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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY WIFE AND CHILDREN.

Because I know exactly who I was before they entered my life, and that person would not have been able to do any of the things that led up to this book becoming a reality.

Thank you, Alisa. Thank you for marrying me. Thank you for our kick-ass children. Let’s renew our vows on the moon.

And to my mother, who’s voice is ringing in my head as I type this, “You know, Steven Spielberg got his mother a credit card at Macy’s with an unlimited account.”

Well, I think you realize by now that THAT is never going to happen, but you always supported my love of comics and storytelling, even though you weren’t sure where I was going with all of it. I know you, more than anyone else, take pride in the fact that everything kind of worked out for me. You raised me and my brother by yourself, and you told me I could do whatever I wanted for a living as long as I did it smart.

Well, I did it smart enough that they asked me to write a book about it. So, hey, I listened!! Seriously, the existence of this book is a testament to your fantastic parenting.
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Art by Joe Quesada

WHEN I WAS FIRST TRYING TO BREAK INTO THE world of comics, I was thirsty for knowledge, looking for any little morsel of information that could help me get closer to my goal. This is a common trait that you’ll find among every one of us working professionally in the field. A burning desire, eye of the tiger, wanting it so badly we can taste it, blah, blah, blah—you’ve heard it all before, so I won’t bore you with the clichéd untruth that somehow I wanted it more than the other guy and that’s why I made it. Because what’s unfortunate is that you’ll find those exact same traits as common among just as many who never did make it. What’s the difference, what separates one creator with a burning desire from another with an equal if not greater desire? Is it talent? Sure, to some extent, but I would argue that’s only part of it. I could show you drawers filled with some of the most amazing scripts and art from some of the most brilliantly talented people that you’ll never hear about. The answer goes much deeper than talent. While talent will certainly open the door for you, it’s about failing and knowing how to do so properly.

I went to the School of Visual Arts in New York City. Like every arts college, they had their standard curriculum of life drawing, painting, photography, and so on. But the thing that was unique about SVA, and the reason I enrolled in the school, was that in order to be instructors, people had to be working professionals in their chosen subject for at least five years. While learning my craft was incredibly important to me, I wanted to make art my career. Sorry, but the concept of the starving artist was one I never found romantic, so learning about the business side of art was as important to me as learning my craft. What better way to learn about what life was like for artists in the real world than to have instructors who were experiencing it on a daily basis?

In my senior year, all graduating illustration majors were required to take a senior illustration class. This class was designed solely to prepare us for the business world of illustration: how to build a portfolio, how to present ourselves—in short, how to handle our careers properly so that we would stand a fighting chance once we left school. The class took place in a small amphitheater and was taught by legendary illustrator Marshall Arisman. To put it simply, that class taught me more in one half semester than any other in my previous three and a half years at SVA. While lessons on treating your name as a brand, marketing yourself, and working with editors were hugely influential, there was one lesson in particular Mr. Arisman taught us that I will never forget.

One morning he opened the class by telling us an ugly truth—that on average, after graduating, only three or four of us would end up working professionally as illustrators. Needless to say, that shocked a theater filled with well over a hundred students. I mean it was understandable: we all felt we had some talent, we all had a burning desire, and, most importantly, we had just paid a fortune for four years of arts college. And now we were hearing that only a handful of us might actually make it? Mr. Arisman, now with our full attention, added a little salt to the wound. Not only would a miniscule percentage of us actually make it, but also being the most talented person in the class had little to nothing to do with that outcome. Now I was far from being the most talented person in my graduating class, but I could see some really talented people’s interests suddenly piqued.

