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INTRODUCTION: THE BIG SECRET

Welcome to Make Comics Like the Pros, a practical compendium of everything that we—veteran comic book creators Greg Pak and Fred Van Lente—have learned while hammering out thousands of comic book script pages and working with hundreds of collaborators over the last decade. Here you’ll find step-by-step strategies for how to drag your comic out of your brain, with invaluable advice on writing, drawing, coloring, and lettering. And we’ll help you build your strategy for getting your book out into the world with from-the-front-lines tips on pitching, publishing, and promotion.

Throughout, we’ll make our pointers as practical and hands-on as possible with play-by-play commentary on the creation of a brand-new comic book story written by us and drawn by the brilliant Colleen Coover. Whether you’re a total beginner or an experienced pro, you’re about to dive into a giant pool of awesome directly relevant to whatever your interests in comics creation may be.

But we’re going to spill our biggest secret right up front: the big theme of this book—and the key to making comics like the pros—is collaboration.

At the minimum, the production of a typical comic book requires a writer, an editor, an artist, a letterer, a printer, a publicist, and a distributor. In theory, all of those jobs can be filled by one person, especially in the digital age. But most comics are created by a team, and the vast majority of comic book creators—and by “creators,” we mean everyone who works on the book—need to learn how to talk to and work with everybody at every stage of the process.

And you guessed it: this book will help you do exactly those things.

The wrong way to frame all of this is that if you’re making comics, you need to learn how to get all of your collaborators to see things the way you do and fricking do it already.

The reality is that great comics come from true collaboration, with genuine give-and-take through which smart creators learn from their colleagues and end up with a far better final product than they ever could have produced on their own.


We’re going to explore every creative relationship in comics—unveiling how letterers, colorists, editors, writers, and artists all can work together for maximum impact. But to lay the groundwork for all of our conversations about collaboration, first we’ll tell you a little bit about ourselves and how we started collaborating with each other, which should show you that while there’s a way to make comics like the pros, there are as many paths to becoming a pro as there are pros themselves.

WHO WE ARE AND HOW WE CAME TO BE

Ever since he was very young, Fred knew he wanted to be a writer; he just wasn’t sure what kind. His dad was a casual comics fan and a lot of his funny books fell into Fred’s hands at an early age—by the time Fred entered kindergarten, he could read thanks to all the old comics he devoured! But he was also into prose writing and interested in screenwriting, and went to Syracuse University to study film.
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   Greg Pak (left) and Fred Van Lente have written over sixty comics together, and have created hundreds of issues and graphic novels on their own.

   We’d all like to pretend we’re incandescent geniuses who drip perfection from every pen stroke or keyboard tap. But to reach our potential, we need a sounding board and honest critique. On a creative level, true collaboration means you have someone to call you on your cheap tricks, push you to improve, and surprise you with new ideas and possibilities.

Greg knew he wanted to be a writer by the time he was nine years old and Ray Bradbury had become his patron saint. Greg wrote short stories throughout middle school, high school, and college. He also grew up drawing all the time—his mother bought her kids crayons and blank paper instead of coloring books. But at some point, Greg stopped thinking of creative work as a career. He kept cartooning and writing through high school and college and beyond, but he studied political science as an undergrad at Yale University and then went home to Texas to work on the first gubernatorial campaign of the great Ann Richards.

Fred enjoyed moviemaking but had even more fun hanging out with the students studying to be comics artists in the Illustration Department down the hall. He really loved the way they brought his ideas to life, so after school, he moved to New York City to try to break into the comics industry with them. It took many long years, because it required juggling several (usually pretty terrible) temp jobs at a time, but he and two fellow Syracuse University alums, artists Steve Ellis and Ryan Dunlavey, managed to create small-press titles like Stuperpowers!, Tranquility, Action Philosophers, and The Silencers. Though none of these titles was a huge seller, people in charge read them and liked them and gave Fred work. Platinum Studios, the film company that optioned Tranquility, a near-future sci-fi thriller, gave Fred the job to write Cowboys & Aliens, the comic that the 2011 movie was based on.
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Tranquility was a story about a cop on a near-future moon base always one step ahead of the law she was supposedly trying to enforce. Though sales were poor, it was optioned by the movie company that hired Fred to write Cowboys & Aliens. You never know what leads to your next job. (Script by Fred Van Lente, art by Steve Ellis.)

After working in Texas politics for a year, Greg snagged a Rhodes scholarship to study history at Oxford University, ostensibly in order to become a better politician. But at Oxford, Greg had the chance for the first time to get involved with a student filmmaking group, and all the lights came on. After Oxford, Greg moved to New York City to attend NYU’s graduate film program. After years of making shorts, he directed the independent sci-fi feature film Robot Stories. Then one day his agent called up to say Marvel was looking for new comic book writers and would he be interested?
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Robot Stories was an anthology film, four stories about love, death, and robots. It had tremendous success on the festival circuit but was a terrible calling card for more feature projects—since no one makes anthology films. But the script unexpectedly turned out to be a perfect writing sample for making the transition to comics.

