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We extend our heartfelt gratitude to Fanny Retsek, Studio Program 
Director at the Palo Alto Art Center, for her unwavering, steadfast, and 
invaluable support of the visual storytelling classes. We also want to 
express our appreciation to Rick Stoner, Studio Program Assistant, for 
his dedication in ensuring that, each week, our classroom environment 
is welcoming, warm, tidy, and conducive to creativity.
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Prima Materia
 
 “Prima Materia” is a collaborative graphic novel by the adult students 
in the Winter 2024 visual storytelling class “Creating and Publishing a Graphic 
Novel,” at the Palo Alto Art Center, in California.

 Since 2012, I have been teaching various classes on the art of visual 
storytelling at the Palo Alto Art Center. In 2016, I introduced an innovative 
opportunity for students to delve deeper into the creative process by not 
only writing a story but also publishing it in a collaborative graphic novel. This 
initiative led to the creation of a new course titled “Creating and Publishing 
a Graphic Novel.” The class proved successful and was offered again in 2019 
and 2022. “Prima Materia” marks the fourth collaborative graphic novel pro-
duced by students of the Palo Alto Art Center.

 This class project is ambitious yet exciting. Over ten weeks of two-hour 
classes, students embark on a journey of developing a complete five-page 
story in the visual narrative style of their choice. First, they learn the funda-
mental techniques, elements, and concepts available to graphic novel cre-
ators. This includes storyboarding, thumbnailing, character design, picture 
composition, camera works, and page layouts. Then, in the final weeks of the 
class, participants collaborate to curate the individual stories into a cohesive 
graphic novel. Topics covered include book layout, cover design, title page, 
printing styles, barcodes, and ISBN, as well as copyright considerations. The 
class comprises a diverse range of students, including beginners with mini-
mal artistic experience and seasoned art professionals. While many students 
preferred traditional techniques, working with pencils, black ink and color on 
paper, others chose to explore digital tools.



 The resulting 2024 final collaborative graphic novel features nine cap-
tivating and beautiful stories, ranging from autofiction to fantasy, all of 
them featuring an element of transformation. The students selected “Prima 
Materia” for the graphic novel title to reference the primal materials from 
which narratives emerge through the creative process of the artist, akin to 
the concept in alchemy referring to the prime matter from which all things 
are derived. It also alludes to the necessary and inevitable transformation 
undergone by the characters as well as their creators. Each of the stories in 
the book is preceded by the student’s self-portrait and their artist statement 
allowing readers insight into their inspirations, themes, and motivations. Ad-
ditionally, students included a selection of preliminary work, thumbnails, and 
sketches at the end of their stories, providing readers with an understanding 
of their creative process.

 The complete digital book is available for free download on 
DanieleBD.com, under the Collaborative Graphic Novels page, accessible via 
the provided QR code. Visitors will also find three prior collaborative graphic 
novels produced by other adult students at the Palo Alto Art Center: “pas-
sages. visual journeys” (2022), “Discovery” (2019), and “Voyages” (2016).

Enjoy!

Danièle Archambault, Ph.D. 
Linguist and cartoonist
Class instructor



Stories

1. A Quiet Dream
Sean O’Neill

2. The Babysitter
Karisu

3. Home
Katherine Wood

4. First Day of School
Juana Serrano

The nine captivating and beautiful stories in this book span across genres 
from autofiction to fantasy, each of them featuring an element of transfor-
mation. Metaphorically, alchemy symbolizes the journey of inner growth 
and self-discovery, navigating a series of transformations, both physical 
and spiritual. By structuring the order of stories based on the ages of the 
characters, the authors aimed to provide readers with a distinct narrative 
journey mirroring the evolution of life.