With our class finally settling down, Mr. Arisman went on to tell us this story of two “fictional” artists, both from the same graduating class. One, whom we’ll call Artist A, is brilliantly talented and innovative, the envy of all, and the other, Artist B, while not without talent, isn’t someone whose work would normally stand out from the pack. The day after graduation they both hit the bricks and start showing their portfolios around town. Not surprisingly, they get rejected on their first attempts, and on their second and third tries as well. It’s going to happen, it happens to everyone, the odds are stacked against them. As they hit the freelance workforce, they’re the new kids on the block, inexperienced, with no track record. No matter how brilliant their portfolios are or aren’t, they’re competing for a limited number of jobs against longstanding working professionals. More portfolio reviews bring more rejections, and what slowly becomes evident is that Artist A is getting discouraged and starts to doubt his talent. Most importantly, he doesn’t ask the right questions: “What can I learn from this? How do I make it better?”

Artist B, on the other hand, isn’t letting rejection break him. Sure it stings, but it’s the process and he’s not giving up. By the fiftieth rejection, Artist A has had enough. He’s not cut out for this line of work—the rejection is just too painful and personal. So before you know it, he’s out of the business and on to something else. He didn’t have that stuff inside of him, the ability to make lemonade. By the sixtieth rejection, Artist B still has no significant work to speak of, but he’s learned a lot about the business in the process, he’s met a lot of people, and he’s looked at each rejection not as a personal affront but as a learning experience. That’s not to say that the rejection doesn’t get him down, but now he has the ability to shake it off and he doesn’t let it define him. Seventy, eighty, ninety rejections and Artist B is still going. Then one day, on the hundredth try, it happens. Perhaps a lucky break, perhaps a past connection comes in handy, perhaps his work has improved exponentially, whatever the reason, it happens, and Artist B gets work. And that work begets more work, and so on. Artist B is now a professional. He took the punches, rolled with them, and became a better artist in the process.

He learned how to fail. This is the key to success.

Like I said, I was far from being the most talented person in my class, so this story not only struck a chord with me, but it also made me think long and hard, not just about how I would personally handle the future failures in my life, but how I could go about avoiding the most obvious ones. To that end, I adopted a practice of role modeling and asking as many questions as possible of people who were working professionals in the comics biz. After some time, I was lucky enough to meet some very successful artists, and while I always wanted to know about their approach to their craft, what I really wanted to know about were their failures—the pitfalls, the mistakes, the landmines that they stepped on as they struggled to get to where they were going. These were the stories that really interested me, the stories that enabled me to get to where I was going just a bit quicker because I was able to avoid some of the mistakes that others made before me. This isn’t to say that I didn’t make my own, but I was able to avoid many of the obvious ones.

My daughter loves to figure skate. Something that all figure skaters, regardless of skill level, have in common is that they fall. They fall a lot. After a while, what the most skilled skaters learn is that, while falling is an inevitable outcome, there’s a proper way to do it, physically and mentally. While there’s no way of taking away the bumps and bruises and occasional sting to the pride, there’s a way to do it that will, on most occasions, keep you from getting seriously injured and also allow you to get up and dust yourself off—a way that will make you a better skater. The ability to do this only comes from acceptance—acceptance that falling is inevitable, that it’s necessary, and, most importantly, that ultimately it’s a good thing.

If you’re not falling, you’re not really trying hard enough.

This book is about falling, and it is about failing. Any great book that offers to provide you with a road map to success in any given field ultimately is about failure. This is especially true if the person showing you the map has had any modicum of success of his or her own. There’s an old adage that says that the most successful people you meet have failed more than anyone you know, and I firmly believe that to be true. Talk to truly successful people about the great triumphs in their lives and you’ll notice a pattern: almost all of those triumphs were preceded by great failures, failures that drove them to find solutions. This book and its lessons are composed by one of the most successful creators in the history of our medium, with contributions by an equally successful list of legendary creators. These lessons have been born out of trial and error, failure, and the ability to learn from those mistakes. These brilliant creators have fallen on their keisters more times than I’m sure they can remember, and they’re offering what they learned from those failures to you so that as you move forward in your career you can avoid some of them yourselves. But you need to pay close attention, because it’s not going to be easy. You may work your tail off and wonder why your results aren’t as good as the examples in this book—yet. But that’s okay. It’s okay to fail, accept it, learn from it. Always remember…

If you’re not falling, you’re not really trying hard enough.