Meanwhile, it was Fred’s super-noir crime series he created with artist Steve Ellis, The Silencers, that attracted the eye of editor Mark Paniccia at Marvel, and he invited Fred to pitch for the company’s Amazing Fantasy anthology title. Fred’s pitch was initially rejected, but he got a call when the original writer had to be let go (the classic understudy-makes-good story isn’t limited to Broadway). From there, Fred got steady offers to write for the company’s kids’ line, with books like Marvel Adventures Iron Man and Wolverine: First Class, as well as off-beat titles like the supervillain heist MODOK’s 11 and short stories here and there.
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The Silencers was “The Sopranos with Superpowers,” a crime saga featuring superpowered mob enforcers who have to become independent operators when the mob family they work for gets rubbed out. (Art and design by Steve Ellis.)

Greg’s first Marvel project was the 2004 Warlock miniseries illustrated by Charlie Adlard. Then Greg got tapped for the X-Men: Phoenix—Endsong miniseries, illustrated by Greg Land, which hit the top ten in sales the month it debuted. After writing a slew of miniseries, Greg finally got a shot at an ongoing with the “Planet Hulk” story that began in Incredible Hulk #92 and eventually led to World War Hulk, Marvel’s big 2007 summer comics event.

Before we met, neither of us had cowritten any comics. But in 2007, as Greg was finishing up World War Hulk, he pitched the idea of an ongoing series starring the Renegades, a group of Marvel heroes who were crazy enough to side with the Hulk during his recent war in New York. Greg’s writing schedule was pretty packed, and Marvel editor Nate Cosby suggested he consider cowriting the new project with this dude named Fred.

So we met in a Tex-Mex restaurant during a New York City snowstorm and, as Nate had anticipated, immediately hit it off. We had a blast working on the Renegades pitch, which ended up getting rejected because of a glut of new team books at Marvel at the time. But a few weeks later, we got a call asking if we’d be interested in reworking the pitch as a buddy book starring just two of the Renegades: Hercules and Amadeus Cho, the most incorrigible Greek demigod and the craziest kid genius in the Marvel Universe.

We said sure, and ended up writing over fifty issues of Hercules and Amadeus stories over the next five years.

Some cowriting teams divide their work according to task—with Writer A plotting and Writer B fleshing the stories out into complete scripts with dialogue, for example. But we never even tried that route; both of us immediately and instinctively knew that to reap the real creative rewards and fun of collaboration, we needed to be equally involved in every step of the process. Here’s how we went about it:

We’d usually start each new story arc by tossing around ideas over burgers in a dive somewhere in New York. From the beginning, one clear virtue of collaboration was that it prevented us from deep-sixing our own best ideas.

Every great, world-changing story idea probably sounded really stupid the first time someone articulated it: “An alien in tights and a cape who jumps around and punches bad guys? Come on.” Sure, sometimes we need to let our dumb ideas quietly die. But when we were mulling over a Hercules story to tie into Marvel’s 2008 Secret Invasion (an event featuring the alien Skrulls), Fred allowed himself to mention what he thought was one of his dumber ideas: that Hercules should go on a quest to kill the Skrull gods. And Greg said, “That’s perfect!” The story became one of the most lauded of our Incredible Hercules run.

A big part of what made our collaboration work was that we shared a shameless willingness to jump on the best idea in the room. We’d fight passionately for what we thought was the most effective angle for a story or scene. But the minute the other guy came up with something better, we’d turn on a dime and embrace it. There’s a strange and wonderful kind of selflessness that collaboration can encourage. If you’re working with a good partner (and if you don’t have a cowriter, this could be your editor or your artist), you don’t have to fear anything—you know you’re both just trying to figure out the best way to tell the best story possible, and you’re both going to get equal credit for the success and failure of your work.

When it came to the practical task of putting words on pages, one of us would write up a first draft of a story outline after our face-to-face story meeting. Then the other would edit it and send it back to the first guy, who would edit it and send it back to the second guy, and so on until we were both satisfied. Then we’d repeat the process for the page-by-page outline for the individual script. And then we’d divide up the script, each of us taking an equal number of pages to write. Sometimes, we’d split it right down the middle, with one of us writing the first half and the other guy writing the second. Other times, if one of us had a special affinity for or understanding of a certain section of the script, we might divide things a little differently, with Greg writing the opening and closing, for example, and Fred writing the middle.