5. Sassy
Debby Miller

6. Finding Me and Me
Silviane Man-Willrich

7. One Bite at a Time:
A Kitchen Journey

Jilynnette Centeno Millán

8. Vapor
Zoe Chung

9. Uproar Up North
Judy Weiler















Sketch Pages

































Sketch Pages

















Sketch Pages

















Sketch Pages

































Sketch Pages

































Pages from previous chapters



Page from previous stories



Following the visual storytelling class, an exhibition featuring the graphic 
novel took place in the Studio Gallery of the Palo Alto Art Center, from 
April to June 2024. Each participant contributed by selecting one page 
from their narrative, displaying their unique artwork.

Prima Materia
The exhibition





 I am an artist, researcher and author who uses visual storytelling (graphic 
novels, graphic memoirs, comic books, etc.) as a way to document a society’s 
cultural and linguistic landscape. Originally from Montréal (Québec), where I 
held a tenured professorship in the Department of Linguistics at the Univer-
sité de Montréal, I relocated to Palo Alto over twenty years ago. 
 In 2009, my interest in comic books, graphic novels, and the European 
genre, bandes dessinées, led me to attend a course at Stanford University on 
how to create a graphic novel. I discovered an engaging and powerful way to 
reach people and document culture, language, and life. 
 Since 2010, I published over nine comics and graphic novels: the 
Stairway Stories series (four books), Québec-California, La sobriété volontaire
( A Year Without a Drink), Calendrier de l’Avent et du temps des Fêtes, 
Smiling through the mask, Rire sous masque, etc. Additionally, I edited and co-
edited several collaborative comic books, graphic novels, and artist books. 
I am a regular guest speaker on documenting culture and dialects through 
comics at various educational and cultural institutions, ranging from primary 
school to university level.  
 From 2014-2022, I was an artist-in-residence in the Cubberley Studio 
Artist Program, a program of the City of Palo Alto. My artwork has been fea-
tured in solo exhibitions as well as juried group shows across Canada and the 
United States.In addition to my graphic novels, my artistic repertoire encom-
passes series of drawings and paintings, employing both traditional mediums 
such as watercolor, pastels, and color pencils, as well as digital art. My latest 
work include diverse series such as The Art of Procrastination, 
Life on their Own, Reflections on Art, and adaptations of select fables by 
Jean de La Fontaine.
 For more than 10 years now, I have been teaching the art of visual sto-
rytelling at the Palo Alto Art Center and other educational venues in the Bay 
Area. I take particular pride in the class “Creating and Publishing a 
Graphic Novel,” which I developed at the Palo Alto Art Center in 2016, as well 
as in the accomplishments of my students.

www.DanieleBD.com
Danièle Archambault, Ph.D. (Linguistics) 
Linguist and cartoonist. Class instructor and editor



Since 2012, I have been teaching various 
classes on the art of visual storytelling at the 
Palo Alto Art Center. In 2016, I introduced 
an innovative opportunity for students to 
go deeper into the creative process by not 
only writing but also publishing a graphic 
novel. This initiative led to the creation of a 
new course titled “Writing and Publishing 
a Graphic Novel”: A Grand Voyage.” The 
class was a success and the final collaborative 
graphic novel included eight complete stories 
of five pages each. At the students’ request, 
an updated iteration of the course, simply 
titled “Creating and Publishing a Graphic 
Novel,” was offered in 2019 and once more in 
the fall of 2022. “Prima Materia” stands as the 
fourth collaborative graphic novel crafted by 
students of the Palo Alto Art Center. 
Danièle Archambault

Creating and Prublishing a Graphic Novel
at the Palo Alto Art Center

2016

2019

2022
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 This collaborative graphic novel created by the adult students in the 
Winter 2024 visual storytelling class titled “Creating and Publishing a Graphic 
Novel,” at the Palo Alto Art Center in California, features nine captivating and 
beautiful stories. Ranging from autofiction to fantasy, each narrative incorpo-
rates an element of transformation. The students chose “Prima Materia” as the 
title of the graphic novel to signify the primal materials from which narratives 
emerge during the artist’s creative process, mirroring the concept in alchemy 
that denotes the prime matter from which all things derive. This title also hints 
at the necessary and inevitable transformation experienced by both the charac-
ters and their creators.