JOE QUESADA




Joe Quesada is an award-winning comics creator and the chief creative officer of Marvel Entertainment, who served as editor-in chief of Marvel for over a decade.
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Art by David LaFuente

AT THE AGE OF SIX, I STOOD IN FRONT OF MY FAMILY and declared myself the writer and artist of Spider-Man. I had no idea what it meant. I had no idea what I was saying. But it was declared.

Say what you will about me, but I stick to my guns.

From the moment I discovered their existence, I wanted to be one of the names in the credit boxes of my comic books. Every time I read something that I truly loved, I skipped back to the first page and memorized the names of the people responsible for the awesomeness. I knew I wanted to be a comic book professional, but I had no idea how to get from my bedroom in Cleveland to the little credit boxes in my comics.

As soon as allowance became part of my life, I spent every cent of it on pursuing this dream. Yes, that meant collecting comics, but it also meant searching for answers. How do you make comic books? And how do you make them awesome?

I bought every publication that featured an interview with a creator. Pre-Internet, finding a lengthy interview of real substance on George Pérez or Frank Miller was a rare treat. Comics Scene, Comic Buyer’s Guide, and Amazing Heroes magazines were my grade school.

My copy of How to Draw Comics the Marvel Way by Stan Lee and John Buscema, which I still own, looks like it survived a couple of world wars. Every page has been picked over and analyzed, drawn on and annotated.

As I got older, the quest became more passionate and more diverse. Every convention offered the opportunity to meet creators and ask them questions—even if it was a creator whose work I didn’t know.

My fondest early convention memory is, at age twelve, attending a comic book show in downtown Cleveland where comic legend Gil Kane was conducting a “How to Draw Comics” seminar. My father signed me up, even though he had no idea who Gil Kane was, and, at my young age, I didn’t know either. I knew he was the writer/artist of Sword of the Atom and I knew he had something to do with Green Lantern, but I didn’t know until later that he was a bona fide comics legend. Atom and Green Lantern? He CREATED the modern versions of those characters. He was partly responsible for some of the most important Spider-Man stories of all time. He published some of the very first modern graphic novels, and he is in the Will Eisner Award Hall of Fame. It would take a couple of years for me to be completely floored by the fact that I was taught anatomy by Gil Kane. It’s like being taught how to work a film camera by Sidney Lumet. I remember the class as if it were the day before yesterday. I was so hungry for any knowledge. I was raw. I didn’t even know what a gesture drawing was. I learned that from Gil Kane.

The first issue of Frank Miller’s Ronin was all the rage, a real sensation, and someone in the class asked Gil Kane what he thought of it. Steam literally started to fly out of Kane’s ears. He went to his easel and started to furiously draw a horse, all the while growling at us that “THAT’S what a horse REALLY looks like.” At that age, Frank Miller was God to me. And I, up until that moment, had never seen a grown man be furiously jealous of another man’s success.

These were all firsts for me. I was dizzy. I was like Lorraine Bracco in the beginning of Goodfellas: I couldn’t WAIT to become a comic book professional.

That next year there was a smaller comic book show not far from my house, where a very young John Totleben was a guest. John had just started his soon-to-be legendary run on Swamp Thing with Alan Moore, and was just there making sketches and selling pages of artwork. There was no one at the show, so I got a lot of face time with John. I looked through his artwork, and was truly stunned at how horrifying it was. I was a baby of artists like John Byrne, Walt Simonson, and George Pérez, so John’s work, at that time, was something way beyond my comprehension. But it was probably the first original artwork I had ever seen in person. It was the first time I had touched someone else’s ink on paper. In just a few years, those pages would become some of my favorite comics ever, but the first impression was too much for me.
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Art by John Totleben

I asked John every dumb question a young person asks a comic book artist, and he couldn’t have been more gracious in answering me. He showed me the difference between the printed work and the original artwork, and I was quite amazed at how much of a difference there was.