But as always, we’d trade those script pages back and forth, editing each other until we were both happy.

Editing each other might be the scariest words for new writers in the paragraph above. But give and you shall receive. When you give your cowriter permission to dig into your precious words without restraint, you end up looking much, much smarter, funnier, and wiser. Greg readily admits that he’d often cram in three too many jokes on certain pages or panels, leaving it to Fred to do the dirty work of cutting one or two. (Or all of them.) But knowing he had backup meant that each guy could run a bit wild and try things out. So in every issue, we’d streamline each other’s dialogue, clarify panel descriptions, and correct dumb typos. And in true Jerry Maguire fashion, we’d regularly complete each other, paying off setups the other guy only semiconsciously created.
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Collaboration: rarely pretty, but always colorful.
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From Idea to Concept

There’s no better kind of learning than doing. We thought we’d put that maxim into practice in Make Comics Like the Pros by guiding you through the comics creation process from Nothing to Something, and we’ve enlisted our pal Colleen Coover to help us. One of America’s best designers, cartoonists, and illustrators, Colleen has drawn a bazillion comics, both creator-owned (Bandette, Gingerbread Girl, Small Favors) and mainstream superhero (X-Men First Class, Power Pack) and has been nominated multiple times for the industry’s highest honor, the Eisner. She has agreed to be our cocreator on this little story in exchange for, you know, money. (Golden Rule of Comics Creation: Make sure everyone, and we do mean everyone, gets paid. Or at least do your damnedest to try.)

Now we swear to you, this isn’t some old pitch we had lying around in a drawer somewhere that we dusted off once we were contracted to write this book. No, we were quite literally making this comic up and writing the manuscript for this book simultaneously.

That’s not to say we didn’t have an idea, of course. Everything starts with an idea. In fact, that’s the common cliché interview question all writers get: “Where do you get your ideas?” We like Neil Gaiman’s response (paraphrased): “Why, Ideas R Us, down on Main and Second.” Harlan Ellison likes to joke about a mail-order joint in Poughkeepsie that sends him a new idea every month.

The truth is that ideas come literally from everywhere. From your life experiences. From conversations you have with friends, family, or strangers. From things you read in the news. From things you saw in a television show, movie, or book that you thought you could do better. From random images or ideas that pop into your head at different times and suddenly seem to form an interesting pattern. When you’re a professional creative person, the world itself is—must be—your inspiration. It’s the only way to ensure that your ideas will be fresh and different—and that you’re not ripping off the same popular stuff lesser talents are. Even more important, it will make sure your work speaks to the world, and to people’s real lives and struggles, even if filtered through a prism of fantasy.

In this instance, our inspiration came from, well, ourselves. When we initially started this process, we had an idea for a teenage heist series called Crime Girl but realized it was remarkably similar to Bandette, the great digital comic Colleen was about to start with her frequent collaborator (and husband), Paul Tobin. (Tangential Wisdom: The response that will kill a prospective project faster than any other isn’t “This won’t sell” or “This isn’t any good,” but “We’re already doing that.”)

Then we remembered an idea we had for a miniseries while we were doing Incredible Hercules. The interplay between fun-loving, empathic Herc and his dour, berserker brother Ares, the god of war, was huge fun, and Greg had the idea of visiting the immortal half-brothers’ rivalry at various times across history: battling Thor as Vikings, getting wrapped up in the Napoleonic Wars, romancing Jane Austen.

A lot of people ask us how to break into Marvel or DC Comics, and talk about the story ideas they have for Batman or Spider-Man. Those are great characters, and we love them. We mean really. Love them. But they’re also toys that are owned by someone else. These days the Big Two generally won’t hire you unless you’ve written some comics of your own first, so whenever you come up with a story idea that involves a hero with the “®” symbol and a corporation’s name attached to it, always, always keep in the back of your mind a version that doesn’t require you to be one of the few dozen people currently being paid by Disney or Warner Brothers to write for Marvel or DC Comics … even if that is your end goal! Those are fantastic companies, and we’ve worked for both of them. But if you’re a freelance writer, you want to be able to tell your stories regardless of which specific company might be interested in publishing them.
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Bandette was nominated for four Eisner Awards in 2013, including a much-deserved artist nod for Colleen herself, and was named the Best Digital Comic of the year. (Art and design by Colleen Coover.)

So once we had to replace Crime Girl, we gravitated back to what was so fun about the Hercules/Ares relationship and landed once more on the buddy-adventure genre. Over burgers one day, the idea just struck us: to change things up a bit, why not gender-swap our main characters, make them women? Colleen can draw pretty much anything, but it’s her women for which she’s best known. (Tangential Wisdom: Write to your artist’s strengths.) And it put a spin on an old, familiar formula.

