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INTRODUCTION: WHY “DRAMA” BY RAINA
TELGEMEIER RESONATES WITH READERS

In the world of graphic novels for young adults, few titles have
achieved the lasting impact and heartfelt connection of Drama
by Raina Telgemeier.  Published in 2012,  this  coming-of-age
story  set  against  the  backdrop  of  a  middle  school  theatre
production quickly became a staple on classroom bookshelves
and library displays. But what is it about this particular graphic
novel that continues to captivate readers more than a decade
later?  It  is  not  merely  the  vibrant  artwork  or  the  relatable
protagonist. Rather, it is the authentic exploration of friendship,
first crushes, and the complicated process of figuring out who you
are. This article offers a comprehensive look at Drama by Raina
Telgemeier,  examining  its  plot,  characters,  artistic  style,
thematic  depth,  and  the  critical  conversations  it  has  inspired.

PLOT OVERVIEW: BEHIND THE CURTAIN OF MIDDLE
SCHOOL THEATRE

Drama by Raina Telgemeier introduces us to Callie Marin, a
seventh  grader  who  is  absolutely  passionate  about  theatre.
Unlike many of her peers who dream of being on stage, Callie
prefers to be behind the scenes. She is the set designer for the
school’s production of  Moon Over Mississippi,  a dramatic Civil
War-era musical.  As Callie  navigates the chaotic  world of  set
construction, paint fumes, and temperamental actors, she also
contends  with  the  everyday  dramas  of  middle  school  life:
unrequited crushes, shifting friendships, and the awkwardness of
adolescence.
The story thickens when two twin brothers, Justin and Jesse, join
the theatre crew. Justin is outgoing and immediately embraces
the spotlight,  while Jesse is quieter and more reserved. Callie
finds  herself  developing  a  crush  on  Jesse,  but  her  romantic
feelings are complicated by Jesse’s own personal journey of self-
discovery. Meanwhile, her best friend, Liz, is dealing with her own
romantic entanglements, and the entire cast is racing against the
clock to put on a successful show. The novel masterfully balances
the  on-stage  drama  with  the  off-stage  emotional  turmoil  that
defines  the  middle  school  experience.

The Role of the Theatre
Production
The school musical serves as more than just a plot device in
Drama by Raina Telgemeier. It functions as a metaphor for life
itself. The chaos of rehearsals, the last-minute crises, and the
eventual triumph of opening night mirror the personal challenges
each character  faces.  Telgemeier  uses  the  theatre  setting  to
create a world where every character, no matter how minor, has
a  moment  to  shine.  This  richly  layered  environment  allows
readers to see how collaboration, creativity, and persistence can
overcome even the most awkward social situations.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: RELATABLE FACES IN THE

CROWD

One of the greatest strengths of Drama by Raina Telgemeier is
its cast of well-developed, authentic characters. Each personality
is distinct, and readers often see fragments of themselves in the
people populating Callie’s world.

Callie Marin: The Heart of
the Story
Callie  is  an  unforgettable  protagonist.  She  is  determined,
creative,  and  often  impulsive.  Her  passion  for  set  design  is
infectious, and her willingness to work hard despite numerous
setbacks  makes  her  an  admirable  figure.  However,  Telgemeier
does  not  make Callie  perfect.  She makes mistakes,  misreads
social cues, and sometimes lets her emotions get the best of her.
This vulnerability is what makes Callie so relatable. She is not the
most popular girl in school, nor is she an outcast; she exists in
that messy, realistic middle ground where most young readers
find themselves.

The Twin Brothers: Justin
and Jesse
Justin is charismatic and loves being the center of attention. He
quickly becomes the star of the musical and uses his charm to
navigate  social  situations.  Jesse,  on  the  other  hand,  is
introspective and thoughtful. As the story unfolds, Jesse reveals
that  he is  gay,  and his  journey of  coming to  terms with  his
identity is handled with remarkable sensitivity. Drama by Raina
Telgemeier  does not make Jesse’s sexuality the central conflict
of  the  story;  rather,  it  is  one  aspect  of  his  character.  This
normalized  representation  was  groundbreaking  for  a  middle-
grade graphic novel at the time of publication.