If you’ve never seen John’s work in person, I don’t think it’s hard to imagine that with all its pixilation and pointillism and heavy ink work that the tactile sensation of touching the artwork is closer to touching a painting than it is to touching a standard page of comic book art. It is the type of artwork that you can touch and actually feel all of the hard work that went into it. It isn’t something that is just drawn, it is labored over.
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Art by John Totleben
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Art by John Totleben
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Art by John Totleben

What was clear at the time was that there were textures on the page that were so fine that when they printed on the newsprint, standard for all comics at the time, they just turned to mud. It would be years until the industry standard for printing would allow anyone to see all that hard work.

I asked him why he went to all the trouble if no one was even going to see it. He shrugged and said, “It makes me happy.” THAT was Life-Changing Lesson-of-the-Day Number One.

My father said something about how surprisingly quiet the show was. John said that there was a much larger convention across the street, and that Walt Simonson was the guest.

My jaw hit the floor. “Walt Simonson??!! Thor’s Walt Simonson??!! X-Men versus Teen Titans’s Walt Simonson??!! Is here??! In Cleveland??!!”

I grabbed my artwork and yelled, “Walt Simonson??!! Let’s get out of here!” And ran out of the room.

Over the course of my career, especially during my early days as an independent comic book artist, I have spent many hours behind the tables in “artist alleys” where someone has said or done something that was accidentally hurtful. When it happens, I always smile to myself because I know that’s exactly what I did to young John Totleben that day. I have gotten to a place in my life where I have been able to not only apologize profusely to John, but also actually work with him. For the record, he didn’t remember it. I would have.

But that wasn’t Life-Changing Lesson-of-the-Day Number Two…

Life-Changing Lesson-of-the-Day Number Two came when I ran across the street and right up to Walt Simonson at the other show. I ran up to his table, out of breath, I’m sure pushing past the people who were waiting for their turn, and bluntly asked Walt for the answers to all of life’s riddles. With my arms full of my very rudimentary artwork, I begged him to show me the light.

Instead of calling security, he graciously took me behind his table and went through all of my artwork and actually had a serious answer for the dumbest question I had ever asked another human being: How do you know what to draw first—the perspective or the anatomy?

Think about that question for a minute. It’s really a dumb, dumb, very dumb question.
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Art by Walter Simonson

Whatever else Walt Simonson said to me that day, he made me feel like a million bucks. I left there ready to become a comic book professional. Nothing was going to stop me. I was completely empowered.

Over the course of the next few years, every time I thought I had something worth showing I would mail it to Walt Simonson. I would mail it to a lot of people, but Walt Simonson would respond—always with encouraging words, always with some sort of guidance.

So as I spent the next several years working on my craft (which included drawing my version of Marvel Comics’ adaptation of Raiders of the Lost Ark because I thought they had screwed it up; writing and drawing a “Captain America versus Punisher” graphic novel over and over, six times in total, using the novelization of the Avengers: Ultron story as a script for what I thought was going to be the greatest Avengers graphic novel ever created; and my brother and I getting the school art teacher to let us use the mimeograph to run off copies of our first original graphic novel The Powerful Pachyderm, only to get in trouble once the school discovered we were selling it for profit. I said to myself that if I ever got to be a comic book professional, I would do whatever I could to share whatever I ended up learning with anyone who asked.

When I became a comic book professional, I thought to myself, “Whatever you do, wherever you go … be Walt Simonson.”
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My very early comic work
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More examples of my childhood comics

In that same day, I had two life-changing lessons: do what makes you happy, and be Walt Simonson.