At this point we started to move away from the mythical and historical aspects into a more fantastical sword-and-sorcery setting, as that’s a genre we both love but haven’t done much professional work in. Perhaps the greatest duo in American fantasy are Fritz Leiber’s creations, Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser, the oversized barbarian and diminutive thief who brawl and steal their way through his Swords series of novels and short stories, and we couldn’t help but be reminded of how much we loved those tales as kids.

We know, we know: you’re thinking, Wait, you’re just tweaking somebody else’s idea by combining it with your idea, which was based on the ancient Greeks’ mythological ideas? But it’s even worse than that! Leiber, as it turns out, got his inspiration for Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser from another friend of his, sci-fi fan Harry Otto Fischer. Fischer came up with the characters and Leiber wrote the stories. But where did Fischer get his idea from? Thor and Loki, perhaps? The reality is that virtually every storytelling trope is thousands of years old and has been mined countless times. The challenge is to find your own take, that version so personal and specific that only you could write it.

Again, to keep it fresh, we decided to switch up some familiar clichés: our pair would be mismatched in size, like Leiber’s duo (and like Hercules and his buddy Amadeus Cho, come to think of it), but our plus-sized girl would be the nimble thief, and the wiry petite girl would be the accomplished warrior.

We also made the decision to tweak the traditional swords-and-sorcery setting a bit, moving it farther east from mythical England or Norway, which would enable us to have a more multicultural cast and draw on a greater variety of real-world histories and traditions. So our world is near a coast or river somewhere along the border between a mythical Eastern Europe and a mythical Central Asia.

As we chatted about our characters’ first adventure, a third character emerged—a childhood playmate, the bratty kid who always wants to play in their games while growing up, someone we all knew as kids, but with one important difference: sent to play with the servant kids when she was a youth, this third girl is a princess and heir to the throne. So the seeds of conflict are sown in childhood, and a jealousy/rivalry forms that lasts to early adulthood. From character, a rudimentary plot forms.

At this point Fred’s notebook is filled with options jotted down quickly and just as quickly crossed out:


General Setting? 18th century? Rustic? Braveheart? Boonie-shire? Versailles (as an isolated location, not as a palace design)
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THIS BOOK 15 FOR YOU.
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PAGE TWO,

Panel 1: Angle up - Gudrid’s POV down her crosshairs -
Suddenly an even younger girl named SOPHIE ghoves her face
into view. She's carrying a comically large wooden toy
sword. Sophie's clearly a child of privilege -- pretty,
colorful clothes, maybe some kind of headpiece.

L. SOPHIE: Hey, Gudrid! Hey, Khu! Whatcha playing?
2. SOPHIE: Can I play too?

p.nel 2: gudrid fires wildly, raising the crossbow to avoid

ting Sophie
3. GUDRID: GAAHHHHH !

4. GUDRID: Sophie! WATCH IT!

Panel 3: The bolt sails up to the top of the tower where it

lands loudly (though bloodlessly) in the SHIELD carried by
the uppermost SENTRY, startling him! (Maybe this is a blunt

bolt rather than sharp-tipped bolt, and it bounces off the
shield. Like this, but more hand-forged. More ref.)

5 SFKs tunk

6. SENTRY: Wha-212

Panel 4: High angle looking down from the Sentry's POV. The

three girls look up (the two older ones out of the haystack)

caught red-handed.
7. KHU & GUDRID (1 balloon, 2 pointers):Uh-oh.

Panel 5: Smash zoom into Sentry as he points down
screaming.

8. SENTRY: TO ARMS! BROTHERS, TO ARMS!

9. SENTRY: WE _ARE UNDER ATTACK!

Panel 6: As they scramble, starting to run, Gudrid wags a
furious finger in Sophie’s face; she just giggles.

10. GUDRID: How many times do we have to tell you
Sophie? This isn't a game!

11. GUDRID: We're not pampered little princesses like
you -- we're trying to eat!

12. SOPHIE: Hpe-hee! You orphans are funny!

i: 5.As Khu and .. stand up,
step forward, eyes sharp,
little

scram,

Kid.

Deleted: 5. SOPHIE: . Come on.
I'11 let you be the princess. .
10. RHU: | Pft. Princesses are
losers

Fred Van Lente 5
Deleted: 6.xhu lunges foruard,
kicking the plank the pies are

sitting on. The pies fly
through the air -- Gudrid is

grinning, catching them. [ _[3])
Fred Van Lente
Formatted: Fontltalic

Deleted: 11. sFx
Fred Van Lente

Deleted: 12. x#u: . Thie
all the fun!
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Deleted: Aerial shot - Angle down
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Greg Pak 4/7/13 10:48 AM
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One of the most moving pieces I've seen all year.
- John Petrakis, Chicago Tribune
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