Supporting Characters
The supporting cast,  including the bubbly Liz,  the competitive
Bonnie, and the ever-dramatic Greg, all  contribute to the rich
tapestry  of  the story.  Each character  has  their  own arc,  and
Telgemeier  ensures  that  even  the  most  seemingly  one-note
personalities are given moments of depth. The ensemble nature
of the book reinforces the idea that everyone has their own story,
even if it is not the one currently on stage.

ARTISTIC STYLE: THE VISUAL LANGUAGE OF EMOTION

Raina Telgemeier’s artwork is instantly recognizable. Her clean
lines, expressive faces, and vibrant color palette are perfectly
suited for the emotional beats of the story. In Drama by Raina
Telgemeier, the illustrations do more than accompany the text;
they amplify  it.  A  character’s  blush,  a  sideways glance,  or  a
dramatic  eye-roll  can  convey  entire  paragraphs  of  emotion
without a single word of dialogue.
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Use of Color and
Composition
The  color  scheme  in  the  book  is  warm and  inviting,  with  a
predominance of  soft  pinks,  oranges,  and blues.  These colors
reflect the emotional tone of the scenes, shifting from bright and
hopeful  during  moments  of  joy  to  more  muted  tones  during
moments  of  conflict  or  confusion.  Telgemeier  also  uses  panel
composition to control pacing. During chaotic backstage scenes,
the panels  are  often smaller  and more numerous,  creating a
sense of frantic energy. During quieter, more intimate moments
between  characters,  the  panels  become  larger,  allowing  the
reader to linger on the expressions and the silence.

Expressing the Unspoken
One  of  the  most  impressive  aspects  of  Drama  by  Raina
Telgemeier is how the artwork captures the awkwardness and
uncertainty of adolescence. Characters frequently have thought
bubbles that contradict their spoken words, illustrating the gap
between how we feel and what we say. This visual representation
of  internal  conflict  is  something  that  prose  novels  struggle  to
achieve with the same immediacy. Telgemeier’s ability to show,
rather than tell, is what elevates this graphic novel into a work of
art.

THEMES AND MESSAGES: MORE THAN JUST A STAGE
PLAY

While  Drama  by  Raina  Telgemeier  is  a  lighthearted  and
entertaining read, it also tackles several important themes that
resonate deeply with its target audience.

The Complexity of
Friendship
Friendship is a central pillar of the story. Callie’s relationships
with  her  friends  are  tested  throughout  the  novel.  There  are
moments  of  jealousy,  miscommunication,  and  hurt  feelings.
However,  the  book  does  not  present  these  conflicts  as
insurmountable.  Instead,  it  shows  that  genuine  friendship
requires  effort,  honesty,  and  a  willingness  to  apologize.  This
message is particularly valuable for middle school readers who
are often navigating complex social dynamics for the first time.

First Love and Romantic
Confusion
Callie’s romantic journey is a core element of Drama by Raina
Telgemeier.  She develops  crushes  on both  Jesse  and a  boy
named  Greg,  and  her  feelings  are  often  confusing  and
contradictory.  Telgemeier  handles  these  early  romantic
experiences with humor and empathy. The book acknowledges
that  first  crushes  are  rarely  neat  or  straightforward.  They  are
messy, embarrassing, and sometimes painful. But they are also a
normal part of growing up.

LGBTQ+ Representation
Perhaps  the  most  significant  aspect  of  Drama  by  Raina
Telgemeier is its inclusion of a gay character in a middle-grade
novel. Jesse’s storyline is handled with subtlety and grace. He is
not defined solely by his sexuality. He is a twin, a singer, a friend,
and a young person trying to find his place in the world. The book
normalizes LGBTQ+ identities by presenting them as a natural
part  of  the  human  experience.  This  representation  was,  and
continues to be, vitally important for young readers who may be
questioning their own identities or seeking characters who reflect
their reality.