At the same time, my frustration was insane. Information was so hard to come by. I felt like an archaeologist. It would be years until Scott McCloud put together Understanding Comics, and Will Eisner’s Comics and Sequential Art was not easy to find. Even when I got those books, I needed more. I was taking life-drawing classes after school at the community college, but no one there was teaching a course on comic books.

All I had were my memories of a feisty Gil Kane and old issues of Comics Scene.

Without realizing it or declaring it to anybody, I had set forth on my life’s journey for information. Day after day, month after month, year after year, whether from some little bit in the Bullpen Bulletins page of any Marvel comic or in a Fantaco retrospective of George Pérez’s career, I was learning.

I eventually made it into the Cleveland Institute of Art (don’t ask me how), a very well-respected fine arts school that did not care what walls Dave McKean or Bill Sienkiewicz were breaking down in the world of mainstream comic books. I even stormed into class there one day with the latest copy of Print magazine whose entire issue was dedicated to comics. It showcased the fact that the most important work going on in illustration and graphic design that year was actually happening in comics.

They didn’t care.

I was so frustrated. I wanted to take college-level classes about graphic novels. I wanted to take theoretical, historical and practical workshop classes on every facet of the business, art form, and industry.

Nobody cared.

But they were kind enough, or I was annoying enough, to finally allow me to go into an independent study program where I could make my comics and learn my craft. By myself.

It’s a good thing, too, because the only way I ever really learned my craft was by making comics.

And make comics I did.

Lots and lots of comics.

As the years went by, I became a fixture in the independent comic book scene of the 1990s. With every comic came another collaboration and another meeting of the minds with my peers and my heroes.

Every day I learned and studied. Every mistake I made was a chance to do it right the next time. Every mistake I watched someone else make was a reminder of how fragile a career in the creative arts is.

I would eventually make my way onto the great stage of Marvel Comics and become the writer of Spider-Man (for the series Ultimate Spider-Man). As I stood on stage at the Eisners, shaking Will Eisner’s hand as he gave me the award named after him, and all I could think was: “You’re giving me this too early. I’m still learning!!”

Many years later, when I first moved to Portland, someone I admire a great deal, Dark Horse Executive Editor Diana Schutz, asked me if I would guest lecture her college class on graphic novels. “NOW there’s a class on graphic novels??!!” She had been teaching for a while, and was using the growing comic book community in Portland as a fantastic resource to show her students a variety of opinions on a variety of subjects.

Speaking to her class over the next few years would always be an enjoyable experience and unusually fulfilling. Years later, when Portland State University asked her about starting a graphic novel class or program, she told them to get me. She










BRIAN MICHAEL BENDIS
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CAP (PORTER, OP) “Train leaves at NINE from track 26.”

arms folded across her not

3.5 NATASHA stares AT US, chest,
taking any shit from anyone.

NO DIALOGUE

3.6 CHERRY moves through the crowd,
noticed.
NO DIALOGUE

head down, hoping not to be
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PAGE THREE - FRIDAY 8:30 PM

3.1 BLACK PANEL WITH TEXT:
TEXT NATASHA:
The Work Wife.

3.2 SOMEWHERE IN THE MANSION full of TECH: AN ARRAY OF
TRANSLUCENT AND CURVED COMPUTER MONITORS illuminates NAT as she
works with intense, ex-KGB levels, ONE SCREEN
is CHERRY’S MUG SHOT.
NAT Gotcha.
NAT Nice to MEET YOU .

of concentration.

3.3 GRAND CENTRAL STATION: CHERRY walks through a black and
grey crowd dressed in screaming RED in a long red cloak-coat

and a big floppy hat, the BRIM covering one of her eyes. Even
though it’s night she wears SUNGLASSES; she’s got a small black
bag with her, A HANDBAG maybe. A PORTER hands her a TRAIN
TICKET.
CAP (NAT, OP) “ . . . Darlene Phyllis Wright.”
PORTER Here you are, Ms. Wright.
CHERRY Mm.
















