,
inspires, and implores us to take up the
mantle.  The  march  is  not  over.  The
baton  has  been  passed.  This  graphic
nove l  i s  the  gu ide  fo r  the  next
generation of those willing to walk the
path of peace, justice, and love. Pick it
up,  read  it,  and  then  find  your  place  in
the line.