CONTROVERSIES AND CHALLENGES: WHY THE BOOK
HAS BEEN BANNED

Despite its widespread acclaim, Drama by Raina Telgemeier
has also been the subject of controversy. In recent years, the
book has appeared on lists of frequently challenged or banned
books in school libraries across the United States. The primary
reason cited by those who seek to remove it is the presence of
LGBTQ+  themes  and  characters.  Some  parents  and  school
administrators have argued that the content is not appropriate
for the intended age group.
However,  supporters  of  the  book  argue  that  this  criticism is
unfounded.  They point  out that  the romantic  elements in the
story are no more explicit than those in any other middle-grade
romance.  The  relationship  between  Jesse  and  another  male
character is depicted with the same innocence and awkwardness
as  the  heterosexual  relationships  in  the  book.  Defenders  of
Drama by Raina Telgemeier maintain that banning the book
sends a harmful message to LGBTQ+ youth, implying that their
identities  are  something  to  be  hidden  or  ashamed  of.  The
controversy has, in many ways, brought even more attention to
the book, sparking important conversations about representation
and censorship in children’s literature.

THE AUTHOR’S TOUCH: WHY RAINA TELGEMEIER
EXCELS

Raina  Telgemeier  is  a  celebrated  author  and  illustrator,  best
known for  her  autobiographical  graphic  novels  like Smile  and
Guts. Her experience creating deeply personal stories gives her a
unique ability to capture authentic emotional experiences. With
Drama by Raina Telgemeier,  she steps  slightly  away from
autobiography  into  fiction,  but  the  voice  remains  unmistakably
genuine. She understands the pressures, joys, and awkwardness
of being a young person in a world that often feels overwhelming.
Telgemeier’s background in animation and her training at the
School of Visual Arts in New York City contribute to her dynamic
storytelling style. She knows how to pace a scene, when to zoom
in for emotional impact, and when to pull back to show the bigger
picture.  Her  work  is  accessible  to  reluctant  readers,  avid
bookworms, and everyone in between, making her one of the
most influential figures in contemporary graphic novel publishing.

EDUCATIONAL AND SOCIAL VALUE IN CLASSROOMS

Teachers and librarians have long recognized the value of Drama
by Raina Telgemeier as an educational tool. The graphic novel
format appeals to visual learners and students who may struggle
with  traditional  prose.  The  book’s  themes  of  teamwork,
perseverance, and empathy align with social-emotional learning
objectives. Additionally, the story provides a safe entry point for
discussions about diversity, inclusion, and respect for all people,
regardless of their background or identity.
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Reading Drama by Raina Telgemeier in a classroom setting
can open the door for students to share their own experiences
with friendship, family, and self-discovery. The book encourages
conversations about what it means to be a good friend, how to
handle disappointment, and the importance of staying true to
oneself. These are lessons that extend far beyond the pages of
the book.

COMPARISONS TO OTHER WORKS BY TELGEMEIER

Readers of Drama by Raina Telgemeier  often seek out the
author’s other books, and it is worth noting how this title fits into
her broader body of work. Smile focuses on dental trauma and
the challenges of middle school,  while Sisters  explores sibling
relationships.  Guts  deals  with  anxiety  and  digestive  health.
Drama stands out because it is Telgemeier’s only fictional work,
yet  it  maintains  the  same  emotional  honesty  as  her
autobiographical stories. The book also leans more heavily into a
group  ensemble,  whereas  her  other  works  are  more  tightly

focused on the protagonist’s internal world.
For  fans  of  the  graphic  novel  medium,  Drama  by  Raina
Telgemeier is often recommended alongside works by authors
like Svetlana Chmakova (Awkward, Brave) and Victoria Jamieson
(Roller Girl). These books share a similar tone and visual style,
appealing to readers who enjoy character-driven stories about
navigating the ups and downs of adolescence.

WHY “DRAMA” REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

In  a  rapidly  changing cultural  landscape,  the  core  themes of
Drama  by  Raina  Telgemeier  remain  as  relevant  as  ever.
Middle school continues to be a time of intense social pressure,
self-discovery,  and  emotional  growth.  The  book’s  honest
portrayal  of  LGBTQ+  youth  is  still  needed  in  an  era  where
representation  in  media  is  more  important  than  ever.
Furthermore, the book’s emphasis on creativity and collaboration
through the arts is a powerful reminder of the value of theatre,
music, and visual expression in education.


